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Scientific Abstract: 

In the Forest Sámi community (Skogssameby) of Gällivare in northeastern Sweden, reindeer husbandry is in peril as 
commercial interests degrade viable reindeer habitat. Among clear-cut forest and young plantations, between highways 
and railroad tracks, reindeer seek dwindling food. Pressed into smaller and smaller patches of land, they become easier 
targets for large predators and run out of food more rapidly, forcing greater intervention by herders to ensure the 
survival of the reindeer. Two large wind power development projects, which, if built, will dominate the landscape, 
could catalyze a collapse in reindeer husbandry in Gällivare Sameby (Sámi community) from which reindeer herders 
and the reindeer population may struggle to recover.  

This loss would be catastrophic from human rights, ecological, and sustainability perspectives. Reindeer husbandry is 
a key cultural activity for the Sámi people, Europe’s only recognized Indigenous group; reindeer are also native to 
Sweden, and even a localized collapse in the population could have far-reaching ramifications for the local ecosystem; 
and reindeer are a critical source of sustainable food in the harsh arctic and sub-arctic climate of Sápmi.  

This case study is concerned with the pressures and encroachments on reindeer husbandry that have been 
observed by Henrik Andersson, a reindeer herder, activist, and board member of Gällivare Forest Sámi community. 
Through four weeks of fieldwork, including participatory observation and semi-structured interviews, I determined 
the issues that Henrik considered most pressing and attempted to gain a holistic understanding of the socio-ecological 
system.  

In this paper, I have examined the main challenges to the viability of reindeer husbandry in Gällivare 
Skogssameby and their relationship to one another and discussed the extent to which these challenges are caused 
and exacerbated by ongoing colonization of Swedish Sápmi and based in Sweden’s colonial history in the 
region. 
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Use 
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Glossary of Terms 
Terms marked with an asterisk (*) have been quoted wholesale or adapted from Sametinget (2019) 
and translated using Google Translate, except where otherwise noted.  

Odlingsgränsen* Cultivation limit/border/boundary. A boundary formally established in 1890 (with several 
iterations from 1867), its original purpose was to clearly delimit where construction and 
agricultural activity should end and year-round reindeer husbandry should begin (though 
now the meaning has changed, and construction and agriculture are now allowed above this 
border). Its current function is to “constitute the eastern limit for the so-called year-round 
lands” (Sametinget, 2019). 

See Annex II 

Fjällssameby Mountain Sámi Community. Sámi communities in which reindeer husbandry is conducted in 
the forest only during the winter. The reindeer migrate to the mountains in the summer, 
above odlingsgränsen / the Cultivation Limit.  

The most common type of Sámi community; 33 of 51 samebyar are mountain communities, 
and they are located in Norrbotten, Västerbotten, and Jämtland Counties (Sametinget, 
2020b). 

Gällivare (town of) A town near the northernmost part of Gällivare Sámi Community, above the Arctic Circle. 
Much of the town’s landscape is dominated by Malmberget (Malm Mountain), which is used 
as a ski resort in the winter, and two major mines: the LKAB Malmberget iron ore mine 
(Mining Technology, 2021) and the Boliden Aitik open pit copper mine (Boliden Aitik, 
2020). 

The town is crucially important to the Sámi community and is where the Gällivare Sameby 
board meetings are held.   

Gällivare Sameby A Forest Sámi community extending from the city of Luleå in the south to the town of 
Gällivare in the north. It covers 8,321km2, with “winter pastures in the municipalities of 
Gällivare, Överkalix, Jokkmokk, Luleå and Boden” and summer pastures in Gällivare 
Municipality (Sametinget, 2018a).  

The County Administrative Board has determined that the sameby “may have a maximum 
of 7,000 animals in the winter herd,” which are cared for by the community’s 35 herding 
companies (Ibid.). The actual number of reindeer in the sameby’s winter herd is currently 
closer to 4,000. 

Koncessions Sameby* Concession Sámi Community. There are eight “concession” Sámi communities, located 
below the Lapland Border in the Kalix and Torne river valleys of Norrbotten County 
(Sametinget, 2020b). “Those who are Sámi can get a permit (concession) to run reindeer 
husbandry […] below the Lapland border […] throughout the year. The permit also includes 
the right to care for a certain number of reindeer for those who own or use agricultural 
properties in the area.” 

See Annex II 

Lapland Border* “An old administrative border that was established in 1766, but which dates back to older 
boundaries between Lapland and the landscapes along the coast [of the Gulf of Bothnia].” It 
“form[s] the dividing line between the concession Sámi villages and other Sámi villages in 
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Norrbotten” (Sametinget, 2019), and in the summer, all reindeer husbandry must be 
conducted above this border (Inga, 2008). Concession communities are the exception to this 
rule. 

See Annex II 

Norrbotten Sweden’s northernmost county. There are 32 samebyar in Norrbotten (Sametinget, 2020b). 

Sameby* (pl. Samebyar) Sámi community or Sámi village. “A geographical area where reindeer 
husbandry is conducted.”  

“The Sámi village is organized as an economic and administrative association with its own 
board. It is a legal entity that represents the reindeer owners in the Sámi village.” The Sámi 
village administers reindeer husbandry for the common good of its members. 

Only members of a sameby are allowed to conduct reindeer husbandry. 

Approximately 50% of Sweden’s land area lies within a sameby.  

See Annex II 

Sametinget  
(i Sverige) 

The Sámi Parliament (in Sweden). “Both a state authority and a popularly elected Sámi 
parliament, with the overall task of monitoring issues concerning Sámi culture in Sweden 
according to the Sámi Parliament Act SFS 1992: 1433” (Sametinget, 2020c).  

It was inaugurated in 1993, between the inaugurations of the Sámi Parliaments of Norway 
in 1989 (Sámediggi, 2019) and Finland in 1996 (though the predecessor to Finland’s Sámi 
Parliament, the Sámi Delegation, was established in 1973) (Sámediggi, 2021).  

Sámetinget has very limited capacity to make decisions “on issues affecting land and 
traditional activities of the Sami people,” for which the Swedish government has been 
criticized (CCPR/C/SWE/CO/6, 2009). 

Sámi (May also be spelled Sami or Saami) Europe’s only recognized Indigenous people.  

Sápmi The territory recognized by the Fennoscandian nation-states as being the traditional home 
of the Sámi.  

An area that covers much of Norway, Sweden, Finland, and the Kola Peninsula in Russia. 

See Annex III 

Skogssameby  Forest Sámi Community. Sámi communities in which reindeer husbandry is conducted year-
round in forested areas. The reindeer do not migrate to the mountains in the summer but 
remain below the cultivation limit.  

There are 10 Forest Sámi communities, and they are located in Norrbotten and Västerbotten 
Counties (Sametinget, 2020b). 

Usufructuary rights According to the Reindeer Herding Act of 1971 (updated 1993), Sámi reindeer herders have 
the right to graze their reindeer on lands owned by other people (usufruct). According to 
Strömgren (2016), “no other Sami rights to land or natural resources currently exist in 
Swedish state law.” 

 



1 

1. Introduction 

1.1. Rationale 

In the Forest Sámi community (Skogssameby) of Gällivare in northeastern Sweden (see Figure 1.1), 
reindeer husbandry is in peril as commercial interests degrade viable reindeer habitat. Among 
clear-cut forest and young plantations, between highways and railroad tracks, reindeer seek 
dwindling food. Pressed into smaller and smaller patches of land, they become easier targets for 
large predators and run out of food more rapidly, forcing greater intervention by herders to ensure 
the survival of the reindeer. Two large wind power development projects, which, if built, will 
dominate the landscape, could catalyze a collapse in reindeer husbandry in Gällivare Sameby (Sámi 
community) from which reindeer herders and the reindeer population may struggle to recover.  

 
Figure 1.1 – Gällivare Sameby’s reindeer grazing rangeland area in relation to Fennoscandia. The area 
extends into the Gulf of Bothnia because in the winter, reindeer traverse the thick sea ice to islands off the 
coast. © 2021 Google GeoBasis-DE/BKG (© 2009) via Sametinget 

The extinction of reindeer husbandry in any capacity is unacceptable from a human rights 
perspective, due to its cultural and historical importance, which is protected under the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP); from an ecological 
perspective, the destruction of reindeer husbandry in a given region and its requisite decline in 
reindeer population (once reindeer can no longer benefit from a herder’s protection and care) could 
have serious implications for the local ecosystem; and due to the low environmental impact of 
reindeer husbandry, its survival is critical to the sustainability of Sweden’s food system in the 
circumpolar region. A whole socio-ecological system is endangered by ongoing colonial, capitalist 
interests. Sámi people are the only cultural group in Europe who are officially recognized as 
Indigenous, and reindeer husbandry has been a key cultural activity for a thousand years or longer; 
reindeer have certainly been domesticated since the Viking age, and possibly as early as the 
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Paleolithic (Helskog and Indrelid 2011; Clutton-Brock 2012; Bjørklund 2013 in Skarin and 
Åhman, 2014) or Mesolithic periods (Kuokkanen, 2000 in Salmi et al., 2021). Currently, all of the 
reindeer (Rangifer tarandus) in Sweden belong to someone and are husbanded by Sámi herders1. 
This does not mean that the species is domesticated, or that the lack of wild reindeer in Sweden 
constitutes an extinction of the species; Swedish R. tarandus are semi-domestic and still occupy 
their original rangelands (Clutton-Brock, 1999 in Inga, 2008) and the same ecological niche (e.g. 
Danell et al., 1999; Gaare & Danell, 1999; Forbes et al. (eds), 2006 in Inga, 2008) as when they 
were entirely wild. North American caribou and Eurasian reindeer are all the same species, and 
while some individual animals are tame, no subspecies or population of R. tarandus is fully 
domesticated. Reindeer husbandry is also one of the few truly sustainable means of food 
production in the region (Utsi et al., 2018), as reindeer are well adapted to the harsh climate of 
Sápmi and can survive on very little food themselves (Inga, 2008; Forbes and Kumpula, 2009). 
However, they are very sensitive to environmental disturbance (Skarin and Åhman, 2014), and 
their welfare is closely tied to the local ecology. Wind power development, forestry, transportation 
infrastructure, and other pressures are threatening that local ecology, and therefore the survival of 
reindeer husbandry: a key cultural method of food production with a long history of sustainability.    

According to Swedish law, Sámi reindeer herders have the legal right to practice reindeer 
husbandry on public or private land within their sameby (KSLA, 2015; Strömgren, 2015; 
Sametinget, 2018b). However, this right is not protective; companies and private owners are still 
allowed to use their land however they want, as long as their actions do not “cause significant 
inconvenience to reindeer husbandry,” and may even be able to cause “significant inconvenience” 
if it is sanctioned by the government or if the inconvenience in question is not found to be 
significant enough (Sametinget, 2018b). This has resulted in the fragmentation and stark decrease 
in productive forest with sufficient food for reindeer that currently characterizes the landscape in 
Gällivare Sameby; one competing land use may not be a significant enough “inconvenience” to 
reindeer husbandry on its own, but where land is used for multiple purposes, the compounding 
effect of multiple impacts are not taken into account. No landowner, public or private, must obtain 
the free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC) of the sameby before undertaking an activity that 
would impact reindeer husbandry – but reindeer herders must obtain the consent of the Swedish 
government in order to take preventative action against (for example) predators to mitigate the 
damage to their herds. This double standard is taking a toll on the viability of reindeer husbandry 
as a profitable livelihood activity as herders slaughter fewer reindeer and sell less meat, buy more 
animals to try to shore up their populations, and are forced to spend more and more money on food 
to supplement the decreasing lichens that reindeer can find in the winter. As hazards grow more 
intense and are built over one another, the pressure on reindeer husbandry increases exponentially 
– an effect that is not reflected in most analyses of a single industry’s impact. 

 

 

1 In Sweden, the Sámi have the exclusive right to herd reindeer (Svensk författningssamling, 1928 in Inga, 
2008; Sametinget, 2019; Sametinget, 2020a) but must keep them above the Lapland border during the summer 
(Inga, 2008). So-called “concession” communities are the exception to this; Sámi reindeer herders in these 
communities may apply for a permit (concession) to keep reindeer below the “Lapland border” during the 
summer (Sametinget, 2019), but in return, must care for reindeer that belong to owners or users of local 
agricultural land (Inga, 2008; Sametinget, 2019). These landowners may or may not be Sámi themselves 
(Sametinget, 2020a). 
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The result is that herders like Henrik Andersson from Gällivare Sameby, who has known since 
childhood that he wanted to be a reindeer herder and who takes profound pleasure in it, have begun 
to question whether the tradition will survive them, or whether they are the last generation of 
herders in their sameby. The right of Indigenous people “to be secure in the enjoyment of their own 
means of subsistence and development, and to engage freely in all their traditional and other 
economic activities” (UNDRIP, 2007, Art. 20) is protected under the UN Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), which Sweden has adopted. However, this right as it applies to 
Sámi reindeer herders has been only tokenistically acknowledged by the Swedish state: the human 
rights-oriented values expressed in words are not reflected in legislation and action (Mörkenstam, 
2019). The Sámi Parliament in Sweden has little to no decision-making power (Anaya, 2011); 
reindeer herders have no right to self-determination or power to veto land use decisions that would 
harm them; and Sweden has failed to ratify the legally binding ILO 169, which would require 
Sweden to “guarantee effective protection of [Sámi] rights of ownership and possession” (Border 
Commission for Reindeer Husbandry, 2006). In a report to the Eighteenth Session of the UN 
Human Rights Council, Special Rapporteur James Anaya (2011) wrote that “although Sami 
usufruct rights to land are legally recognized, in practice, these rights often yield to competing 
interests,” many of which are environmentally destructive in nature and limit the capacity of 
reindeer herders to engage in their traditions. In other words, reindeer herders in Sweden cannot 
“be secure in the enjoyment” (UNDRIP, 2007) of reindeer husbandry due to the existential threats 
it faces.  

These threats have made Henrik an activist, as legal channels to combat land exploitation and 
intrusion by the Swedish state and commercial interests take too long and do not usually produce a 
favorable outcome due to colonial biases against Sámi people. This paper, particularly the case 
study (Section 4), as well as some of the analysis in the discussion (Section 5), has been informed 
by Henrik’s traditional knowledge and his understanding of the dynamics within his socio-
ecological system. It is imperative that the several threats to his livelihood be understood 
systemically – in terms of how they interact with each other and exacerbate one another’s impacts 
– instead of piecemeal, as is the case in much of the literature (see section 1.3). It is also 
imperative that the understanding of these threats and their interactions be based primarily on 
traditional knowledge – the expertise that Henrik has acquired through a lifetime of empirical 
study and observation, situated within a long tradition handed down from parent to child over 
generations.  

In the interest of centering Henrik’s knowledge and involving him in this project as an expert 
rather than a study object, I have attempted to take a post-colonial approach in all aspects of the 
research process, including fieldwork, the literature I chose to use, and the methodologies I 
applied. The automatic, mainstream devaluation of traditional knowledge and knowledge 
generation techniques is part and parcel of a more general colonial devaluation of Indigenous 
people – culture, livelihoods, epistemologies, and individuals. The same colonial logic that 
dismisses Indigenous culture and history as less valuable than colonial culture and history allows 
for the simultaneous dismissal of Indigenous concerns. It otherizes those who do not assimilate to 
the majority worldview – one which, in Sweden (as in many other European and historically 
colonial nation states), frames humans as separate from nature and prioritizes the economic 
interests of a few very large corporations above the wellbeing of Indigenous communities. It is this 
epistemology which has placed corporate interests over the survival of a tradition of sustainable 
food production (Inga, 2008) that is over a thousand years old, and which now threatens to 
dismantle that ancient, sustainable system and relegate it to history.  
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1.2. Aims and Objectives 

The main aim of this study is to answer the following research questions: 

1. What are the main challenges to the viability of reindeer husbandry in Gällivare 
Skogssameby and how do they relate to one another? 

2. To what extent are these challenges caused or exacerbated by ongoing colonization of 
Sápmi by the Swedish state and/or based in Sweden’s colonial history? 

These questions are premised on the hypothesis that:  

- The Swedish settler-colonial state hinders the ability of Sámi people to engage in the 
traditional livelihood of reindeer husbandry by allowing and promoting corporate intrusion 
on their land and seizure of natural resources, and that this is due to a combination of anti-
Sámi racism and sense of entitlement to the natural resources in Sápmi.  

Additionally, my goal is not simply to present a case study and synthesize information, but to make 
the case for Sámi traditional knowledge and Indigenous ontological frameworks more generally to 
be recognized for their scientific merit – to bridge the “barrier of language and meaning between 
science and traditional knowledge, different ways of knowing, [and] different ways of 
communicating” (Kimmerer, 2013). Robin Kimmerer (2013), a North American Indigenous 
(Anishinaabe) professor of botany, writes that scientists like herself have “been so conditioned to 
be skeptical of even the hardest of hard data that bending their minds toward theories that are 
verified without the expected graphs or equations is tough. Couple that with the unblinking 
assumption that science has cornered the market on truth and there’s not much room for 
discussion.” This automatic devaluation of traditional, empirical knowledge has hamstrung the 
ability of ecological sciences to gain a holistic understanding of the natural world (Ellis et al., 
2021).  

Henrik Andersson, the reindeer herder whom I followed for a month as part of my fieldwork, is an 
expert in his field as surely as my professors are experts in theirs, and I learned from him not as a 
research subject, but as someone whose knowledge and understanding are as deep, complex, and 
nuanced as that of anyone who has been studying one subject area for thirty years. His expertise 
provided the framework for this paper; he is the one who knows what threats are most significant 
to reindeer husbandry in his sameby and is able to show how they connect to one another and 
compound into problems that are greater than the sum of their parts. His knowledge of reindeer, of 
the forest, and of the ecosystem in general is holistic and comprehensive, and his livelihood is one 
of the few that are truly sustainable in the region. Ecological studies and systems analyses in the 
forests of Gällivare Sameby could benefit from the knowledge that Henrik, his family, and his 
community have gained over the course of decades of husbandry and that has been passed down 
through generations. Companies and institutions may claim to be promoting sustainability, but 
when they destroy the lands and waters that reindeer, reindeer herders, and reindeer herding 
communities need to survive and thrive, that claim is baseless greenwashing. 

I do not claim to have succeeded entirely in bridging science and traditional knowledge, as 
Kimmerer puts it. I am not Indigenous, and I am much more familiar with the modern scientific 
ontological frameworks than with decolonial methodologies. My application of and adherence to 
these, therefore, may be incomplete. In spite of this, it is my hope that this work may go some way 
to centering Indigenous science and challenging the primacy of colonial ontologies within 
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institutions that have and still are bastions of these ontologies, and that have perpetrated some of 
the worst offenses against Sámi people in the history of Sweden.    

 

1.3. Literature Review 
In a 2018 interview with Professor Timo Kaartinen from the University of Helsinki, Tim Ingold – a 
prominent environmental anthropologist, who himself conducted ethnographic research within 
Sámi communities in Finland in the 1970s and 1980s – said: “if you look at any decent article 
published in the last hundred years in any discipline of the humanities and social sciences […] and 
look at […] what disciplines the authors cited in the bibliography come from, you’ll find that they 
come from all over the place.” This is also reflected in my own reference list and is a fundamental 
tenet of sustainability research and education. My courses (required and otherwise) taken as part of 
my master’s program provided a broad overview of the relevant disciplines, from the “hard” 
sciences (geology, hydrology, ecology, meteorology, forestry, systems theory & modeling, etc.) to 
aggressively metatheoretical subjects such as (the somewhat confusingly titled) “Interdisciplinary 
Practice,” during which we were encouraged to explore any and all topics that might relate, even 
tangentially, to the topic of sustainability.  

My background is in international relations, environmental policy, and communications, so in my 
elective course selections, I naturally gravitated toward the social sciences and delved more deeply 
into anthropological theory, political ecology, environmental racism and Indigenous land and water 
sovereignty, environmental justice, history and the philosophy of colonization, ecofeminist theory, 
and queer ecology. While these have formed the basis for this paper’s theoretical and 
epistemological framework, I have also drawn from research in ecology, systems theory (as the 
guiding framework for resilience), international policy, forestry, biology, linguistics, and 
archaeology. I have even drawn a little bit from the field of heliophysics, though that was mostly to 
illustrate a very specific point. 

Much of the literature I have used on forestry, ecology, and biology is related directly to reindeer 
husbandry, outlining the threats posed by forestry (Roturier, 2009; Bäcklund, 2016; Sandström et 
al., 2016), predators (Jonsson et al., 2012; Karlsson et al., 2012; Åhman, 2017; Tveraa and Andrén, 
2018), and wind power (Skarin and Åhman, 2014; Skarin et al., 2015). This research informs the 
official recommendations and perspectives presented by the Sámi Parliament, either on the web 
page proper (Sametinget, 2018c; Sametinget, 2018d; Forsmark, 2020), in official reports 
(Sametinget, 2009; Karlsson et al., 2012; Enoksson, 2021) and correspondence (Nutti and Sjajn, 
2018), or in presentations and talking points (Mikaelsson, 2014; Nutti, 2020). The Sámi Parliament 
has proven to be a useful source in its own right for definitions (Sametinget, 2019) and information 
related to Sámi communities like Gällivare Sameby specifically (Sametinget, 2018a) and in general 
(Sametinget, 2020b) and the ratification status (and Sámi Parliament’s relationship to) ILO 169 
(Sametinget, 2018b). I also visited the websites of the Sámi Parliaments in Norway (Sámediggi, 
2019) and Finland (Sámediggi, 2021) to determine when each was established. 

In terms of international law, it can be useful to go directly to the source (Reindeer Husbandry Act 
(1971: 437)); ILO, 1989; A/RES/61/295, 2007; DESA, 2021), especially to determine the precise 
wording of a given article or to determine ratification status by country. This is also true of 
national policy, though in my case, my lack of proficiency in the Swedish language has made it 
much more difficult to read Swedish government documents; it can be done using translation 
software, but depending on the size of the document (that is, whether or not Google Translate is 
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able to import it wholesale), text might need to be input manually, which is extremely time-
consuming. As a result, I have mostly had to rely on sources that have full text or a summary in 
English (Hagner, 1983; Border Commission for Reindeer Husbandry, 2006; KSLA, 2015) or on 
websites that either have English text as an integrated option or which my Google Translate 
extension can translate in real time (Energiföretagen, 2019; Boliden, 2020; Jordens Vänner, 2020; 
Mining Technology, 2020; Extinction Rebellion, 2021; Länsstyrelsen Norbotten, 2021; Ministry of 
Trade and Industry, 2021; Vattenfall, 2021). Many of these included news websites and articles, 
which were useful to discussions about public perception and the ways in which certain issues (and 
companies) are represented, and how they wish to represent themselves. Among these issues are 
racism against Sámi people and their reindeer (Eklund, 2020; P4 Västerbotten, 2020; Sunna et al., 
2020; Gaup, 2021; Ottander, 2021) and evidence of greenwashing observed through a comparison 
of official communications about forestry in Sweden (SkogsSverige. 2017; Sveaskog, 2021a; 
Sveaskog, 2021b; Sveaskog, 2021d; Svenksa Skogen, 2021) in contrast with news articles about 
Sveaskog published in the same timeframe (Dagens Nyheter, 2021; Franssen, 2021; Sternlund, 
2021).   

Fortunately – or perhaps unfortunately, depending on how much time has been spent in attempting 
translation – Swedish government documents have limited relevance to this research beyond 
statistics, data, and the specifics of policy frameworks. Hagner (1983) provided information on the 
growing patterns of Pinus contorta and their utility to the Swedish forest industry (specifically the 
SCA), Energiföretagen and Vattenfall are good sources for statistics on energy consumption and 
production, the KSLA report was also useful for data on forest use and the forest industry’s 
priorities, and Länsstyrelsen Norbotten provided valuable information on the Natura 2000 sites 
referred to in Section 4.2.1. These documents and websites are also useful for understanding and 
meta-analyzing the opinions of the institutions and organizations that produced them. For example, 
Stig Hagner (1983) was employed by the Svenska Cellulosa Aktiebolaget (SCA), one of the largest 
forest owners in Sweden, and was extremely enthusiastic about contorta – a strong bias not at all 
shared by most reindeer herders (see section 4.2.3). The one exception to the government and 
private sector’s limited conceptual validity was the Border Commission for Reindeer Husbandry 
report on the alignment of existing Swedish policy with the International Labour Organization’s 
(ILO) Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989 (No. 169). This non legally enforceable 
advisory document was extremely informative on both the conflicts between Swedish law and ILO 
169 and the current lack of legal protections for Sámi people in terms of right to land. The authors 
had found through their inquiry in favor of greater protections for Sámi people and advised greater 
government responsibility, which was consistent with my own findings.  

In this thesis, I tried to avoid giving particular conceptual weight to Swedish government or private 
sector documents, for reasons outlined in Section 2 – Methods. I have been mostly concerned with 
Sámi opinion and knowledge, which has been largely formed through lived experience with 
oppression and marginalization as well as through empirical, traditional knowledge. In order to 
engage as respectfully and non-exploitatively with my Indigenous colleagues and informants as 
possible, I have built large components of my theoretical framework out of Indigenous scholarship 
and research that has been vetted and determined to be relevant and useful to Sámi or otherwise 
Indigenous justice, rights, and other priorities, or which has been explicitly authored for that 
purpose (Inga, 2008; Deer, 2009; Forbes and Kumpula, 2009; Ojala, 2009; Magga et al., 2011; 
Össbo and Lantto, 2011; Öhman and Wyld, 2014; Ojala and Nordin, 2015; Clark, 2016; 
Rasmussen, 2016; Strömgren, 2016; Öhman, 2016; Bårdsen et al., 2017; Davis and Todd, 2017; 
Ljungdahl, 2017; Tveraa and Andrén, 2018; Mörkenstam, 2019; Ojala and Nordin, 2019; 
Dankertsen, 2020; Jacobsson et al., 2020; Svendsen, 2020; Larsson, 2021). Some of this literature 
also includes operational guides to doing Indigenous-centered research (Kovach, 2007; Smith et 
al., 2018; Gewin, 2021; Sametinget, 2021) and explorations of Indigenous worldviews and 
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decolonial epistemologies (Kimmerer, 2013; Shiva and Mies, 2014; Storlöpare and Andersson, 
2014; Gilbertson and Mellon, 2019).  

I have also tried to use as many historical, ethnographic, and archaeological sources as possible 
that are authored or at least co-authored by Indigenous researchers, but in Fennoscandia, this can 
be difficult to determine. In places such as the United States, Canada, and New Zealand, it is 
common for Indigenous researchers – especially those whose work centers decolonial methodology 
or Indigenous traditional knowledge – to publicly self-identify as Indigenous (Kovach, 2007; Deer, 
2009; Kimmerer, 2013; Davis and Todd, 2017; Smith et al., 2018; Gilbertson and Mellon, 2019). 
While some Sámi researchers, like May-Britt Öhman (see e.g. 2016) are quite open about their 
heritage and are able to use it to ground their research, restrictive peer review requirements 
(among, perhaps, other obstacles), especially in the natural sciences and disciplines such as 
archaeology and history, discourage the foregrounding of any personal relationship to the material. 
May-Britt Öhman (2016) notes that many Sámi researchers “consider claiming Sámi identity to be 
unbeneficial (at best) or even detrimental to their academic careers.”  

As a result, few Sámi researchers admit to being Sámi, so ensuring that the majority of my 
information is derived from Indigenous-led research has not necessarily been achievable or even a 
particularly useful priority. Far more important is that the research be relevant and useful to Sámi 
needs and interests, so I have derived much of my literature from the bibliographies or 
recommendations of Indigenous researchers and the Sámi Parliament and have prioritized topics 
related to Sámi history and archaeology (Bergman et al., 2013; Spangen et al., 2015; Fur, 2016; 
Salmi et al., 2021), to reindeer husbandry and environmental degradation (Karlsson et al., 2012; 
Skarin and Åhman, 2014; Skarin et al., 2015; Horstkotte et al., 2016; Andersson and Öhman, 2017; 
Sandström et al., 2016), to Indigenous-centered research methodology and ethics (Svalastog and 
Eriksson, 2010), and to anti-Sámi discrimination (Pikkarainen and Brodin, 2008; Anaya, 2011). 
This approach has improved the chances that my sources, and therefore my own work, is useful 
and relevant; if the sources are relevant to Sámi researchers and Sámi interests, and if Sámi 
researchers and political entities consider them credible, then they most certainly apply to my own 
research and I can refer to them in correspondingly good conscience. 

Some of my information on natural science and the humanities is also derived from sources whose 
work is not explicitly or particularly relevant to Indigenous priorities, and these are generally 
referred to sparingly. One informed my theoretical understanding of predator carrying capacity 
(Hayward et al., 2007); one gave a comprehensive overview of Sweden’s economic history (Schön, 
2012); one framed the importance of linguistic diversity (Rivenburgh, 2013); two provided some 
information on ecoducts (Huijser et al., 2016; Sijtsma et al., 2020); and two provided technical 
information about the aurora borealis (Lummerzheim, 2017; Space Weather Prediction Center, 
2021), which I used in Section 2.1.4. to illustrate a point about complexity. These sources have 
been useful in terms of the raw information they convey; however, because they mostly reflect a 
colonial, Cartesian ontology and traditionally academic epistemological framework, not much 
value can be derived from any meta-analysis they themselves undertake, at least for the purpose of 
this thesis. Bilsky and Klagsbrun (2018) and Ellis et al. (2021) were exceptions to this. Bilsky and 
Klagsbrun’s article on cultural genocide, while not specific to the Sámi case, was relevant and 
applicable. The conclusions drawn by Ellis et al. – which found the concept of pristine, untouched 
nature to be a colonial myth – explicitly acknowledged the harm done to Indigenous peoples by 
that myth and sought to substantiate Indigenous rights to land. Because Ellis et al.’s conclusion 
explicitly discussed the implications for Indigenous people, and because the long list of authors 
may or may not include Indigenous researchers who made that discussion a priority, I have 
referenced it frequently (particularly in Section 3.1.2). 



8 

The other non-Indigenous (or not explicitly post-colonial) sources that have been given a certain 
degree of prominence in this paper are mostly related to two subjects: Cartesianism (Section 3.1.3) 
and Complexity (Section 3.1.4). Cartesianism, in this case, refers to the epistemology that arose 
out of the Enlightenment and the ontologies specifically of René Descartes, Francis Bacon, and 
Isaac Newton, whose work provided a strong philosophical basis for colonization and the 
accompanying exploitation of land and people (Scalercio, 2020; Watson, 2021); complexity refers 
to the mathematical discipline of complexity theory, which arose in the mid-20th Century and has 
since been adapted, mostly in the form of resilience thinking, to sustainable development 
(Merchant, 1993; Olsson and Sjöstedt, 2004; Walker and Salt, 2006; Ostrom, 2009; Pinto, 2013; 
Pont et al., 2014; Burns and Worsley, 2015). I have chosen to use non-Indigenous literature on 
complexity and resilience because I think they are very relevant to the particular aim of my 
research to understand the interrelationship between pressures on reindeer husbandry in a specific 
location, which is made easier when one understands complexity theory and how it contrasts with 
Enlightenment-era linear-mechanistic epistemologies; it lays the groundwork for aligning these 
linear-mechanistic logics with the colonial mentalities that they informed, in contrast with the more 
realistic and ontologically robust holism of complexity theory and Indigenous epistemologies.  

However, it must be acknowledged that complexity and resilience theories were very much 
developed within a traditionally Cartesian academic framework, and they still rely heavily on 
categorization and reductivism in part through complex system modelling, which requires that 
boundaries be drawn between actors, components of a system, and the systems themselves. I have 
found this useful in defining the parameters of my research, and I was able to use mapping and 
modelling techniques (see e.g. Burns and Worsley, 2015; Wilenksy, 1997; Wilensky, 1999) to 
understand processes and relationships that, in only four weeks of fieldwork, I would not have 
been able to learn empirically. Mapping also allowed me to ask questions that I might not have 
otherwise thought to ask, allowing me to gain a better understanding of relationships not through 
the modelling itself, but through the conversation that it catalyzed and the traditional knowledge it 
helped bring to the fore. It seems to me that this is the strength of colonial academic ontologies: 
that the knowledge they produce might catalyze more in-depth conversations, might be used to 
corroborate or fill the gaps in traditional knowledge, and (as in the case of modelling) might lay 
the conceptual groundwork for a more detailed analysis. The conceptual danger lies in relying too 
heavily on purely quantitative strategies – on models and graphs derived from numerical data – and 
neglecting qualitative frameworks, especially those in which knowledge is co-produced with 
Indigenous and local communities. This co-production of knowledge and holistic systems 
understanding that includes power dynamics and the function of research for change-making is 
central to Burns and Worsley (2015), which I used it as a sort of handbook for making my own 
understanding of the Gällivare Sameby socio-ecological system. However, it – like the other 
resilience and complexity literature – is limited by its epistemological framework.  

Therefore, the most important source in this thesis is not literature, because it is not written down: 
it is Henrik and his embodied, empirically created traditional knowledge, conveyed through both 
video and personal communication. I relied heavily on the 2014 movie he made in collaboration 
with Petri Storlöpare to frame my initial questions and conversation, which grew gradually more 
detailed the more time I spent in Sápmi; the video appears in the reference list, but Henrik does 
not, as the format of the required reference system does not allow it. But this should not be 
mistaken for a chosen erasure on my part: Henrik is my source for this paper, and much of the 
knowledge conveyed in the main part of this thesis – the case study in Section 4 – has been co-
produced with him.  
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2. Methods 

2.1. Fieldwork 
As part of this project, I had the opportunity to spend four weeks with Henrik Andersson (profiled 
in Section 4.1), a Sámi reindeer herder, activist, and board member from Gällivare Forest Sámi 
Community. I joined him as a volunteer from February 7 to March 6, 2021, living with him and 
helping him with his daily tasks, reindeer herding-related and otherwise. Most mornings I would 
go with him or another volunteer to feed the reindeer, and the rest of the day might be spent in 
other chores: driving with Henrik to pick up reindeer that had gotten mixed in with other herds, 
running perimeters with him on snowmobile to check for predator tracks, shoveling snow, cutting 
wood, scattering silage, building fences, and anything else that needed to be done that day. Long 
drives down to Kalix or up to the town of Gällivare, as well as idle afternoons and evenings once 
the work was done, provided ample opportunity for me to ask questions; participating in Henrik’s 
work allowed me to ground myself in a specific sense of socio-ecological place and experience just 
a small taste of what life is like for a reindeer herder – the good, the bad, and the euphoric.   

 

2.1.1. Semi-Structured Interviews 

As part of my initial proposal and planning, I had expected to conduct interviews with Henrik and 
as many other stakeholders as possible: other community members, other Sámi activists, private 
sector interests, public sector actors, and environmental and human rights NGOs working in the 
region. These interviews would have been necessary to answer my initial research questions, which 
were largely concerned with how grassroots Sámi activists promote their perspectives and what the 
scope is for these communication methods to be optimized. In order to effectively answer the first 
question, I would need to have interviewed more activists than just Henrik alone; thoroughly 
answering the second would have required me to develop a complete understanding of perspectives 
held by the Swedish public and private sectors. In effect, the questions would have rendered my 
fieldwork just a very small part of the overall project and I would have required significantly more 
time – probably proportional to the amount of time I had spent with Henrik – to answer them in a 
way that was satisfactorily robust.  

As part of my fieldwork, I interviewed Henrik on the topics most important to him, identified 
through previous research (including the 2014 documentary The Last Generation? – Sami 
Reindeer Herders in Swedish Lapland, produced by Petri Storlöpare in close collaboration with 
Henrik) and our own conversations. These interviews were semi-structured in that they largely 
followed the format of an organic conversation: I would bring up a topic or pose an open-ended 
question and let him talk without interruption until he was finished. I would then either 
continue asking questions or express my own opinion, allowing him to answer, to agree, or to 
counter with a different perspective. In the initial weeks, I kept my opinions to myself and 
focused on asking questions, listening, and learning; once I had gained a better understanding 
of what I was talking about, I would respond to Henrik with my own observations and listen to 
his comments. Normally these conversations happened in casual settings, so at the next 
opportunity – several hours or sometimes even days later – I would record what I remembered 
and confirm details with Henrik. I also recorded my impressions and interpretations in these 
notes – including the setting, context, and Henrik’s emotional state – as well as my own 
analysis of the connections and interactions between topics, which I would then discuss with 
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Henrik to ensure the validity of those interpretations with regard to his own experience. As part 
of this process of reflection and analysis, I began constructing a partial system map (see 
Section 4.2). This map, which was constructed using sticky notes at Henrik’s dining room 
table, allowed Henrik to show me connections that I would not have discovered on my own, 
such as the interaction between contorta trees and predators (see Section 4.2.3) and the cultural 
importance of moose2. As I learned more, I was able to expand my system map into one that 
more holistically shows the interactions and feedback loops among actors and entities within 
Henrik’s system.  

Following my fieldwork, I did begin the process of reaching out to potential interview subjects 
but received very few replies and even less interest. I contacted Sámi writers, artists, and 
activists; representatives from Naturskyddsföreningen and Amnesty Sápmi; and the managers 
and communication focal points for Vasa Vind’s Hällberget project and Vattenfall’s Storlandet 
projects. I received responses from one Sámi author, from Naturskyddsföreningen and Amnesty 
Sápmi, and from both wind power projects. Of these, only the contact person from 
Naturskyddsföreningen Norbotten answered positively. He told me that I ought to try again to 
contact one of his Sámi colleagues, who was on leave but had agreed to speak with me.  

During the time that I was waiting for responses (but after I had already begun the process of 
contacting prospective interviewees), I was advised to amend my research questions so that 
answering them would be within the scope of the data I had collected. After receiving no 
further response from Naturskyddsföreningen on my second attempt, and after receiving advice 
from both my supervisor and subject reviewer, I made the definitive decision to change tactics. 
Henrik Andersson is an authority on the issues that impact him, and under the circumstances, it 
was far more practical to treat my extended interviews with him as a cohesive case study that I 
could supplement with my own observations and supporting literature. 

 

2.1.2. Participatory Observation 

The source which primarily guided my methodology for participatory observation was Navigating 
complexity in international development: Facilitating sustainable change at scale by Daniel Burns 
and Stuart Worsley, 2015. They recommend that analysis of a given set of system dynamics be 
conducted not just by a researcher, but also by the members of that system, which Henrik has been 
doing for many years. Using the map Henrik and I generated together, as well as the information 
gained through interviews, I have attempted to construct a holistic overview of the system and its 
dynamics.  

 

 

2 At one point in the mapping process, I considered removing moose from the system and just leaving 
reindeer, and Henrik advised me not to do so, as moose are also a critical source of food and other resources 
and are also culturally relevant. The only reason they are not given the same prominence in Sámi culture, he 
said, was because they are not herd animals and are much more difficult to husband than are reindeer; given 
the opportunity, however, Sámi people would certainly have tried to do the same thing with moose, and they 
are still considered vital to Sámi survival.  
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Everything that I experienced as a volunteer with Henrik, down to the smallest detail, I have 
included within the realm of “observation.” An easily overlooked or apparently irrelevant detail 
can be the key to understanding a complex system, so during my fieldwork, I was careful to 
document as much as I possibly could. Not everything turned out to be critical, of course, and as 
part of this paper I have only analyzed those things that were key to developing a thorough 
understanding of the main drivers and actors within the system. This was the result of a process of 
elimination necessary to paring down the complexity of the system into something comprehensible 
and actionable.  

 

2.2. Ethics 

As part of the interviewing, participatory observation, and writing processes, every effort has been 
made to ensure the highest and most appropriate standard of ethical engagement. Henrik 
Andersson, who invited me into his home, engaged me in in-depth conversations, and involved me 
in the day-to-day activities of his life, was informed of my intentions from the beginning and at 
every step in the process. I obtained permission to use his name within this document. In all other 
cases where I received information from someone but could not obtain permission to use their 
name, or where the use of their name could harm them or someone else, I have omitted the name or 
used a pseudonym instead. I have also excluded any and all information that Henrik shared with 
me in confidence and obtained permission to include certain potentially sensitive information that 
is important to this paper. These details, as well as Henrik’s name, have been included in this paper 
with Henrik’s knowledge and consent. 

According to Anna-Lydia Svalastog and Stefan Eriksson (2010), it has become standard – even 
automatic – practice for researchers to use pseudonyms or identify participants “on a group level 
only” in the interest of reducing potential harm to participants. “Institutional review boards (IRBs) 
and ethics committees (ECs) often view this as a standard requirement that must be met by any 
researcher seeking ethical approval,” as naming participants – especially those from vulnerable 
communities, who may “be in need of stronger protection” – is generally seen as an infringement 
of their autonomy and privacy (Ibid.). However, many of these review boards and ethics 
committees do not have particular competency in Indigenous ethics, which may differ from what 
colonial academia has decided is “ethical.” This insufficiency is great enough that the Sámi 
Parliament (Sametinget) in Sweden has made it a goal to establish “its own research ethics 
council” consisting of Sámi knowledge-holders who make decisions based on Sámi ethical 
standards (Sametinget, 2021).  

When the ethical standards of Indigenous and Native people are ignored in favor of Western ethical 
standards, the results can be counterproductive. Svalastog and Eriksson (2010) give the example of 
the Society for Ethnobiology’s Code of Ethics, which requires researchers to guarantee anonymity 
to Indigenous groups but does not similarly guarantee the “right to be recognized as a source of 
information.” For many Indigenous and Native individuals, researchers’ refusal to use their names 
in the interest of anonymization is just another example of Western, colonial science erasing 
Indigenous people from their own narratives (Svalastog and Eriksson, 2010). Paraphrasing Linda 
Tuhiwai Smith (1999), Svalastog and Eriksson (2010) write that “in native studies, as in the field 
of post-colonial studies, protective approaches by Westerners have been understood as imbued 
with power, as paternalism expressed through colonialism and imperialism, and as the opposite of 
respect for native peoples’ autonomy.” From this perspective, the demand of Western ethical ‘best 
practice’ to anonymize information does not protect the autonomy of Indigenous people but 
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undermines it through a continued imposition of Western paradigms. This is a rigid, theoretical 
definition of ‘ethics’ that does not, in practice, succeed in being truly ethical.  

When non-Indigenous researchers like me wish to engage with Indigenous colleagues, 
communities, and individuals, we must be cognizant of the historical traumas associated with 
colonial research and adapt our ethical framework to one that centers and respects that of the 
culture in question. The Sámi in Sweden have for centuries been “investigated, documented, and 
analyzed” as research objects, subject to biological and cultural othering, exploitation, and abuse 
(Öhman and Wyld, 2014; Sametinget, 2021). Sametinget’s 2021 Research Policy Strategy 
identifies the need to move “away from research on Sámi to research by the Sámi.” This means that 
research priorities must be defined by and relevant to Sámi people; that Sweden’s colonial history 
be addressed, and Sámi traditional knowledge, values, and knowledge systems be prioritized; that 
relationships between researchers and Sámi knowledge-holders be respectful and based in Sámi 
ethics and guidelines; and that the financial resources for Sámi research be expanded (Ibid.). I 
therefore approached my research as a combination of reflexive, participatory observation and 
collaboration with an expert. Henrik Andersson is not the subject of this paper; he is an expert in 
reindeer husbandry, including the particular threats to reindeer and challenges to husbandry in 
Gällivare Sameby, and his contribution has been to offer his knowledge and provide an opportunity 
for me to immerse myself in a context that I would not otherwise have been able to access. He 
defined the problems of greatest concern, spoke about them in detail, and helped me to link them 
together conceptually. I have listened to what he had to say, recorded it, reflected on it, and 
situated it within a broader academic context, which also includes his previous contributions 
through published literature (Andersson and Öhman, 2017) and film (Storlöpare and Andersson, 
2014). The conclusions I have drawn from my analysis of this information, as well as my own 
observations of the world around me, are in conceptual alignment with those that Henrik has drawn 
himself. While Henrik’s own knowledge and conclusions are fundamental to how I have 
interpreted this particular socio-economic system, my conclusions are ultimately my own, and 
drawn from a multidisciplinary investigation into a broad spectrum of resources. If any 
misunderstandings of the socio-ecological system or of information that Henrik provided are 
present in this paper, the responsibility ultimately belongs to me, as this is my thesis.      

I have used Henrik’s real name throughout this paper. I have done this in order to center his voice, 
avoid plagiarizing his conclusions – developed over decades of experience, informed by traditional 
knowledge, and well-documented on social media and through his collaborative endeavors – and 
avoid making myself the representative of this issue (Svalastog and Eriksson, 2010). I have done 
this with Henrik’s knowledge and consent (See Annex I).  
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3. Background 
3.1. Theoretical Framework 

The logics of exploitation and commodification, of compartmentalization, rationalization, and 
reductivism are all bound up together. These worldviews have gained global traction to the 
detriment of people and planet; the logics of capitalism and colonization are based in Newtonian 
rationalism and the Christian dualities that René Descartes formalized in his philosophy and on 
which Francis Bacon built the method that has guided all of modern science. But they are 
comparatively young logics and are certainly not the only ones that exist (Kimmerer, 2013; Ellis et 
al, 2021). For thousands of years – since time before Western memory – people have lived in 
cooperation and partnership with the natural world; many Indigenous cultures still have access to 
the knowledge systems, understandings, and stories that allowed them to do so (Ellis, 2021). 
Understanding the world’s most pressing challenges – from pandemics to climate change, 
biodiversity loss to marginalization and oppression – means understanding the systems that have 
brought us here: solving them will mean rejecting the primacy of those thought systems. Problems 
cannot be solved using the same logic that created them (Kimmerer, 2013; Gilbertson and Mellon, 
2019); Indigenous logics present alternatives to Western ways of thinking that must not necessarily 
replace them but ought certainly to exist on equal footing beside them (Kimmerer, 2013).  

In her book Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge and the Teachings of 
Plants, Robin Wall Kimmerer, a Native American botanist and ecologist, weaves together three 
threads of understanding like a sweetgrass braid: “indigenous ways of knowing, scientific 
knowledge, and the story of an Anishinabekwe3 scientist trying to bring them together” (Kimmerer, 
2013). I do not have a cultural connection to sweetgrass; I do not have access to ancestral ways of 
knowing. Because of this, I have relied on the traditional knowledge transferred to me in stories 
and in experiences by a member of Sweden’s Indigenous Sámi community. In this paper, I seek to 
emulate – as well as possible, given my limitations – Robin Kimmerer’s methodology: to weave 
Henrik Andersson’s stories and knowledge together with relevant academic research and 
scholarship and my own experience as a volunteer with Henrik and his reindeer. This will 
primarily be evident in the case study (Section 4), where I describe the threats to Sámi reindeer 
herders in Gällivare Sameby. The subsections of that chapter are based on Henrik’s explanations 
and reactions, often written in narrative format as descriptions of our conversations together and 
my own experiences. Academic research and formal reports corroborate the information collected 
through these empirical ways of knowing, but do not supersede them: they stand side by side, and 
it is my goal that the colonial does not overwhelm the Indigenous. 

In some of the following sections I have also experimented with a communication methodology 
that is half scientific writing and half descriptive. It is of course natural that scientific writing be 
used both to illustrate points about contemporary scientific thought systems as well as to 
effectively communicate the concepts in question. However, it seems to me that traditional 
scientific writing does not adequately capture or convey the concepts of complexity, especially 
where Indigenous knowledge systems are concerned. Kimmerer (2013) notes that Western 
scientific modes of thinking are fundamentally reductionist and depend on categorization and clear 

 

 

3 Anishinaabe woman (The Ojibwe People’s Dictionary, 2021) 
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distinction. Holistic, complexity-oriented thinking demands that the boundaries of these categories 
and distinctions be transcended – even disintegrated – and that messy interactions and relationships 
be understood, accepted, and appreciated for their messiness. It is not, therefore, conducive to 
understanding complexity to write about it in a rigid, fragmented, segmented way; complexity must 
be understood in story and metaphor as well. I have therefore used these techniques in section 2.1.4 
to describe and explain complexity in a way that also promotes complex thinking.  

 

3.1.1. “Indigenist Paradigm” 

I am not Indigenous; in fact, on one side of my family, I am able to trace my ancestry directly to 
some of the earliest colonists of Turtle Island4, the place that is now known as the United States. 
On the other side of my family are Europeans who arrived many centuries later, but still benefitted 
from – and perpetuated – the inequalities established by those who sought to remake Turtle Island 
in their own image, into the United States of America. My parents were born and raised on land 
stolen from the Massachusett and Wampanoag so long ago that it was never under treaty; I was 
born on land stolen from the Cheyenne, Ute, Očhéthi Šakówin (Sioux), and Arapaho under Cession 
426 and the Laramie Treaties. I was raised – partially on this stolen land and partially in Europe – 
within the paradigm of Rationalism, Cartesianism, and the modernist principles that have guided 
capitalist expansionism and colonization for the past five to six hundred years. I studied 
International Relations with an environmental policy focus at American University, and it was at 
this time that I came to understand the value of traditional and local knowledge to sustainable 
development and began to examine my heretofore unquestioned biases about mainstream 
sustainability theory, ecology, and development. After a few years in the professional world, I 
returned to academia and began to draw more conceptually rigorous connections between 
colonization of land and people and the perpetuation of these systemic modes of exploitation 
through modern economic and political structures. This work had, of course, already been done by 
both Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars, providing me with robust and multidisciplinary 
conceptual and methodological frameworks on which to base my thesis research. Because I am not 
Indigenous and because of my status as a member of a settler-colonial culture, I do not have an 
organic or inherited understanding (Kovach et al., 2013) of what it means to be Indigenous at all, 
let alone Sámi specifically. I have therefore made Indigenous knowledge central to my research 
and have made every effort “to uphold a nonmonolithic but distinctive Indigenous understanding of 
the world, and recognize knowledge production is imbued with the legacy of colonial relations” 
(Ibid., see section 3.2 - Ethics).  

I give you this introduction because it is important to understand where I fit into the dynamics in 
which I have worked these last few months. It is important that you know that I am not Sámi, that I 
am not Indigenous – that my ancestors were settler-colonists and that the majority of my family 
still lives on stolen land. That you, the reader, and I, the author, both understand my positionality 

 

 

4 The name “Turtle Island” is commonly used among Native Americans in lieu of “North America” or “The 
United States and Canada.” The name refers to the Anishinaabe story of Sky Woman, in which land was 
created from mud brought up from the depths of the ocean and carried upon the backs of turtles (adapted from 
oral tradition and Shenendoah and George, 1988 in Kimmerer, 2013). 
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in Sweden – that I am wholly an outsider to the Sámi community that welcomed me by the 
combined virtues of my identities as American, White, and Researcher (Smith et al., 2018); that I 
have spent the rest of the last two years being educated in a colonial institution that, in the 20th 
Century, perpetrated some of the worst atrocities against Sámi people in history5; and that as long 
as I live in Sweden, I still occupy stolen land. I give you this introduction to myself in the interest 
of paradigm shift from a Cartesian, colonial epistemological framework to what North American 
Indigenous scholar Margaret Kovach – A Plains Cree and Salteux researcher and author from the 
Treaty Four territory in what is now southern Saskatchewan, Canada – calls an “Indigenist 
paradigm.” This self-location – knowing myself and my relative privilege, positioning myself 
within my various identities and understanding where and how (and if) they interact with the 
vulnerabilities of others who have been involved in this project – is a critical step in the process of 
ensuring that this research is done “in a non-exploitative way” (Kovach et al., 2013).  

In the introduction to Stories of Diverse Identity Locations in Indigenous Research, Kovach writes 
that “research influenced by an Indigenist paradigm regularly includes self-locating statements 
(Coram, 2011; Debassige, 2010; Iwama, M. Marshall, A. Marshall, & Bartlett, 2009 in Kovach et 
al., 2013) and that these Indigenist paradigms strongly influence Indigenous methodologies. I have 
sought to adhere as much as possible to Indigenous research methodology, particularly as outlined 
by the Sámi Parliament (Sametinget, 2021), and transparency is therefore key to avoiding 
misrepresentation of my background, motivations, and capacity. I have entered the conversation as 
an outsider – as researchers often are, according to Smith (2018), even within their own 
communities – seeking a better understanding of socio-ecological systems and ontologies that 
promote respect and reciprocity (Kimmerer, 2013; Salmi et al., 2021) within those systems. I have 
sought to integrate Indigenous research methodologies, perspectives, and ontologies as much as 
possible into all aspects of my research, as to do otherwise would be counterproductive to my 
intent: to stand in solidarity with the Sámi people and Sámi cultural landscape and to do work that 
is of value to them.  

Frances Wyld writes that “we are forced within this academic space to become critical, to be in 
crisis – as the etymology of critical describes – to be in a diseased place” (Öhman and Wyld, 
2014). ‘Dis-eased’ as in ‘uncomfortable’ and ‘upset,’ but also as in ill, sick, unhealthy. “This is 
not,” she writes, “the ontology of Indigenous peoples.” It is, instead, the ontology of colonial 
academia – to critique and pick apart (see section 3.1.3); to make objects out of living beings, out 
of humans, especially those who, like the Sámi, are classed as “other” (Smith, 2005 in Öhman and 
Wyld, 2014; Sametinget, 2021). This is my default ontology, the one that I grew up with and was 
trained in – the one that is, in fact, most comfortable to me. It is hard-wired in me to be critical – 
not to criticize, necessarily, but to dissect and analyze. So this thesis is, from a decolonial 
perspective, an imperfect product. Decolonizing my own ontology is still very much a work in 
progress, with the added challenge that I have no embodied tradition to fall back on – no family 
history, no epistemological framework that is not fully colonized and colonizing. But it is a 
necessary pursuit, this exercise – not just of writing myself into the narrative, but of writing others 
into it as well. I do not want to contribute to the dehumanization of people like Henrik; it is not my 

 

 

5 Beginning in the mid-1800s, Uppsala University housed the Center for Racial Biology, which (among other 
things) sought to legitimize the oppression and marginalization of Sámi people through eugenics research 
(Kyllingstad, 2014 and Rudling, 2014 in Svendsen, 2020; Enoksson, 2021). 
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intent to dissect and analyze him. I have attempted, to the extent that this could be considered 
possible, not just to listen, but to hear; not just to look, but to see; and not just to know, but to 
understand.  

Because, ultimately, what is the purpose of science if not to create a more complete understanding?  

 

3.1.2. Nature Versus Culture 

3.1.2.1. The Myth of Wilderness 

The concept of nature as an entity distinct from human influence, and therefore of humans as 
beings distinct from nature, is an essentially Western, colonial paradigm. In Contesting the Nature 
Relations of Sámi Culture, Jarno and Sanna Valkonen (2014) write that: “According to Alexander 
Wilson, ‘the whole idea of nature as something separate from human experience is a lie. Humans 
and nature construct one another’ (Wilson,1991; Pedersen & Viken, 2003: 14).” A recent study by 
Ellis et al. (2021) shows that for at least 12,000 years, the “diverse histories of human habitation 
and use by Indigenous and traditional peoples” have left an indelible mark on landscapes that many 
consider to be “untouched.” Natural scientists and conservationists have tended to ignore “prior 
histories of land use, especially by Indigenous societies” (Turner II and Butzer, 1992; Denevan, 
2011; Bird and Nimmo, 2018 in Ellis et al., 2021), which has had disastrous consequences for 
Indigenous people’s access to “traditional lands and waters” and erased traditional “knowledge of 
effective ecosystem management practice” (Lake et al., 2017; Bird and Nimmo, 2018; Lyver et al., 
2019; Boivin and Crowther, 2021 in Ellis et al., 2021). Nature, as it is conceived of in the Western 
paradigm – as something distinct from humans, that we have not touched or should not touch – 
does not really exist. 

The myth of pristine wilderness’ most significant implication for Indigenous people has been to 
“undemin[e] their sovereignty over these ecosystems” (Ellis et al., 2021). In the past, as now, the 
concept of terra nullius has been used to justify colonial expansionist mentalities (Öhman and 
Wyld, 2014). In Swedish Sápmi, which Ellis et al. (2021) categorize as “cultured” landscapes, the 
low population densities and relatively low percentage (less than 20%) of intensive land use lent 
themselves well to the myth of untapped wilderness that should either be exploited or on which 
human activity should be totally excluded or at least strongly limited (Össbo and Lantto, 2011; 
Ljungdahl, 2017; Österlin et al, 2020). Both industrial exploitation and fortress conservation place 
limitations on the ability of Sámi people to use the land according to traditional knowledge, and 
both apply the colonial mentality that erases Indigenous people from the land and thus from their 
historical and cultural narratives.  

In the summer, Henrik goes out to the wetlands with a weedwhacker and cuts back the grass so that 
native bogbean and horsetail (Equisetum fluviatale) (Inga, 2008) can grow better (Storlöpare and 
Andersson, 2014). These plants provide excellent nutrition for reindeer and are an important source 
of food; they are native to the area, and when Henrik cuts the grass away, they thrive. This is good 
for the plants and good for the reindeer; it is a small-scale measure, time-consuming and labor-
intensive, so the negative ecosystem impact is negligible – but the positive impact is strong enough 
to make the work worthwhile. This is how people and nature live in balance; this is how a nature 
relation can be not only beneficial to humans, but also to non-humans. It is one example of human-
nature reciprocity, where the lines between people and nature blur – the dynamic of reindeer 
herder, reindeer, grass, and nutritious reindeer food creating a mutually beneficial mini-system – 
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and it is only one of many in Sápmi and elsewhere. Humans are not necessarily intruders onto land; 
acting as though local people – especially Indigenous people – are just as destructive in their 
attitudes and actions toward nature as colonial rationalists is wholly inaccurate and erases 
Indigenous peoples from their own land and its long history (Ellis et al., 2021). 

3.1.2.2. Avoiding Essentialism 

Valkonen and Valkonen (2014) write that within environmental discourses, the idea that 
Indigenous cultures have a special relationship to nature “has become a dogma that needs no 
justification” and that therefore bears critical evaluation. May-Britt Öhman expresses as well that 
colonial depictions of the Sámi as “closer to nature” than the Swedish majority was used to frame 
them as primitive (Öhman and Wyld, 2014). Indigenous peoples are not a monolith by any means, 
and even within Indigenous groups, specific relationships to nature are multidimensional, 
multifaceted, and determined by specific landscapes – a “radically localized nature” (Haila and 
Lähde, 2003 in Valkonen and Valkonen, 2014). An individual’s relationship with nature, while 
informed by cultural values and attitudes, will be unique to that individual. Henrik Andersson is a 
reindeer herder, and as such, has “a special relationship to nature” that is “firmly rooted in practice 
and an integral part of cultural practices” in his sameby (Valkonen and Valkonen, 2014). His 
nature relation is different from that of mountain Sámi reindeer herders, of reindeer herders in 
Norway or Finland, and of non-Sámi reindeer herders in Russia, or Mongolia. It is even different 
from the nature relations of other Forest Sámi who are duodji artists, who primarily fish, or who 
have summer houses on the coast. Valkonen and Valkonen write that: 

“For the Sámi people, then, the empirical relationship with nature is concrete, 
practical and anchored to place. The Sámi know the places and the structures of the 
places where they live and earn their livelihoods. The Sámi nature relation is a 
connection to historically located life practices, nature, local family ties and 
biographical place experiences. This is the ‘nature’ that the Sámi know like the back 
of their hand (see e.g. Mustonen & Salin, 2004).”  

They argue that it is therefore not entirely accurate to characterize the Sámi relationship as ‘close 
to “nature”’ so much as it is ‘close to an extremely specific natural environment.’ It is empirical, 
living, and dynamic, and Valkonen and Valkonen (2014) criticize the generalized definition of 
“Sáminess” as being close to nature as simply being a political and rhetorical tool for the 
construction of an Indigenous identity that is juxtaposed with that of the colonizers. That 
‘indigenousness’ must be defined is a result of colonization: a demand by colonial institutions for 
“proximity to nature, authenticity and traditionality” and a perception of Indigenous people as 
“noble savages” (Ojala, 2009; Valkonen and Valkonen, 2014; Enoksson, 2021) whose culture 
presents an alternative to the “crooked” nature relations of the imperialist, capitalist world 
(Valkonen and Valkonen, 2014).  

3.1.2.3. Indigeneity of the Sámi Nature Relation 

Still, the fact that “nature relation has great cultural significance for the contemporary Sámi” 
(Valkonen and Valkonen, 2014) is not something that can be ignored, nor the very practical 
relationship between a reindeer herder like Henrik and the environment in which he lives and 
works. Linda Tuhiwai Smith (et al., 2018) writes that “land is our first teacher,” and Sandra Styres 
(2011 in Smith et al., 2018) adds that this concept “is a contemporary engagement with Indigenous 
philosophies derived from a land-centred culture.” It does not need to be essentialist or locked in a 
romanticized past (Barker, 2017 in Dankertsen, 2020); an epistemology based in ancient 
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philosophies can also be contemporary. Ljungdahl (2017) describes a “Sámi cultural landscape” 
which includes multiple diverse ecosystems but universally acts as a context and framework for 
human-nature relations, which may be known interchangeably as a social-ecological system 
(Walker and Salt 2006; Ostrom, 2007) or socio-ecological system. In very concrete terms, Henrik’s 
ability to herd reindeer is existentially threatened by impositions by the colonial Swedish state and 
the prioritization of land use that will harm reindeer.  

According to Henrik himself, reindeer herding is a vital reason why Sámi culture has managed to 
survive colonization and, as a traditional livelihood activity and critical component of Sámi 
culture, is worth preserving. It does not need to be preserved in the “authentic,” essentialist form 
that Indigenous scholars warn against (see e.g. Valkonen and Valkonen, 2014; Barker, 2017 in 
Dankertsen, 2020); the use of snowmobiles and all-terrain vehicles, GPS tracking, high-visibility 
reindeer collars, mobile phones, rubber lassoes, wire fencing, polyester winter coats, mechanical 
lighters, electrical engine heaters, kerosene lighter fluid, and other modern technologies and 
developments do not make modern reindeer herding less real or important than it used to be, nor do 
they undermine the relationship between a reindeer herder and the natural world. The use of 
technological advancement to adapt to a changing landscape is simply part of the ongoing 
domestication process which reindeer and humans undertake together – “a process where both 
humans and animals modify their behavior to learn to live together in a shared landscape” 
(Stépanoff, 2017 and Losey et al., 2020 in Salmi et al., 2021).  

No amount of mass-produced grain pellets will compensate for the loss of productive forest felled 
for timber or paper, and no amount of technology will cut through the red tape that prevents Henrik 
from protecting his reindeer calves from predators. Vandana Shiva (1993 in Shiva and Mies, 2014) 
writes that “the survival and sustainability of livelihoods is ultimately connected to the 
conservation and sustainable use of biological resources in all their diversity,” and so the increased 
degradation of nature and the decreased viability of reindeer herding cannot be detached from one 
another; one causes the other, and both are caused by a colonial devaluation both of natural, 
biodiverse environments and the people who depend on them (Shiva, 1993 in Shiva and Mies, 
2014).  

This entwined devaluation – the logic of ecocide and cultural genocide – is the legacy of 
colonialism (Davis and Todd, 2016), perpetuated and rebranded for the 21st Century (Össbo and 
Lantto, 2011). So while it is true that any discussion of the nature relations of Indigenous people 
must take care not to essentialize or romanticize them into a “noble savage” caricature or 
chronologically lock “Sáminess” into some undeveloped past, it is also true that the logics of 
colonization promote an integrated exploitation of both people and nature by virtue of the 
proximity of human-nature relations. To put it another way, when people rely heavily on the 
environment (regardless of whether that reliance is cultural, material, or both), disruption of that 
environment has a severe impact (in terms of cultural identity, health, subsistence, etc.) on the 
people in question. The landscapes to which Sámi people – and even, more broadly, Indigenous 
people in general – have a connection are not monolithic. But what is universal is that, historically, 
Indigenous peoples have had knowledge systems connected to their local socio-cultural landscapes 
that colonization has disrupted and, as in the case of the Sámi, continues to disrupt (Össbo and 
Lantto, 2011; Ellis et al., 2012; Shiva and Mies, 2014; Davis and Todd, 2016; e.g., Laula, 1904; 
Battiste, 2000; Kuokkanen, 2008; Fredericks, 2010 in Öhman, 2016; Ojala and Nordin, 2019; 
Dankertsen, 2020). “In the colonial processes in Sápmi, and elsewhere in the world, the conquest 
and control of land has been one of the most fundamental issues” and threats to Indigenous – in 
this case, Sámi – cultures and identities (Ojala and Nordin, 2019). Therefore, when I refer to the 
Indigenous connection to or knowledge of nature, this is what mean: the heritage of a worldview 
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and corpus of traditional knowledge rooted in nature relations and connection to landscape (Smith 
et al., 2018) – theoretical or concrete – that is distinct to each Indigenous group (and even to each 
individual) but that colonization has historically, continually, and by definition sought to suppress.  

 

3.1.3. Cartesianism 

The intense focus on a “radically localized nature” to justify traditional knowledge with respect to 
nature also risks over-fragmenting the experience of a whole cultural group, which is a function of 
the colonial, Cartesian worldview that attempts to deconstruct all things to the smallest granularity 
and categorize each new fragment of a whole (Kimmerer, 2013; Shiva and Mies, 2014). Marie 
Enoksson (2021), paraphrasing Sámi professor Israel Ruong, writes that “the reindeer grazing law 
from 1928 had cut like a sharp knife through Sámi groups and separated people who naturally 
belonged together,” splitting a cohesive people into smaller and smaller arbitrary fragments. In 
conversations that I had with Henrik it was clear that the official categorization of Sámi 
communities was not based on actual community divisions nor drawn along lines that Sámi people 
themselves recognize. At one point, he and I were discussing the court decision in Girjas Forest 
Sámi Community (see Section 4.2.5) that returned sovereignty over hunting and fishing rights to 
the Sámi in that particular location, and Henrik expressed some frustration that the decision only 
applied to Girjas and not to any of the adjacent communities such as Gällivare. “We’re the same 
people,” he told me, “and at one point, we all had those same rights. If the Swedish government 
decides to give those rights back to one sameby, then they should give them back to all of us.” The 
frustration was not with Girjas, but with the arbitrary lines that the Swedish government had drawn 
between Sámi people and the sowing of divisions that had not existed before – lines based in a 
political and economic landscape rather than the socio-ecological dynamics of the physical land.  

Colonization is a process of homogenization and assimilation into the dominant culture (Shiva and 
Mies, 2014), and the social Darwinist, Baconian logics of civilization and cultural development 
through Christianization, forced assimilation, and “eradication” (Wolfe, 2006 in Dankertsen, 2020) 
was (and is) present in Sweden as well. While Swedish colonization has drawn boundaries between 
the Sámi people (Öhman and Wyld, 2014), this fragmentation has run parallel with Swedish 
attempts to homogenize the Forest Sámi as part of the Swedish whole. One or two hundred years 
prior to the emergence of evolutionist and Social Darwinist ideas that informed Scandinavian 
policies in the 19th Century (Spangen et al., 2015), Francis Bacon philosophized that it was the 
duty of the civilized European to promote rationalism and drive out superstition (Scalercio, 2018) 
and that colonization and assimilation of Indigenous people was therefore (ultimately) to their 
benefit. The push by the Swedish state to make the Sámi into “good Christian subjects” (Fur, 2016) 
and lift them out of poverty was aligned with this paternalistic impulse. The Baconian view was 
also aligned with Cartesian logics: that the world can be understood by breaking it down into its 
most basic components, that it is the right and even the paternal obligation of the rational European 
man to do so, and that any other knowledge system not based in pure reason must necessarily be 
inferior. “Descartes’s skeptical, mathematical method underpins modern science; his conception of 
rationality informed modern Western ideas of what it means to be a human being until nearly the 
end of the 20th century; and his intense desire to control nature in the service of humanity has been 
the ultimate secular goal of modern science since the time of the Enlightenment” (Watson, 2021). 
These “new images of mastery and domination functioned as cultural sanctions for the denudation 
of nature” (Merchant, 1993) and the simultaneous degradation of the socio-ecological relationships 
premised on those natural landscapes.  
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And it must be very strongly emphasized, as Dr. Frances Wyld reminded me, that these concepts of 
mastery, domination, and control – the belief that every aspect of the world could and should be 
known and analyzed to the point of prediction (by which control could be exerted) – were new, at 
least relative to “very old pedagogies” (Styres, 2011, emphasis original, in Smith et al., 2018) in 
places that the Europeans sought to dominate. Robin Kimmerer (2013) points to the Anishinaabe 
worldview, in which non-human beings are viewed as people – as teachers – and not simply as 
resources to be consumed; empirical knowledge may still be gained through observation and 
interaction with the world, but the relationship is that of a student and a teacher. The teacher holds 
knowledge, and the teacher is also a person worthy of respect. Kimmerer uses the example of 
gardens to illustrate this idea of reciprocity: gardening, she writes, is “simultaneously a material 
and a spiritual undertaking. That’s hard for scientists, so fully brainwashed by Cartesian dualism, 
to grasp,” because Cartesian dualism and Enlightenment rationalism do not allow for emotional 
expression within their scientific frameworks. Kimmerer – a professor of botany, and also an 
Indigenous woman – explains that when her garden grows well, she considers that an expression of 
love on the part of the garden. A scientist trained, like her, in the Cartesian tradition might suggest 
that the garden grows well due to good soil, because there is no evidence for love and the “key 
elements for detecting loving behavior” cannot be concretely, objectively defined (Kimmerer, 
2013). But Kimmerer argues that this is epistemologically incompatible with her Indigenous 
worldview: that food is a gift given by the earth in return for her hard work and for the lessons she 
takes from gardening, and so the growth of good food is – like a gift from a parent – an act of love 
and reciprocity.  

Our current ways of knowing the world and interacting with it – those that are based in Cartesian 
dualism, Newtonian linearity, and the Baconian impulse to dominate and assimilate – are 
comparatively young, and they have failed as an experiment. Instead of a gift economy premised 
on reciprocity and gratitude, “the market economy story has spread like wildfire, with uneven 
results for human well-being and devastation for the natural world” (Kimmerer, 2013). The 
artificial scarcity on which capitalism relies demands constant consumption of natural resources 
(Ibid.), much of which occurs in areas like Swedish Sápmi at the expense of Indigenous livelihoods 
and cultures. There is no room in “reductionist, mechanistic, and strictly objective” modern science 
and dominant cultural paradigms (Kimmerer, 2013) for emotions; love, gratitude, and fuzzy 
distinctions must be left at the door if you want your research to be taken seriously. As a result, we 
live in a world that values hegemony above multiplicity (Shiva, 1993 in Shiva and Mies, 2014), 
logic above understanding, alienation above holism, and the economic enrichment of a few over 
the wellbeing of many. In sum, “the current state of ecological crisis [is] inherently invested in a 
specific ideology defined by proto-capitalist logics based on extraction and accumulation through 
dispossession – logics that continue to shape the world we live in and that have produced our 
current era” (Davis and Todd, 2016).  

 

3.1.4. Complexity 

Let me paint you a picture.  

You are standing beneath the sky: a dark sky, pinpricked with stars scattered like diamond dust on 
velvet. All around you is snow, gleaming beneath the moon in this deep, sacred darkness; beyond 
the snow there is the forest, inky black and impenetrable, treetops silhouetted against the stars – 
and something more. A glow, so soft at first you barely realize what it is, easily mistaken for a 
haze of clouds catching some ambient light from a neighboring house, perhaps, or a distant town. 
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But it grows. It swells, this mist in the sky, and brightens, and you realize that it is tinged with 
green – so light you almost don’t trust your own eyes. Then it splits, and you can see the midnight 
sky between the two strands of what could easily be cloud; the strands are brighter than you 
realized, and you know you are not imagining this. The frigid night creeps through your parka and 
brings you momentarily back to earth. Just for a moment, just long enough for you to remember 
that this is not a dream, and you are sublimely awake. You tuck your arms closer to yourself, and in 
that instant, the horizon erupts toward you, a vast curtain of shimmering green sweeping 
southward, followed by another, until they stop directly overhead, rippling like ribbons caught in a 
stream, like glittering salmon hovering in the water. They come and go, these ribbons – merging 
down at one end or another, fading into the ether only to be replaced by another that comes 
washing down from the north or that snakes into being from the east.  

Then, if you are very lucky, maybe one of those curtains dips a little closer to the earth and catches 
fire. Just for a moment, blink and you’ll miss it: a punch of violet, then red, and the curtain leaps 
higher again like the retreat of a burned hand. This, you are very lucky to see. This moment of 
burning is a privilege and a rarity. You have forgotten the chill, forgotten that you are out here in 
the subarctic winter night without any socks between your feet and your boots because you ran 
outside in your pajamas, desperate not to miss a single moment. Here, now, you are dreaming and 
not dreaming; the lights that dance across the sky are new to you, though you have seen this 
before. Every night they are new, every night when they are born again you see them for the first 
time. You are cold and not cold, somewhere between dreaming and wakefulness – your body and 
mind are exhausted, but if you go to bed now, who will bear witness? Who will be there to accept 
this gift? Love is here, beneath this weaving sky, like a chord of music that ripples up the spine. 
Here, also, gratitude mixed in with awe. To be here, in this place; to be alive. To have glimpsed the 
sublime, if just for a moment. 

Naturally, of course, this is all just poetry and sentimentality. The truth of the matter is that it is 
winter, you are at a certain latitude, and the earth’s magnetic fields are being disrupted by solar 
winds that have travelled across the vastness of space, as they always do. The colors of the aurora, 
too, can be very easily explained. Solar radiation reacts with oxygen molecules in the mid-upper 
atmosphere to produce green light, with molecular nitrogen at lower altitudes to produce red and 
blue light (which we see as violet), and with extremely high-altitude oxygen molecules to produce 
red light (Lummerzheim, 2017). Different depths of the atmosphere have different quantities of 
these gases, and since the vast majority of the solar wind passes through the less dense oxygen in 
the mid-upper atmosphere and very little passes through the nitrogen in the slightly lower 
atmosphere or the extremely sparse oxygen in the upper atmosphere, green is the most common 
color, while purple and red are rarities. Solar particles follow the earth’s magnetosphere, formed 
by its magnetic field, so the shape of the magnetic field determines the shape of the light we see as 
the aurora – parallel curtains, spirals, and ray patterns (Ibid.). 

But knowing this does not mean we must discard our initial perceptions. “The very facts of the 
world are a poem” (Kimmerer, 2013). We may still gaze in wonder at a cosmic phenomenon – even 
consider it a religious experience or otherwise have a cultural relationship to it – and 
simultaneously know about the complex interactions between the system’s major components: in 
this case, the earth, its magnetic field, its atmosphere, and the sun. We may understand this in 
geophysical terms yet relate to it in spiritual or emotional terms in the same breath. We may 
understand the mechanism and still call it magic, if only to express our very real, very human awe. 

And even in a system with only four major components, some mystery yet remains, because the 
ability to definitively predict when and where an aurora will occur has proved an elusive feat 
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(Lummerzheim, 2017). Predicting geomagnetic disturbance is possible (Space Weather Prediction 
Center, 2021), but that in itself does not predict if, how, or when that disturbance will manifest as 
an observable event. Even such a well-studied phenomenon as the aurora borealis is the result of a 
series of interactions that do not reliably produce a consistent outcome; one might stand outside on 
a clear night when the Kp6 is 7 and see nothing more than a subtle glow, or witness dancing 
curtains in red and violet when the Kp is 3. The chance of the reverse occurring is higher, but not 
remotely certain. Even the system that produces aurorae is not mechanistic, but complex. 

“Complexity” is a relatively young theoretical approach in Western science, but it has been well 
understood for far longer than that within Indigenous ontologies. White, Western men began 
writing about and defining complexity in the 1950s (Olsson and Sjöstedt, 2004), expressing in the 
language of academia an idea that seemed new to them at the time. Multiple systems scholars have 
defined complexity, but it is generally accepted that a complex system is one in which a 
multiplicity of actors interact with one another within a set boundary that is connected to super or 
subsystems through inputs and outputs (Olsson and Sjöstedt, 2004).  

Complex systems differ from mechanistic systems in that they produce “emergent” behavior, with 
or without inputs from other systems or the system’s environment (Olsson and Sjöstedt, 2004). 
Emergence is produced when the interactions between system components feed back on themselves 
in such a way that the system changes and begins generating new outputs (or, in the case of a 
closed system, simply behaving differently). The light show of an aurora is emergence; we know 
what the ingredients are, but not the specific cosmic alchemy that turns the night sky into rivers of 
light. This can also be applied to social systems: Burns and Worsley (2015) argue that “linear 
assumptions about how change happens [are] not in fact congruent with social reality,” because 
societies and socio-biological systems are complex, not linear or mechanistic. They may interact in 
a way that is expected, but they are just as likely – perhaps more likely – not to. When decisions 
are made without considering how interactions between parts of a system will impact other parts of 
the system or feed back on themselves, the behavior of the system can be dramatically altered, 
sometimes in unfavorable ways.  

Reindeer herders like Henrik already know that everything is connected; the idea that it could be 
otherwise – that anything in a socio-ecological system could be distinct from anything else – is a 
source if incredible frustration for those like Henrik who must constantly combat the mentality of 
atomization in order to protect their livelihoods. And not only that, but everything (at least in the 
ecosystem) is important. Even the parasites that attack the brains of reindeer contribute to the 
natural selection process that strengthens the species. The brain worms are almost certain to kill 
reindeer calves, so the herders deworm them to give them a fighting chance to survive their 
infancy; once they are adults and physically stronger, then the worms are allowed to run their 
course, and the few reindeer that die as a result are simply the victims of natural selection. It is 
understood that certain ecological conditions must be in place for mushrooms (a favorite autumn 
food source for reindeer) and lichen to grow, and that the disruption of these ecosystems is causing 
massive destabilization.  

 

 

6 The Kp index indicates the degree of disturbance, which is caused by solar wind, to the earth’s magnetic 
field. 0 = lowest disturbance, 9 = highest degree of disturbance.  
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3.1.4.1. Resilience and the Theory of Complexity 

Most systems are complex. They are difficult to model and predict, difficult to change, and often 
interrelated in ways we do not or cannot understand. Complexity and resilience go hand in hand, as 
complex systems often involve redundancy, which makes it easier for the system to absorb and 
react to shocks; if one part of the system is disrupted, redundancy allows other parts of the system 
to continue functioning (Walker and Salt, 2006).  

The system in Sápmi which has Henrik and his reindeer at the center is incredibly resilient and has 
been absorbing all of the shocks outlined in Section 4 for hundreds of years. This is most likely 
because of the flexibility and tenacity of the reindeer herders themselves; their particular ontology 
allows for quick adaptation to change and the ability to solve problems more or less as soon as they 
arise. Their “change control” methods – the ability to manage risk (Pinto, 2013) – promote 
movement within a stable state that allows for viable reindeer husbandry. As long as the system 
can “still retain its basic function and structure” (Walker and Salt, 2006), it is resilient; modern 
technologies, materials, and methods have allowed for the basic function and structure of reindeer 
herding to be maintained in spite of the massive shocks and disturbances it has faced.  

But there is always a tipping point. As long as the system continues to be imposed upon by all of 
its current pressures – all of which are greater than the sum of their parts when put together into 
the system – the system will collapse in a phenomenon known as a regime change (Ibid.). The 
result will be a new stable state, an outcome that, according to the current trajectory of reindeer 
population decline and impositions imposed on the herders’ time and energy, could be potentially 
catastrophic for reindeer husbandry in the area. According to Henrik, wind power development 
(see section 4.2.1) will be the disturbance that reindeer herding cannot absorb and will push the 
socio-ecological system in Gällivare Sameby into a new stable state wherein reindeer herding is not 
viable, or which is no longer able to “retain its basic function and structure” (Walker and Salt, 
2006). 

Fortunately, before a state of collapse has been reached, it is often possible to intervene and guide 
the trajectory toward a different stable state (Ibid.) – one, in this case, that would provide reindeer 
husbandry with the opportunity to be sustainable by limiting the influence of the colonial economic 
system.  

 

3.2. Colonization in Swedish Sápmi 

Össbo and Lantto (2011) write that “the colonial perspective serves as a backdrop” for current 
Swedish attitudes toward Sámi people, as it provides the necessary foundation required to 
understand the attitudes that exist in the present that inform ongoing colonization processes (Ojala 
and Nordin, 2015). The core of colonization, according to most post-colonial narratives, is violence 
against people and nature (see e.g. Shiva and Mies, 2014; Davis and Todd, 2016). The Swedish 
definition of colonization with respect to indigeneity categorizes the Indigenous as “the first 
inhabitants” (Dankertsen, 2020), and while the official EU and UN definitions do include this 
concept (see ILO, 1989; Cobo, 1981 in DESA, 2021), they also “define ‘Indigenous’ […] in terms 
of a specific relation to a state” (Dankertsen, 2020). The definition is complete when it includes 
this latter understanding: that indigeneity is constructed through relationship to power and the 
nation state, not just through a sophomoric determination of ‘who was here first.’ Historian Gunlög 
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Fur (2016) uses the Chegg definition of colonialism: “a process by which a state power unilaterally 
exercises the right to rule over the territory of an indigenous people, culture and economy, under 
the pretext of having superior social systems,” and this is the definition that I also subscribe to. 
The Sámi were classified as an Indigenous group under international law according to a similar 
definition, and so that is the definition that must be considered when describing the Indigenous 
Sámi relationship to the colonial nation-state.  

 

3.2.1. Taxes, Religion, and Language 

According to archaeologist Dr. Gunilla Larsson (personal correspondence), an expert in Sámi 
archaeology, evidence has been found for Sámi residence as far south as Skåne as recently as the 
Viking age (around 700-800 CE). Henrik expressed this as well – that there was a time when Sámi 
people had lived as far south as Stockholm. I saw this echoed in the first line of Gunlög Fur’s 
chapter on Colonization and Cultural Encounters during the 18th and 19th Centuries: “Once upon a 
time, the Sami claimed, ‘their ancestors […] had been owners of the whole of Sweden’” 
(Högström, 1980 in Fur, 2016). In the 18th Century, however, most were forcibly removed from 
Central Sweden and pushed northward into the regions that are now divided into Sámi 
Communities (samebyar, plural) (Larsson, 2021).  

Swedish accounts between the 9th and 13th Centuries describe taxation of and extensive trade with 
the Sámi (Fur, 2016; Zachrisson, 2018; Bately, 2007 and Bjørklund, 2013 in Salmi et al., 2021). As 
early as the 14th Century, Sápmi was divided into “spheres of interest that did not at all account for 
Sami presence and rights” and Sámi people found themselves caught up in wars fought over this 
territory in the 16th and 17th Centuries by Finland, Norway, Sweden, and duchies in what is now 
Russia (Wunder, 2006 in Fur, 2016). The perception of Sápmi as a vast, empty wilderness (Ibid.) – 
a terra nullius (Öhman and Wyld, 2014) – is perpetuated today in the narrative of pristine, 
untouched wilderness (Öhman, 2007 in Öhman and Wyld, 2014; Ljungdahl, 2017) that is ripe for 
exploitation (see Section 3.1.2.1).  

In 1789, after the Swedish Crown had spent a few decades questioning “the right of both the tax-
paying farmers and the Sami to their land,” tax-paying farmers were granted assurance of their land 
rights – an assurance that did not extend to Sámi land-holders (Border Commission for Reindeer 
Husbandry, 2006), who had previously held the same land rights as their non-Sámi neighbors in the 
form of Taxed Lapp Lands (Border Commission for Reindeer Husbandry, 2006; Lundmark, 2008 
in Samer.se, 2021). In the mid-18th Century, what is now known as the Lapland border was drawn 
(see Annex II). Colonists who settled above this line were granted perks like tax and military 
service exemptions in an attempt by the Swedish state to “stimulate agricultural colonisation” 
(Border Commission for Reindeer Husbandry, 2006). The first Cultivation Limit was drawn in the 
1860s, “fixed definitively” in 1890, and clearly described in the Reindeer Grazing Act of 1898, 
which granted Sámi people “the right to stay with their reindeer throughout the year above the 
cultivation limit in Västerbotten and Norrbotten Counties and on the reindeer grazing mountains in 
Jämtland County” (Ibid.). The Reindeer Grazing Act also delimited reindeer summer pastures and 
in its current form, prohibits the presence of reindeer south of the Lapland border from May to 
September, except in the case of Concession Sámi communities (Inga, 2008; Sametinget, 2019). 

Culturally, colonization manifested itself through “intensive and partly coercive Christianization; 
taxation and integration into political and judicial systems; industrialization of Sámi areas; and 
forced assimilation” (e.g., Hansen, 2011; Lehtola, 2015; Ojala, 2009 and Rydving, 1995 in 
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Spangen et al., 2015). The Sámi were not isolated from other Fennoscandian groups, and sources 
from the 9th and 10th Centuries mention Christian Sámi (Mundal, 2007 in Rasmussen, 2014); there 
is also evidence for more widespread conversions, in which whole communities had become 
Christian according to the Medieval definition: they participated in the rituals of baptism, 
confession, and communion (Hansen and Olsen, 2004 in Rasmussen, 2014). In the early 16th 
Century, however, the Swedish Crown sought to bring the Sámi people under “the same control 
system that was developed to discipline the rest of the kingdom’s subjects” and consolidate all of 
its citizens under a single, paternalistic system of governance (Fur, 2016). This was attempted 
through the centralization of trade in marketplaces like the one in Jokkmokk and an intensified 
campaign of conversion (Ojala, 2009; Ojala and Nordin, 2019), in which “conversion” was defined 
differently than it was in the Middle Ages (Rasmussen, 2014). Christian missionaries to Sápmi in 
the 17th and 18th Centuries operated within the Baconian mandate to “abolish anything that was 
considered to be ‘heathenism,’” which included traditional Sámi religious practice (which had thus 
far been able to coexist with Christian rituals), and they did so with a vengeance (Fur, 2016; Ojala 
and Nordin, 2019; Samer.se, 2021). Among these colonizing influences were Sámi religious and 
administrative authorities who were instrumental in spreading colonial ideas from the Middle Ages 
onwards. For example, schools in the Torne lappmark, established in the 17th Century, were often 
staffed by Sámi teachers and clergy, some of whom had obtained theological education in Uppsala 
(Rasmussen, 2014). The conversion of Sámi people became even more important to the Crown 
once silver was discovered in Sápmi in the 17th Century (Ojala and Nordin, 2019) and the 
industrial expansion into Sápmi brought Christian Swedes into even greater contact with Sámi 
people and their religion, which the Swedish settlers interpreted as “heathenry,” “superstition,” and 
“witchcraft” (see e.g. Fur, 2016; Ojala and Nordin, 2019).  

As a result of paternalistic attempts by colonial powers to eradicate the “undesirable” aspects of 
the indigenous by subsuming it, many Sámi people today – notably those who do not have reindeer 
or a familial, historical connection to reindeer herding (Öhman and Wyld, 2014; Ojala, 2009 in 
Spangen et al., 2015) – have been alienated from their cultural “memory, history, language, 
territories, and water” (Öhman, 2016). Even Henrik, who comes from a long line of reindeer 
herders, has been impacted by this cultural alienation; his grandfather, like many other Sámi 
children (Pikkarainen and Brodin, 2008; Enoksson, 2021), was beaten for speaking his Sámi 
language in school, and thus the language – and all of the cultural heritage and worldview that is 
constructed by language (Rivenburgh, 2013) – was not passed to Henrik’s father nor subsequently 
to Henrik himself. He knows only a few words of his Sámi language, and has no way to pass down 
the language to his own children; their right to learn their parents’ native language is enshrined in 
Swedish law (Storlöpare and Andersson, 2014), but neither parent speaks it, because it was stolen 
from them generations ago “due to the assimilation and education policy that has been pursued 
historically” (Pikkarainen and Brodin, 2008). Loss of language “is accompanied by the decreased 
economic viability of traditional ways of life, as well as a diminished sense of cultural identity, 
self esteem, and group prestige” (Rivenburgh, 2013), which may explain why colonial forces use 
suppression of language as a means of assimilation. In this way, at least in part, the Swedish state 
has been successful in erasing Sámi cultural identity from the present and relegating it to the past; 
the language they stole remains inaccessible to those who should have inherited it, and all of the 
relationship to culture held within the language is being eroded and “risk[s] extinction” 
(Pikkarainen and Brodin, 2008). 
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3.2.2. Metal, Water, and Wood 

Much of Sámi culture (though by no means all of Sámi culture) is intimately linked with reindeer 
and their husbandry, and many of the threats that reindeer herders like Henrik Andersson face (see 
Section 4.2) discourage reindeer husbandry and therefore encourage assimilation and the slow 
extinction of Forest Sámi culture. While “repressive and colonizing strategies have changed over 
time,” they are still ongoing (Spangen et al., 2015; Ojala and Nordin, 2015). The history of 
colonization in Sweden and the oppression of Sámi people is intimately linked with access to 
nature and use of natural resources7 (Ojala, 2009), including mines, hydropower dams, and 
forestry, which is currently perpetuated in new guises (Ojala and Nordin, 2019). Since reindeer 
husbandry is defined as a critical aspect of culture (Prop 1975/76:209 in Pikkarainen and Brodin, 
2008), and since the viability of reindeer husbandry as a livelihood relies on intact forest and a 
resilient socio-ecological system, then the degradation of the forest and local ecology through 
industrial, colonial expansion may be defined as a type of cultural genocide8. 

Despite the fact that the mining and hydropower industries do not (or have not yet) measurably 
impacted Henrik’s reindeer in particular, they entered into my discussions with Henrik at several 
points, as mining specifically is a major source of conflict in and around the town of Gällivare at 
the northern tip of Gällivare Sameby. The damming of rivers for hydropower has flooded Sámi 
cultural heritage sites, reduced the amount of rangeland for reindeer, and created barriers to 
engaging in traditional activities like fishing; mining has caused enormous environmental harm, 
reducing forest cover and poisoning downstream communities with wastewater (Müller, 2013 in 
Ojala and Nordin, 2015) and pitting Sámi reindeer herders against their neighbors. Forest 
harvesting on an industrial scale has also been a tool of colonization, and the impacts have been 
exacerbated by forestry practices that favor clearcutting, intensive soil tilling, chemical 
fertilization, and monoculture plantation of timber trees for the purpose not of ecological 
restoration, but as raw material for future harvest (Horstkotte et al., 2015; Sandström et al., 2016; 
Forsmark, 2020). In the 20th Century, the Swedish state confiscated large tracts of Sámi-owned 
land in what was called avvintring, or “apportionment,” a policy of institutional land theft that 
transferred ownership from Sámi landholders to private owners or the Swedish Crown (Enoksson, 
2021). This decision was based on the claim that nomads could not own land and, in combination 
with the Reindeer Grazing Act of 1928, prevented many Forest Sámi from herding reindeer (Ibid.). 
As recently as the 1940s, Forest Sámi families were forcibly relocated according to the 1928 

 

 

7 The term “natural resource” is widely considered too neo-liberal and capitalistic, as it reduces the value of 
nature to its material usefulness to humans and does not account for intrinsic value or the highly complex 
interconnectedness of the ecological communities where “natural resources” can be found (Kimmerer, 2013; 
Gilbertson and Mellon, 2019). I have chosen to use it here for the sake of expedience, and also because I 
wish to highlight, in this instance, the relationship between people and the values we derive from nature. 

8 The term “genocide” was coined by the Polish-Jewish lawyer Raphael Lemkin in 1944 and was more holistic 
than the definition adopted by the UN, with its focus on intentional bodily harm. Bilsky and Klagsbrun write 
that “according to Lemkin’s method, motive is not to be found within the obscure state of mind of the 
individual perpetrator but, rather, in the pattern of actions and techniques that repeats itself in various locations 
and is manifested through the various decrees and laws read together.” That is: premeditation is largely 
irrelevant, and the outcome is what matters. Therefore, a state or group may perpetrate cultural genocide 
without realizing that they are doing so, but it is still genocide (Bilsky and Klagsbrun, 2018). 
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Reindeer Grazing Act (Ibid.). Further justification for excluding Forest Sámi from reindeer 
husbandry was provided by the eugenics research of the ethnobiological institute, which claimed 
that the only “true Sami” were reindeer herders from the mountains (Pikkarainen and Brodin, 
2008), and that Forest Sámi, who were believed to be both ethnically Sámi and Swedish, were a 
dangerous biological mix, that their Swedish blood made them not “true” Sámi, and that they 
should therefore be assimilated to pure Swedish culture (Enoksson, 2021; Lundmark, 1998 and 
Hagerman, 2015 in Larsson, 2021). At the same time, Swedish stereotypes about indigeneity 
demanded complete “authenticity” according to their perception: Sáminess, as they saw it, was in 
danger of dying out and needed to be documented and preserved (Ojala, 2009). Anything that 
might dilute the purity of this authenticity was a threat that needed be separated from the “real” 
Sámi and assimilated into Swedish culture – a policy called “lapp-skall-vara-lapp” or “Sámi-must-
be-Sámi” (Ibid.). Ecofeminist authors such as Vandana Shiva have written extensively on the links 
between colonization and the types of agricultural and land use practices that justify them – the 
top-down, colonial epistemology that “pushes inexorably toward monocultures, uniformity and 
homogeneity” and which seeks to oppress and eradicate the bottom-up, traditional, culturally 
diverse land use knowledge systems that promote biodiversity and living ecosystems (see e.g. 
Shiva, 1993 in Shiva and Mies, 2014). This colonial epistemology abhors fuzzy distinctions and 
ambiguity and demands perfectly pure categories which are then easier to exploit. 

Historically, exploration and extraction of mineral resources has required the exploitation, 
displacement, and disenfranchisement of Sámi people – especially reindeer herders, whose grazing 
lands may be entirely destroyed by open pit mining ventures (Ojala and Nordin, 2015). Discovery 
of iron ore in the early 17th Century prompted an intensification of missionary work and in Sápmi 
(Fur, 2016), which contributed significantly to the Swedish attempts to supplant Sámi religion and 
eradicate nature-based cultural expression (Ibid.). By the 20th Century, river damming for 
hydroelectric power became emblematic of the Swedish colonial project.  

Swedish reliance on hydroelectric power, which currently constitutes 40% of energy consumption 
in Sweden (Energiföretagen, 2019), has its roots in early 20th-century colonization and 
industrialization. The Water Act of 1918 permitted the complete damming of rivers (as opposed to 
partial damming) so that hydropower could be produced (Össbo and Lantto, 2011) as an alternative 
to imported coal or domestically produced wood or charcoal (Arrhenius, 1901 in Össbo and Lantto, 
2011; Schön, 2012). Hydropower also allowed for the expansion and intensification of mining 
activities (Schön, 2012), since trains powered by electricity could carry commercial materials more 
cheaply than coal-powered trains and more quickly than reindeer. As the demand for iron ore, 
timber, and pulp production rose, so too did the demand for cheap and efficient transportation as 
well as electricity to power industrial machinery (Össbo and Lantto, 2011; Schön, 2012). Thus, a 
self-perpetuating vicious cycle was born that, according to Henrik, still continues today: the more 
industry was established in Sápmi, the more electricity needed to be produced; the more electricity 
is produced, the more industry wants to establish itself.  

This industrial expansion and the total damming of rivers in the early 20th Century was not without 
opposition, both by local landowners and disenfranchised Sámi reindeer herders (Össbo and 
Lantto, 2011). While landowners had recourse to fight against the flooding of their properties in 
court, the Sámi had no such right, and were largely excluded from conversations about damming 
projects until 1921 (Ibid.). This resulted in large-scale inundation of grazing land and Sámi 
ancestral territory, since the needs of Sámi people and their reindeer were considered less 
important than the needs of the economy (Ibid.). While damming inundation itself does not 
currently threaten Henrik or his herd, the legacy of hydropower in Sweden is of paternalistic 
colonization and the choice to ignore Sámi expertise, and it closely parallels the ongoing attempts 



28 

to develop windfarms on Sámi land (see Section 4.2.1): both make land unusable and inaccessible 
to reindeer, both are undertaken with little better than overtures to Sámi involvement, and both are 
premised on the idea of sacrifice for the common good (Ibid.). 

As of 2021, Sweden still has not ratified the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989 (No. 
169) of the International Labour Organization (see ILO, 1989; Border Commission for Reindeer 
Husbandry, 2006; Ojala and Nordin, 2015), which entered into force in 1991. The convention 
would require Sweden to protect the environment according to Sámi wishes (Article 4) and in the 
interest of protecting livelihood activities that depend on living ecosystems (Article 5). Article 7 is 
particularly important, as it would require that Sámi people be able to “participate in the 
formulation, implementation and evaluation of plans and programmes for national and regional 
development which may affect them directly” (ILO, 1989), and Articles 13-19 concerning land 
would require Sweden to protect Sámi access to and ownership of land and guarantee the right for 
Sámi people to conserve and protect the environment. It would also require Sweden to guarantee 
some benefit to the communities – including Sámi communities – in areas where the land has been 
developed for industry.  

In 1999, an inquiry led by the late governor of Jämtland, Sven Heurgren, found that Swedish law 
was already aligned with the articles of ILO 169, except for Article 14 concerning land possession 
(Boundary Commission for Reindeer Husbandry, 2006). The 2006 Boundary Commission for 
Reindeer Husbandry also found that the minimum level of right to land required by ILO 169 
Article 14 “is not fulfilled by the reindeer herding right that the Sámi have under reindeer 
husbandry legislation.” According to the Sámi Parliament of Sweden, the contentiousness of the 
land use conflicts in Sápmi is what has prevented Sweden from ratifying ILO 169, a decision that 
has drawn criticism from the UN, OECD, and EU (see e.g. Anaya, 2011; Sametinget, 2018b). The 
Sámi Parliament has called for this convention to be ratified, as it would put pressure on the 
Swedish government to uphold the land use rights and protective laws that already exist (Ojala and 
Nordin, 2015; Sametinget, 2018b). Currently, the needs of Sámi people – particularly reindeer 
herders – are at best not understood by the Swedish government and ongoing land theft is force of 
colonial habit based on outdated legislation from a time when “the  Sami  were  placed under state 
guardianship” and “historic  conditions  when  both  reindeer  husbandry  and  the  other  industries  
that  compete  for  land  resources  operated  under  completely different conditions from today” 
(Boundary Commission for Reindeer Husbandry, 2006). At worst, the needs of Sámi reindeer 
herders are consciously and knowingly ignored in an attempt to quietly and definitively relegate 
reindeer husbandry to history and completely assimilate the Forest Sámi to Swedish cultural 
norms.  

According to Ojala and Nordin (2015), the Swedish state has not even reached the point of 
recognizing its colonial role, much less rectifying the impact of that colonization on the Sámi 
people. In 2015, in the middle of the ten-year court battle between Girjas Sameby and the Swedish 
state over hunting and fishing rights (which resulted in a 2019 ruling in favor of the sameby), Ojala 
and Nordin write that:  

“The state counsel has questioned the indigenous status of the Sámi people in Sweden 
as well as the colonial history in Sápmi, discredited scholarly research on Sámi 
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related issues in recent decades as biased, and furthermore consequently used the 
old derogatory denomination L[*]pp9 instead of Sámi during the court proceedings.” 

Arguing against racist ramblings such as these lends them legitimacy, so I will refrain from 
doing so in this case. What this outpouring of vitriol demonstrates is that “serious 
discussions on Swedish colonialism in Sápmi” need to be had (Ojala and Nordin, 2015) 
about the legacy that colonization has left, how it is perpetuated, and how the Swedish state 
might address it and provide restitution for past and present harm. For an in-depth 
discussion on the racism, individual and institutional, that Sámi people currently face, 
please see Pikkarainen and Brodin (2008). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9 In the interest of not contributing to the dehumanization of the Sámi, I have elected to censor this epithet. 
For those not familiar with the term, the asterisk [*] stands for the letter ‘a.’ The full term is a slur, and it 
should under no circumstances be used to refer to a Sámi person. Sámi people may use it to refer to one 
another as a form of reclamation, but I have been made to understand that for a non-Sámi person to use it 
under any circumstances is an expression of racism and categorically unacceptable due to the personal harm 
it causes and the hatred it perpetuates.  
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4. Case Study – Henrik Andersson, Reindeer Herder, 
Gällivare Forest Sámi Community 

 

4.1. Profile 

Henrik Andersson is 40 years old and has been a full-time reindeer herder since he was fifteen, but 
he has been involved in reindeer husbandry from childhood; one of his most common refrains is “I 
have been doing this for 25 years,” but an argument could be made for a full lifetime of 
experience. He is a member of Gällivare Sameby (Sámi Community), lives in a village 30 km south 
of the Arctic Circle, and is one of 35 reindeer herding groups or companies that operate in 
Gällivare Sameby10. The number of reindeer in his personal herd is not something he could tell me; 
when I asked him the question on my first day, I was reprimanded for breaking taboo. Asking how 
many reindeer a person has, he said, is like asking how much money they have. This proved to be a 
crucial contextual lens for understanding the relationship between Sámi herders and their reindeer; 
they are not just livestock or a commodity, but also an indicator of personal value. In the same way 
that a person in our Western, capitalist system might understand their own value and the value of 
others in terms of access to financial assets (for example, by using phrases like “net worth” and 
saying that a person is “worth” their monetary wealth), a reindeer herder’s understanding of their 
own worth is very closely tied with their reindeer.  

Herding is also a point of connection and shared responsibility among Henrik’s family members. 
Two of his relatives – his youngest brother and one of their cousins – live nearby and help Henrik 
with tasks that he could never manage alone. They run their own companies, but on several 
occasions while I was there, they helped Henrik move reindeer and track predators. In the spring, 
they also come together to mark and de-worm calves. Henrik and his relatives may have their 
differences, as in any family, but the wellbeing of the reindeer seemed to override any 
interpersonal problems or tensions; they did what needed to be done to secure continued access to 
their livelihoods. Because reindeer have no concept of ownership or which company they belong 
to, they also often intermingle; on several occasions, we had to drive to go fetch a reindeer that 
belonged to Henrik but had made its way as far as the Finnish border and joined a different herd. 
Henrik, his brother, and his cousin live in close proximity (relatively speaking), so their herds are 
very likely to mingle, which can only be verified when the animals are brought into a corral and 
their ear marks checked.  

It is into this context that Henrik and his activism must be placed. He does not fight simply for 
survival or the financial viability of his livelihood, but also for his own sense of self and for the 
rights of his family and his descendants to continue participating in their livelihood tradition – the 
right to see his reindeer and his tradition pass to the next generation. He is a reindeer herder. This 

 

 

10 It is not appropriate to count individual herders; herding is often a family affair, so a “company” might be 
a single person, a husband and wife, a herder and their child or children, or another configuration of shared 
responsibility for a particular set of reindeer. Henrik is considered his own company, as he does not technically 
share ownership of his own reindeer.  
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is his identity. Therefore, he views threats to reindeer as threats to his own selfhood: a violation of 
and a deeply personal attack against him and his family – their autonomy, their freedom, and their 
value as Indigenous people and human beings.  

Activism has therefore become a centerpiece of his identity. He tells me that he doesn’t necessarily 
want to be an activist, but that he has to be; he feels that he has no choice but to fight, because if 
he doesn’t, his entire way of life – the constant expression of traditional activities and values that 
are crucial to Forest Sámi identity – will disappear. He helps organize protests, works closely with 
certain environmental and human rights groups, and uses Facebook to draw attention to his 
quotidian struggles. All of this, in addition to the extreme physical labor required as part of 
reindeer herding, often leaves him exhausted and, on the worst days, discouraged. Those days 
when he seemed most energized and excited were when he felt like he was making headway on a 
given issue and had support from people and organizations with greater influence than he had 
alone. His most deflated moments came when he felt like he was the sole voice against institutions 
that didn’t care about the harm they caused. 

In the following section, I have described the issues that Henrik identified as the greatest threats to 
his livelihood, in order of relative impact. Most of the information has been taken from discussions 
with Henrik, who is an authority on these issues in his own right, and whose expertise has proven 
invaluable in understanding the intricacies of each issue’s impact and intersection with others. 
Where I have supplemented Henrik’s voice with published literature, the additional source or 
sources are identified; I have also indicated where a given point is my own speculation or is only 
given by published literature, not by Henrik. If no source is specified, Henrik is the source. Where 
other sources are used, they corroborate Henrik’s own observations and analysis.     

 

4.2. Livelihood Threats 

While staying with Henrik, I worked with him to develop a preliminary system map, drawing from 
methodologies outlined in Burns and Worsley (2015). This map, which was created around the 
kitchen table using sticky notes, included only predators and forestry (see figure 4.1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1 – A simplistic system map developed with Henrik at his dining room table that shows the dynamics 
between reindeer herders and non-Sámi hunters, key predator and prey species (including reindeer, moose, 
lynx, and bears), key tree species (including Norway spruce, Scotch pine, and contorta), and the Sveaskog 
forestry company. Credit: Elaine Mumford 
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I later expanded on this using a web-based whiteboard software to include wind power and vehicular 
threats (see figure 4.2): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 4.2 – A more complete system map that includes the four main types of external threats to reindeer 
husbandry, their interactions with one another, and their limiting or perpetuating factors. Color key: Red = 
physical infrastructure, yellow = non-human fauna; green = flora; blue = human institutions and organizations. 
Generated using Miro.com Online Sticky Notes 

While each disparate issue presents a threat to reindeer husbandry in its own right, the compounded 
effect of each is greater than the sum of its parts. Wind power development, the increase in 
predator populations, widespread clearcutting, and the ubiquitous and omnipresent risk of vehicle 
collisions with reindeer all contribute to dwindling reindeer populations that are teetering on the 
edge of collapse (Nutti and Sjajn, 2018). One of these issues alone might not be enough to 
eradicate reindeer and the practice of husbandry in Gällivare Sameby, but together, they present an 
existential threat to a centuries-old way of life.  

Each threat, also, has its own impetus and perpetuating structures that give it priority over Sámi 
reindeer herding interests. According to my observations, these may often be traced back to 
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government or civil support, either implicit or explicit. Explicit support usually comes in the form 
of legal rulings and legislation wielded against Sámi interests, as in the case of wind power 
(section 4.2.1) and predators (section 4.2.2), while implicit support usually manifests as inaction or 
lack of legal enforcement, as in the case of forestry (section 4.2.3).  

 

4.2.1. Wind power 

Most people conflate wind power with sustainability. White wind turbines spin against clear, blue 
skies, conjuring images of tranquility and cleanliness. Every so often you hear about these turbines 
posing a threat to birds, but new technologies are emerging to manage that problem; those who 
decry turbines simply for their unsightliness and lack of aesthetic appeal are soundly derided for 
their narrow-mindedness and regressive attitude. For the most part, the risks associated with wind 
turbines are minimal, and placed in the right location, some estimates claim that a single turbine 
can produce enough fossil-free energy to power up to 12,000 homes (Vattenfall, 2021). The Sámi 
Parliament’s official statement on wind power, which was adopted in 2009, expresses that 
“indigenous peoples are affected first and hardest by climate change,” (Sametinget, 2009), and 
findings by the Ealát Consortium of the Arctic Council’s Sustainable Development Working Group 
show that anthropogenic climate change will impact the viability of reindeer husbandry as a 
livelihood activity (Magga et al., 2011). 

The problem is that, according to Sametinget, these climate change mitigation efforts are often 
conducted at the expense of Indigenous peoples (Sametinget, 2009), placing them in a no-win 
situation. Climate change may pose an existential threat to reindeer husbandry in the future, but the 
existential threat caused by wind power development is imminent. According to Henrik, wind 
turbines in Sápmi pose a massive risk to reindeer during the development and construction phase, 
which can take up to three years. During the spring calving season, reindeer become almost 
completely wild; they avoid humans and our infrastructure (Skarin and Åhman, 2014; Vistnes and 
Nellemann, 2008 in Skarin et al., 2015), and can become severely stressed if they are forced into 
close proximity with us. In the case of wind turbines, the “area of disturbance” (Storlöpare and 
Andersson, 2014) is approximately five kilometers from a wind turbine in any direction (5 km 
radius). If a development project takes up tens or even hundreds of square kilometers, as Vasa 
Vind’s Hällberget and Vattenfall’s Storlandet projects do, these zones can include massive portions 
of reindeer land, including calving areas (Skarin et al., 2015). Reindeer, like other migratory 
animals such as geese and salmon, return to the same place every year to have their babies. 
Females whose ancestral calving grounds have become wind power development zones will 
become extremely vulnerable to stress, which can cause them to miscarry; those that manage to 
give birth may have a limited capacity to produce milk for their young and, if they panic, may 
abandon the calves entirely.  

As I will show in section 4.2.2, reindeer calf populations are under extreme pressure in any given 
year, and so every calf is a valuable asset; Henrik predicts that the stress caused by wind power 
development could severely impact the viability of his reindeer population. Over the course of the 
three years necessary to fully construct the planned wind parks, the impacts could effectively wipe 
out a herd, severely damaging the livelihoods of reindeer herders in Gällivare Sameby.  

In addition to the threat that projects like Storlandet and Hällberget pose to reindeer, the efficiency 
of such ventures in terms of actual energy production is also worth scrutinizing. Henrik is 
absolutely baffled by the decision to place wind farms near Tallberg because, not to put too fine a 
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point on it, “there is no wind.” While this is intentional hyperbole, the point stands that the number 
of turbines that Vattenfall is planning to construct in Storlandet – 120 – would likely be able to 
produce twice as much energy if they were placed offshore, where wind speeds are higher and 
more consistent. According to Vattenfall (2021), “an offshore wind farm produces almost twice as 
much electricity as a similar onshore wind farm, as offshore wind conditions are more favorable.”  

While reindeer herders like Henrik and Sámi representative bodies are not opposed to renewable 
energy production or even wind power in principle, the damage that would be done by increased 
wind power development in Sápmi is unconscionable. Wind power companies do carry out 
consultations with local communities, but Sámi reindeer herders and governance institutions have 
no veto power and are not extended the right to give free and informed consent (Sametinget, 
2018d) according to the UNDRIP’s principles of FPIC; if consent is not given, then the project 
might go ahead regardless. None of the profits from wind farms go to the local community 
(Sametinget, 2009), so not only is the potential risk to reindeer herding immense and the 
consultation ineffective, but reindeer herders do not even benefit from nominal monetary 
restitution for the losses they may incur (Sametinget, 2009).  

From the perspectives of efficiency, sustainability through local production, and human rights, 
Gällivare Sameby is not ideal for wind power development. In light of this, one would assume that 
companies like Vasa Vind and Vattenfall would look to develop their wind farms elsewhere; on my 
first foray with Henrik to feed his reindeer, it became clear that this was categorically not the case. 
Vasa Vind’s Hällberget project (see Fig 4.3), which has already been through the consultation 
process and is now in appeals, is located directly behind Henrik’s house (5 km from the area’s 
nearest point) and encompasses approximately 82.5 km2 of reindeer grazing and calving land. 

 

Figure 4.3 – Vasa Vind’s 
planned Hällberget project is 
approximately 82.5 km2 and 
will have a maximum of 150 
turbines. It encompasses two 
Natura 2000 zones, Hällberget 
and Muggträsket, and Henrik’s 
home lies within the five-
kilometer disruption zone. 
Most of the planned 
development includes forested 
area owned by Sveaskog on 
which herders have the right to 
keep reindeer.  
 

(Adapted from: Earthstar 
Geographics | © Service 
Copyright EEA Copenhagen | 
Lantmäteriet, National Land 
Survey of Finland, Esri, 
HERE, Garmin, METI/NASA, 
USGS.  
Data terms of use: “No special 
restrictions or limitations on 
using the item's content have 
been provided.”) 



35 

The actual affected area is larger – closer to 400 km2 – due to the five-kilometer disruption zone 
around each wind turbine. This disruption zone also encompasses 7.5 km2 of Natura 2000 land 
reserved from development, which includes old growth forest (Länsstyrelsen, 2021) that is vital to 
reindeer subsistence. This would, in effect, exclude the reindeer from safe, productive foraging 
areas in addition to their calving lands.  

Northwest of Hällberget, in the direction of Gällivare, lies the proposed area for Vattenfall’s 
Storlandet wind power development project (see Figure 4.4). This is still in consultation – stage 2 
of 9 in the development process – so no environmental impact assessment has yet been conducted 
nor any permit request submitted at the time of writing. This area of approximately 460 km2 (~ 
1,315 km2 once the exclusion area is factored in) would include a maximum of 120 wind turbines 
and lies right in the middle of Gällivare Sameby’s calving lands (Vattenfall, 2020).  

   

A map provided on page 23 of the Vattenfall (2020) Storlandet consultation document indicates the 
impact that the wind farm would have on reindeer husbandry if it were to go forward with no 
amendments. Most of the development area is situated within calving lands, and assuming that the 
female reindeer avoid the entire development zone for the 1-3 years that it will take to construct, 
this will both limit and severely fragment the amount of calving land available. With less land 
available to them and their movement heavily restricted, reindeer cows will have a limited ability 
to produce viable offspring and raise them to healthy adulthood. 

Figure 4.4 – Vattenfall’s 
planned Storlandet project 
is approximately 460 km2 
and would have a 
maximum of 120 turbines. 
It is directly adjacent to 
three Natura 2000 
protected areas, including 
one EU Birds Directive 
Site (Päivävuoma), and is 
in proximity to other Birds 
Directive and Natura 2000 
sites. Most of the planned 
development covers 
critical reindeer calving 
land (see Vattenfall, 
2020). 

(Adapted from: Earthstar 
Geographics | National 
Land Survey of Finland, 
Esri, HERE, Garmin, 
METI/NASA, USGS. Data 
terms of use: “No special 
restrictions or limitations 
on using the item's content 
have been provided.” 
Natura 2000 map data is 
licensed under a Creative 
commons CC0 1.0 
Universal license.) 
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Without considering other land use pressures such as forestry, Henrik has found himself and his 
reindeer effectively boxed in by wind power development and excluded from most of his calving 
and summer grazing pasture (see Figure 4.5).  

 
Figure 4.5 – Gällivare Sameby and the Storlandet (Vattenfall) and Hällberget (Vasa Vind) wind power 
development projects, including their disruption areas. (Adapted from: Earthstar Geographics | Skellefteå 
kommun (GIS), Sametinget, Länsstyrelsen | Vindbrukskollen.  
Data terms of use: “No special restrictions or limitations on using the item’s content have been 
provided.”) 
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Between the Storlandet and Hällberget projects, a total of 270 wind turbines covering 
approximately 550 km2 will hinder movement of reindeer through the sameby and exclude them 
from critical grazing and calving land. With the addition of disruption zones around the turbines, 
reindeer could in actuality be excluded from up to 1,715 km2 of land, or approximately 20% of 
Gällivare Sameby’s total area, including a vast swathe of calving area in the center of the sameby. 
Depending on the extent of the disruption zones, the movement of the reindeer will also be 
severely restricted, as the corridor allowing reindeer to pass between the wind farms from north to 
south or vise versa could be as small as 2 km wide at its narrowest point11. It must be noted that the 
extent of these disruption zones is a pessimistic estimation. These zones extend in a radius, 
between 3.5 and 5 kilometers, from the wind turbines themselves, but because information on the 
exact locations of the wind turbines was not available to me, I used ArcGIS to measure 5 km out 
from the border of the development areas. It is likely that the disruption zones will be smaller, and 
that reindeer would be excluded from less than 1,715 km2 of land. In a best-case scenario – one in 
which the wind power development plans shown on these maps fully encompass the disruption area 
(which is highly unrealistic, given that in some places, the development areas are much narrower 
than 3.5 km) – reindeer would still be excluded from approximately 7% of Gällivare Sameby’s total 
area. The development areas alone will have a substantial impact, and the addition of disruption 
zones that extend beyond the wind park boundaries themselves will only increase this impact.  

Össbo and Lantto (2011) point out that this new push to develop wind power on reindeer herding 
and ancestral Sámi land is not new at all, and is, in fact, just 20th-century hydropower development 
(see Section 2.2.1.2) with a new veneer for the 21st century. They argue that: 

“Hydropower development was feasible owing to a refined colonialism, immersed by 
the industrial visions of modernization and the interpretative privilege of the majority 
society and its attitudes or blindness towards the Sámi people and reindeer 
husbandry. This industrial colonialism manifests itself in an institutional setting, 
conducting the imperial visions of nation-need, modernization, and the question of 
common good by the legacy invested in the institutions and their practices and 
attitudes towards Sámi people and reindeer husbandry.” 

This “interpretative privilege” and “blindness towards the Sámi people and reindeer husbandry” is 
evident at the interface between Sámi reindeer herders and wind power developers. In The Last 
Generation?, Henrik and his brother describe how during a meeting with one wind power 
developer, they were asked what the conflict was between windmills and reindeer calves, since the 
reindeer would go to the mountains in the summer – a display of ignorance, as reindeer herders in 
forest Sámi communities like Gällivare stay in the forest year-round and do not migrate to the 
mountains like their counterparts to the east. In the documentary, Henrik’s brother is livid. “They 
are coming to our lands and they haven’t even done their homework,” he says, and Henrik echoes 
his frustration (Storlöpare and Andersson, 2014). It is a function of extreme privilege that colonial 
interests – in this case, wind power companies – are able to undertake major infrastructure projects 
and consume resources with no understanding of (or legal requirement to understand) the local 
context and the harm that they may cause. In this case, the wind power company’s knowledge of 

 

 

11 The area between the wind parks’ disruption zones is dominated by a lake, which reindeer cannot cross in 
the summer. Therefore, instead of being 4.5 km wide, the corridor is in actuality 2 km wide. 
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Sámi people and reindeer husbandry was based on the stereotype that all Sámi people bring their 
reindeer to the mountains in the summer, and they saw no need to correct that stereotype or learn 
more about the people whose lands they were planning to appropriate.  

The interactions between these ‘imperial visions,’ according to Össbo and Lantto, (2011), 
“illuminate the current discourse on the common good – with the push to harness the power of the 
wind, a further threat to encroachment on the rights of the Sámi.” The same arguments that 
Vattenfall and the Swedish government made in the 1920s – the cost-benefit analyses that find in 
favor of industry, the primacy of technological progress at the expense of local people, and the 
imposition of lofty plans for the “greater good” – are rehashed today using a slightly different 
vocabulary. Where renewable energy 100 years ago was marketed as a means to advance Swedish 
society economically, now that “societal advancement” will be marked in low carbon emissions. 
The impact on Sámi people is the same: a potentially disastrous imposition on their way of life, no 
compensation or restitution for the damage done, and an uphill battle to fight for their rights within 
a colonial system. With the encroachment of these large wind power projects, reindeer herders in 
Gällivare Sameby could see an effective collapse of their calf populations and a subsequent severe 
depletion of their total herds. Combined with the other threats that reindeer and their custodians 
face, the rapid population decline could lead to a total collapse and the eradication of reindeer 
husbandry as a viable livelihood in the area. Wind power development bears all of the worst 
hallmarks of colonization and clearly demonstrates that in the century since 1920, very little has 
changed. In the name of industry, technological advancement, and “progress,” reindeer herders in 
Gällivare Sameby stand to lose a crucial part of their heritage and culture.  

 

4.2.2. Predators 

When Henrik first became a full-time reindeer herder in the mid-1990s, Gällivare Sameby’s 35 
herding companies had collective access to 15,000 reindeer; at the last count, which took place in 
the fall of 2020, that number had shrunk to 4,000. According to Swedish government regulations, 
the sameby is allowed to have a winter population of 7,000 reindeer (Sametinget, 2018a). That is 
an average loss of 440 animals per year. Herders do not slaughter that many reindeer per year; the 
addition of accidental deaths due to railroad or motor vehicle collisions, starvation, or domestic 
dog attacks (and unsanctioned, intentional killing in retaliation against reindeer herders, see 
Section 4.2.5) might be able to account for that degree of loss if no calves were born. Under ideal 
circumstances, the number of calves born each year should exceed the number of reindeer that die, 
providing a population buffer against accidental deaths and the necessary slaughter of animals for 
sale and trade. The reasonable question to ask, under the circumstances, is: what is killing the 
reindeer? 

According to Henrik, the answer is predators. The forested regions in Gällivare Sameby are home 
to five apex predatory species: brown bears, wolves, Eurasian lynx, wolverines, and golden eagles, 
all of which prey on reindeer and on calves in particular. Henrik calculates that altogether, between 
June and October of 2020, 58% of the calves born in that year were killed by predators. That 
number is likely to have increased substantially by the time the reindeer are counted again in June 
of 2021, since predators kill a yearly average of 70-80% of the calves born in a given year and a 
grand total of 30% of the reindeer population. So even though the reindeer population should be 
increasing each year even after slaughter, predation removes 30%. 
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Bears alone can kill 50% of one year’s calves; a newborn reindeer calf weighing approximately 3 
kg is barely more than a mouthful to an adult bear (Storlöpare and Andersson, 2014). A 2012 study 
by Karlsson et al. revealed that in 2011, female bears in two Sámi communities killed an average 
of 14 calves per season, but that a single bear could kill up to 37 calves. Henrik has described a 
case in which a female bear killed 15 of his calves within 24 hours (Storlöpare and Andersson, 
2014) and explains that mothers with adult cubs – sometimes two at a time – can create even 
greater devastation. Karlsson et al. (2012) calculate that bears alone can kill an average of 187–628 
reindeer per year, even before predation by other species.  

One could, if they were being disingenuous, suggest that the predators are doing their job by 
keeping the population at equilibrium, and that herders are collapsing their own reindeer 
populations to sell meat. Setting aside the fact that these herds would have much more difficulty 
surviving the winter without the supplementary food provided by their herders (see sections 4.2.3 
and 4.2.4) due to the loss of forested area and fragmentation of migration routes (Nutti, 2020), this 
argument also ignores the fact that for most of the history of Sámi reindeer herding, these levels of 
predation were not normal.  

According to a decision made by the Swedish Parliament in 2013, it is acceptable for reindeer 
herders to lose up to 10% of their population to predation (Tveraa and Andrén, 2018; Sametinget, 
2018c); according to Sámi traditional knowledge, this number should be no more than 5% (Jonsson 
et al., 2012). Still, 5-10% is vastly lower than the current 30% average as calculated by reindeer 
herders in Gällivare or the 25% national average (Ibid.). Of the reindeer that could be slaughtered 
in Sweden for meat production, approximately half are killed by predators (Utsi et al., 2018). It is 
not surprising, therefore, that reindeer herders might express frustration with the government for 
setting a level of “acceptable loss” and then neither adequately compensating herders for that loss 
nor allowing the herders themselves to take action to prevent it.  

Henrik’s stance is clear. “The only way to protect the reindeer is to hunt the predators,” he tells 
me, because “the predators don't care about human laws. They just eat the reindeer.” So if one 
wants to make sure that the reindeer population is viable – not just stable, but increasing – then one 
must take action (in some way) against the threat. When that particular threat is responsible for the 
vast majority of population decline, then it becomes a priority. Henrik explains it to me this way:  

“If the reindeer population goes down by 20%, then the number of predators should 
also go down by 20%. If the reindeer population is 80% and the predator population 
is 120%, the math doesn't work. You have to kill the predators then, so they don't eat 
all your calves and they're also 80%, same as the reindeer. If you give the reindeer 
population a chance to grow [e.g., back to 100%], then it's fine to have more 
predators [than before]. But the proportions have to be equal or it's not in balance.” 

This is precisely what the Lotka-Volterra model of a simple predator-prey dynamic shows; 
populations are in constant flux due to food availability and predation, but balancing feedback 
loops keep populations more or less stable in the absence of major disaster (See Figure 4.6). When 
the population of one species declines due to overpredation, then predator populations follow soon 
after. This gives the prey population a chance to recover, which gives the predator population a 
chance to recover soon after. Robin Kimmerer (2013) describes a similar process: 

“When the trees produce more than the squirrels can eat, some nuts escape 
predation. Likewise, when the squirrel larders are packed with nuts, the plump 
pregnant mamas have more babies in each litter and the squirrel population 
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skyrockets. Which means that the hawk mamas have more babies, and fox dens are 
full too. But when the next fall comes, the happy days are over, because the trees 
have shut off nut production. There’s little to fill the squirrels’ larders now—they 
come home empty-handed—so they go out looking, harder and harder, exposing 
themselves to the increased population of watchful hawks and hungry foxes. The 
predator-prey ratio is not in their favor, and through starvation and predation the 
squirrel population plummets […]. You can imagine the trees whispering to each 
other at this point, ‘There are just a few squirrels left. Wouldn’t this be a good time 
to make some nuts?’ All across the landscape, out come the pecan flowers poised to 
become a bumper crop again.” 

In this story, a normal and anticipated overproduction of pecan nuts leads to an increase in the 
populations of primary consumers like squirrels, which leads to proportional baby booms among 
secondary consumers like foxes and hawks. When that vegetable abundance is reduced, the 
population of herbivores falls, and the predator populations follow. Once the squirrel populations 
are low enough, it is once again time for the pecan trees to fruit (Kimmerer, 2013) and the cycle 
begins again.  

 

 
Figure 4.6 – Representation of a Lotka-Volterra model showing changes in population numbers (reindeer 
and bears) over time, in which Brown = reindeer and black = bears. I have found the regularity of this 
pattern to be unusual for this model, which suggests that this particular predator/prey ratio (an initial 
population of 50 bears and 7,000 reindeer) is particularly balanced. 
Labels adapted from Wilensky, 1997 and modelled using NetLogo (Wilensky, 1999). NetLogo is licensed under the 
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 License.  

This is the way of nature according to both Indigenous and colonial knowledge systems: that 
populations rise and fall in wave patterns, and that predator populations are directly related to prey 
populations. So if you want a prey population – like reindeer, for example – to grow, the number of 
predators cannot exceed what the prey population can support. If you want the prey population to 
level off, according to both the Lotka-Volterra model and Henrik’s own knowledge, you have to 
keep the predator population stable as well (see Figure 4.7). 
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Figure 4.7 – Lotka-Volterra model wherein the bear population has been artificially limited to 50 
individuals. Brown = reindeer and black = bears. In this scenario, after an initial dip, the reindeer population 
remains almost completely steady at just under 7,000 individual animals. As in the previous figure, the 
uniformity of the reindeer population is unusual in my experience for this type of model, which may be 
interpreted to imply proximity to an ideal ratio.  
Labels adapted from Wilensky, 1997 and modelled using NetLogo (Wilensky, 1999). NetLogo is licensed 
under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 License. 

In Sweden, the point of view that predator populations must be proportional to the reindeer 
population is mostly limited to reindeer herders. All legislation, from the national to the 
international level, is centered around artificially increasing predator populations, with very little 
attention given to the broader ecosystem and those predators’ main sources of food (Sametinget, 
2018c). But for thousands of years, Sámi reindeer herders have been part of the cyclical rise and 
fall of predator and prey species (Nutti, 2020). “We have never made a species extinct,” Henrik 
tells me, “we have always hunted bears and wolves and other predators to protect our reindeer, but 
we have never made them extinct.” Indeed, most archaeological and historical documentation (see 
e.g., Ojala and Nordin, 2019; Salmi et al., 2021) shows that before the intensification of reindeer 
husbandry in the 19th Century, hunting was one of the primary economic and subsistence activities 
among Sámi people. It has only been within the past few hundred years that predators have 
disappeared from Europe and nearly disappeared from the forests of Sápmi, and it would be 
extremely difficult to attribute this decline to the region’s Indigenous people. Reasons for this 
include the lack of cultural vilification of predators like wolves, and the small-scale nature of 
predator hunting by Sámi people – which stands in contrast to the hatred and demonization of 
predators by Swedish settlers who, up until recently, demanded their persecution and extinction in 
the interest of protecting livestock such as sheep and cattle (Nutti, 2020).  

To Sámi reindeer herders like Henrik, predators are not villains, but just another part of the 
ecosystem. A good herder will protect their reindeer against predators, but a predator has as much 
right to exist as either of them. I ask Henrik whether he would prefer if there were no predators at 
all – if he would be happier if there were no wolves or wolverines or bears. I do not point out the 
colonial nature of this perspective but wonder if he holds it anyway. “No,” he says, “I don’t mind 
if predators exist. They are allowed to exist. I just want to protect my reindeer.”  

His passionate frustration with predators is not actually directed at the animals; they are just doing 
what predators do according to natural law. His frustration is with the laws of the Swedish state, 
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which prevent him from holding up his end of the arrangement with his reindeer. As mentioned 
previously, the Swedish government has declared that it is acceptable for reindeer herders to lose 
10% of their herd to predation in a given year. Compensation is calculated not based on individual 
loss, but on risk (Nutti, 2020) and each sameby is given payments which are intended to provide 
some restitution for losses to predation. However, this compensation scheme is not equitable 
(Karlsson et al., 2012). Henrik estimates that he is compensated for about 2% of his losses, and 
when it comes to predation specifically by bears, calculations are not made based on the number of 
calves lost or even on the estimated number of bears in a sameby, but on the land area of the 
sameby (Karlsson, J. in Storlöpare and Andersson, 2014). This ignores the fact that mountain Sámi 
communities tend to be larger than forest communities like Gällivare but have a proportionally 
smaller number of bears than their forest counterparts; it also ignores the relative ease of protecting 
reindeer on the open snow fields of highland areas, where predators are more visible, versus 
forested lowland areas, where they are more easily concealed (Ibid.). Therefore, Gällivare Sameby 
receives approximately 15,000 SEK (EUR €1,470) in compensation for bear predation, which 
should be closer to EUR €30,000-90,000 to account for actual losses (Karlsson et al., 2012). In 
addition to this undercompensation, overpredation also forces herders to slaughter far fewer 
reindeer than they normally would (Hobbs et al. 2012 in Tveraa and Andrén, 2018; Storlöpare and 
Andersson, 2014), and often have to buy reindeer from elsewhere to bolster their herds – both of 
which can cut substantially into the herders’ income (Storlöpare and Andersson, 2014). This has 
major implications for the viability of reindeer husbandry as a livelihood activity and as a critical 
aspect of Sámi culture. 

If a herder believes that one of their reindeer has been killed by a predator, the process to obtain 
permission to hunt that individual animal “to prevent serious injury” according to Section 23a of 
the Hunting Ordinance (Nutti and Sjajn, 2018) is a bureaucratic tangle of red tape. First, they must 
submit proof to Länsstyrelsen (the country administrative board) that a reindeer was killed by this 
specific, individual animal. For a reindeer herder or other Sámi person who, like Henrik, learned 
when they were a child to track animals over long distances or in the snow, obtaining this proof is 
an exercise in translating decades of experience and potentially thousands of years (Salmi et al., 
2021) of traditional knowledge into something that Länsstyrelsen will understand and is willing to 
consider. Where Henrik could simply start from a dead reindeer and follow a set of wolf tracks 
until he found the wolf, gaining permission from Länsstyrelsen to kill the wolf would require him 
to obtain DNA from both the kill site and the wolf itself, submit the DNA for testing, wait for the 
results, and then wait for permission. This process can be made even longer and more arduous if 
environmental groups – often located in cities as far away as Stockholm, whose understanding of 
the realities of reindeer herding and life in the north is extremely limited – learn about what is 
happening and protest against the killing of the animal. In one instance, Henrik tracked a wolf for 
20 days in order to gather enough evidence to satisfy Länsstyrelsen and environmental groups. In 
that time, the wolf kept killing reindeer – dozens of losses that were absolutely preventable and 
went largely uncompensated. I’ve seen Henrik accurately identify a lynx pawprint from a 
snowmobile going 40 km/h even when he wasn’t explicitly looking for it; he stopped and 
backtracked to double check, and it was a lynx print, sure enough. A reindeer herder’s decades of 
experience should not be underestimated; this traditional knowledge, coupled with millennia of 
heritage, need to be taken into account in order for predator hunting legislation to near equitability.  

In The Last Generation?, a Länsstyrelsen representative suggests that fencing in the reindeer would 
be advantageous for Henrik to prevent bear attacks; Henrik counters that “the reindeer should not 
be fenced,” but does not entirely explain the reasons for this – perhaps because a government 
representative whose job it is to make decisions on matters of critical importance to reindeer and 
reindeer herders should already have a basic understanding of the animals in question. The Sámi 
Parliament (Nutti and Sjajn, 2018) acknowledges that corralling reindeer can be a protective 
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measure against predators, but because it is “not compatible with traditional reindeer husbandry,” 
it should be avoided and only used in extreme circumstances. According to both traditional 
knowledge and modern scientific study, reindeer that give birth in corrals have a higher mortality 
rate and worse health than those that give birth in the wild (Åhman, 2017). Henrik explained to me 
that a reindeer herd will produce large amounts of manure, and reindeer have sensitive stomachs; 
keeping them in a corral all but ensures that they will consume feces (either by leaving droppings 
in their feed troughs or by eating grain that has spilled onto the ground), and such conditions 
increase the risk of disease. According to Birgitta Åhman (2017), reindeer calves born in captivity 
are more likely to spread infection to the wider herd, and the stress of being corralled could impact 
the mothers’ ability to bond with their calves, which would also have implications for the calves’ 
survival.  

Foraging reindeer also consume more food in the wild, meaning that less money must be spent on 
grain. But a key point that I think is often missed is that reindeer are an intrinsic part of the 
ecosystem, and so it is not logical to suggest that they ought to be removed from it. They are 
Rangifer tarandus, the same species as their fully wild North American counterparts, the caribou 
(Skarin and Åhman, 2014). And unlike domestic livestock, they are completely native to Sweden 
(Ibid.). They interact with their food sources, predators, and other components of their ecosystem 
very much as they would have if they had not been partially domesticated. In the summer, when 
they revert to a wild state, they are fully dependent on the ecosystem and also subject to both 
natural and anthropogenic hazards. However, as the native reindeer population – husbanded, but 
not domesticated – has declined, predators have become a critical threat to their survival. 

A major part of the issue, according to Henrik, is the reliance on raw data and not complex realities 
to make decisions. EU regulations protect large predators and “their conservation status is defined 
and measurable” (Nutti and Sjajn, 2018). Minimum bear, lynx, and golden eagle populations as 
well as target wolf and wolverine populations have been set by the Swedish state (Ibid.), but 
reindeer are not included in those target numbers, as they are considered domesticated livestock. 
This ignores the fact that reindeer still rely on forests for food and follow their ancestral migration 
routes. While the precise nature of Sámi reindeer husbandry has changed over the years as food has 
become more difficult for reindeer to find and anthropogenic hazards like highways and railroads 
have cut off migration routes (see sections 4.2.3 and 4.2.4), reindeer still rely primarily on forests – 
not their herders – to survive and are thus an intrinsic part of the ecosystem. The fact that reindeer 
are considered domestic and therefore not included in population targets is a grievous oversight, as 
it sets the stage for catastrophic imbalances between predator and prey populations that herders are 
unable to rectify using traditional methods.  

“The EU just makes decisions that hurt us,” Henrik says to me, “because they don't understand 
what it's like here.” Their regulations and guidance are determined quantitatively, with little regard 
for context, and countries like Sweden are expected to follow strictly. It is also apparent that these 
EU-determined regulations do not differentiate between causes and actors within a given system or 
subsystem; despite the fact that Sámi people have not been historically responsible for the decline 
of predator species in Sweden, Sápmi, Scandinavia, or the broader EU, they are disproportionately 
bearing the burden of the settler-colonial attempts to right past wrongs (Nutti, 2020). According to 
an Ombudsman Against Ethnic Discrimination (DO) report (Pikkarainen and Brodin, 2008), this 
would be classified as indirect discrimination: “unfair treatment of an individual through the 
application of regulations, criteria or procedures that appear to be neutral, but that in practice 
places persons of a certain ethnic or religious background at a disadvantage.” Hunting regulations 
are applied uniformly throughout the area, but they have extremely unequal consequences for 
reindeer herders, all of whom are Sámi. Additionally, the DO (Pikkarainen and Brodin, 2008) 
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reports that “the Sami often see the judicial system as one of the Government’s colonisation tools 
and as actors who, even today, side with the majority society against the Sami,” especially when it 
comes to illegal hunting; authorities are likely to suspect Sámi reindeer herders first in instances of 
unlicensed predator killing, but provide little protection when the tables are turned and Swedish 
poachers are caught with stolen reindeer (Ibid.).  

Henrik and other reindeer herders are not against conservation and protection of predators, but that 
conservation must be equitable. As it stands, reindeer do not benefit from the same protections as 
their predators, Sámi reindeer herders are the targets of discrimination, and regulating bodies like 
Länsstyrelsen do not consider Sámi traditional expertise sufficient basis for decision-making (Nutti 
and Sjajn, 2018; Enoksson, 2021). The bureaucracy of trying to acquire legal sanction to kill a 
predator for protective reasons is so byzantine that some herders feel that their only real option is 
to kill the predator without waiting for the legal system to catch up; when they do, the law comes 
down harder on them than it would on a non-Sámi person caught poaching for fun or profit. All of 
this combined has created a system in which reindeer herders have no recourse to protect their 
herds from predation. A recent study by Jacobsson et al. (2020) shows that suicide rates among 
Swedish Sámi reindeer herders and their families peak in May and November; while no reason is 
given for this, I would go so far as to speculate that the high suicide rate in May is linked to 
increased rates of predation in the spring, when reindeer calves are newly born (Jacobsson et al., 
2020) and, according to Henrik, unable to escape bears and other predators. I propose that the 
inability to protect their newborn calves, as well as the stress of finding calf carcasses (Utsi et al., 
2018), might be a major contributing factor to suicides among reindeer herders. The system has 
become one of institutionalized reindeer population collapse (Nutti, 2020) and the erosion of a 
traditional way of life through indirect discrimination, and has serious implications for the mental 
health of Sámi reindeer herders (Enoksson, 2021).  

Efforts to sustain and increase predator populations are not necessarily problematic on their own, 
as the systematic persecution of these species unbalanced the ecosystem, which now needs to be 
re-balanced. However, without similar efforts to proportionally sustain and increase reindeer 
populations, those same ecosystems are now at risk of collapse from predator overpopulation in a 
proportional rather than a numerical sense, and the socio-ecological system of Indigenous Sámi 
reindeer husbandry is also at risk of collapse. What legislation on species populations ignores is 
that carrying capacities are constantly in flux based on the hostility or suitability of a species’ 
environment, which includes food sources. Even if the raw number of, for example, bears is lower 
than it was 500 years ago, that does not mean that the environment can sustain that number; if there 
are not enough reindeer, if there is not enough habitat, then the carrying capacity is lower. “It is 
only with knowledge of predator carrying capacity that informed conservation management 
decisions can be made” (Fuller and Sievert, 2001 in Hayward et al., 2007), and it is clear that 
Gällivare Sameby’s predator carrying capacity is not well understood. Artificially inflating the 
population beyond its current carrying capacity has already caused complications and may be 
partially responsible for heightened suicide rates among reindeer herders. Collapses tend to happen 
at the most vulnerable point of a system; that point, in this case, is reindeer herders: a people with 
limited protections, a history of persecution, and a traditional livelihood and culture based heavily 
on the survival of one crucial species. Sámi reindeer herders will continue to suffer, and their 
socio-ecological system will be at risk of collapse, unless the strength and robustness of legislation 
protecting reindeer and herders begins to match that which protects the reindeer’s predators.  
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4.2.3. Forestry 

This institutional destruction of the Sámi way of life is not new; the history of Sweden’s 
colonization of Sápmi is one of genocide, forced relocation, and eugenics (see Section 3.2). Part 
and parcel of this has been, and still is, the theft of land from its traditional inhabitants, which has 
been exacerbated by the removal of forests; in 2013, Henrik estimated that around 50% of 
productive12 forest for reindeer had been felled (Storlöpare and Andersson, 2014), a number which 
has likely grown substantially in the last eight years. While Sámi reindeer herders have a 
usufructuary right to use land owned by private owners and the state (Horstkotte et al., 2015; 
KSLA, 2015), this legal entitlement is undermined by the increasing unsuitability of the land for 
reindeer husbandry due to unsustainable and ecologically destructive forest harvesting practices, 
including clear-cutting, heavy soil disruption, and intensive use of chemical fertilizers (Forsmark, 
2020). The letter of the law theoretically protects the right of Sámi herders to use this land, but the 
letter of other laws – and the reality of forestry in practice – hinder the ability of reindeer herders 
to exercise those rights (Anaya, 2011).   

Sveaskog in particular, the government-administered forest company that owns approximately 50% 
of the forest on which Henrik keeps his reindeer (Storlöpare and Andersson, 2014) – forest which 
was stolen from the Forest Sámi less than a century ago and had previously belonged to them 
legally (see Section 3.2) – has managed to skirt FPIC and the consultation requirements set by the 
national forest policy (KSLA, 2015) on forest use. They are doing this by selling tracts of public 
forest to private owners (Storlöpare and Andersson, 2014) for the implicit purpose of harvesting 
and development. In other words, the Swedish state confiscated Sámi land and is now selling this 
land to small-scale landowners, thereby ensuring that the rightful owners’ access is further 
restricted. Henrik seems particularly disturbed by this, as it creates a multidimensional problem. 
First, it absolves Sveaskog of responsibility for ethically and sustainably managing certain sections 
of land; any problems they have, they can simply sell off to private owners who do not have the 
same set of responsibilities. Second, portioning up sections of forest that reindeer use makes it 
more difficult for herders to both navigate the land (especially in cases where a new owner might 
choose to clear-cut or otherwise convert land into some non-forest type) and develop 
communication channels with every new owner. Third, if communication breaks down with one or 
multiple private owners, the ensuing conflicts between neighbors can be bitter and more personal 
than conflicts between, for example, a reindeer herder and a large entity like Sveaskog.   

That is saying something, because the battle between Henrik and Sveaskog is bitter indeed. His 
property lies only a few kilometers from several large clearcutting sites in and around Hällberget – 
areas which overlap with Vasa Vind’s proposed wind power development site (see Section 4.2.1). 
Every morning during my stay with him we drive through these clear-cuts and young plantations 
with hundreds of kilos of reindeer grain pellets in tow, on roads plowed by local contractors 
employed by Sveaskog. Every morning we shovel approximately 700-800 kg of grain – which 
costs about US $800-900 (Storlöpare and Andersson, 2014) – into six plastic troughs spaced a few 
dozen meters apart. This is supplementary food to keep the reindeer healthy through the long, cold 
winter months when little other food is available. Reindeer are adapted to this climate and these 

 

 

12 “Productive” is here used to mean that the forest ecosystem is relatively intact and can provide nutrition 
for reindeer. 
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conditions; Henrik cups his hand and tells me that a reindeer calf can survive (though not thrive) 
on that much lichen – one handful – a day. But reindeer have not had the opportunity to adapt to 
decreasing forest cover, and in the winter, they rely more heavily on their herders to survive than 
they ever needed to before.  

One morning, after a few days of heavy snow, the conflict between Henrik and Sveaskog came to a 
head. The day before, another volunteer and I had gone out to feed the reindeer while Henrik was 
occupied elsewhere. Due to the cold weather and increased snowfall, Henrik suspected that the 
reindeer – many of which were pregnant – would have greater difficulty finding lichen while also 
needing extra calories, so we were instructed to set out four wooden food troughs to supplement 
the plastic ones. By the time we had finished with the feeding, nearly one metric ton of grain 
pellets had been distributed among ten troughs set along the side of a logging road just a few 
kilometers behind Henrik’s house. This road had been the feeding site for Henrik’s reindeer for as 
long as I had been there; it is maintained at the leisure of Sveaskog, who owns it, and is traversed 
only by logging machines, timber lorries, maintenance crews for the Hällberget wind power test 
mast, Henrik, and the reindeer. The morning of the incident, we arrived at the feeding site to find 
all of the troughs – plastic and wood alike – tossed to the side and upended by the snowplow. The 
plastic ones – sturdy and nearly indestructible – were unharmed, and it was a simple matter to flip 
them right side up and fill them again. The wooden ones were another story. These were heavy and 
difficult to lift and dig out of the snow, and on two of them a leg had been entirely snapped off 
(Fig. 4.5), making them even more difficult to fill. Those we propped up against the snowbanks at 
the side of the road, hoping that the reindeer would be able to eat something from them before they 
were upended again later that day.  

 
Figure 4.8. A wooden trough with one leg missing, upended, and tossed aside by a snowplow. Source: 
Henrik Andersson (used with permission, see Annex I). 
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Henrik was livid. “It’s not about the troughs,” he explained on the short drive back to his house, 
“it’s about the disrespect. They know I’m here. They know I feed my reindeer here. They have my 
phone number. How hard would it be to just pick up the phone and call me if there’s a problem? 
But they didn’t even bother to do that. They just flipped over my troughs and broke them and 
scared the reindeer.”  

Though the impact of forest loss on Sámi reindeer herders is, perhaps, less drastic than the impact 
of predators or the potential impact of wind power development, it is still considerable; reindeer 
require forests of a certain age, and those forests are disappearing at an alarming pace. In the 
winter, lichens that grow on the ground or in the forest undercarriage – on branches or bark – are 
the primary food source for reindeer (Roturier, 2009; Storlöpare and Andersson, 2014). These 
lichens may grow on young trees in forest areas where there is some variation in tree age 
(Storlöpare and Andersson, 2014), but take between 60-70 years to establish themselves in 
plantations where all trees are the same age. According to Swedish forestry regulations, trees are 
considered “mature” and ready for harvest when they are 60-120 years old (Storlöpare and 
Andersson, 2014; Sveaskog, 2021c). Most of the woodland that is planted by forestry companies to 
replace felled forest is therefore too young to sustain reindeer in the winter, when food is most 
scarce. Between the 1950s and the early 2010s, lichen-abundant forest habitat in Norbotten 
declined 78% as young, dense plantations replaced the old, open pine forest (Sandström et al., 
2016) where lichens could thrive. Previous studies from as recently as 2014 claimed that this 
decline could be attributed to reindeer husbandry (Kumpula et al., 2014 in Sandström et al., 2016), 
but findings by Sandström et al. (2016) reject this conclusion. As described in section 4.2.2., 
reindeer are a functional part of the local ecology; additionally, the total Swedish reindeer 
population does not show a pattern of increase (Bårdsen et al., 2017), suggesting that their food 
source should actually be stable according to the Lotka-Volterra predation model (see Figure 4.7, 
above). As Henrik (or any reindeer herder) can tell you, lichen has declined because of the 
expansion of industrial forestry in which clearcutting, soil scarification, and dense plantations of 
young trees predominate (Horstkotte et al., 2015; Sandström et al., 2016).  

I once made the mistake of calling these plantations “forest” in Henrik’s presence, and he told me 
that they are not really forest, but monocultures. Ecologically speaking, they are to the native 
boreal forest as a coffee or palm oil plantation is to the jungle. While these plants are trees and 
therefore do contribute to carbon capture and storage, that is the extent of their ecological utility, 
and even that is only temporary as much of that captured and sequestered carbon is released again 
when the trees are felled and the soil disturbed. The boreal forests in Gällivare Sameby (as in most 
of Sápmi) are dominated by the native Norway spruce (Picea abies), Scots pine (Pinus sylvestris), 
and birch. Lodgepole (contorta) pine (Pinus contorta) is also planted in place of native varieties; 
an introduced variety from the American northwest, contorta accounts for a very small percentage 
of total tree cover but is extremely controversial (KSLA, 2015; Bäcklund, 2016). While there are 
drawbacks to monoculture plantations of Scots pine or spruce, the introduction of contorta has, 
according to local people, been a disaster that is disproportional to the actual percentage of 
woodland that the species accounts for.  

In The Last Generation?, Henrik decries contorta as a useless tree, both as the basis for productive 
forest and as a timber resource – yet does not explain why forestry companies might plant it in 
spite of its obvious drawbacks. While staying with him, I finally got my answer: contorta may not 
be ideal for timber (since it is prone to growth irregularities that are rarer among native varieties), 
but it is extremely fast-growing and can be used for pulp and paper production, of which Sweden is 
the third leading global exporter behind Canada and the United States (KSLA, 2015). These trees 
do not need a 70-year maturation period like spruce and pine do; they can be harvested after 55 
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years (Hagner, 1983), making them a financially attractive option to forestry companies and 
individual owners looking for a quick turnaround on their land investment.  

Even contorta’s most ardent advocates in the 1980s – like Stig Hagner of Svenska Cellulosa 
Aktiebolaget (SCA), one of the largest forest owners in Sweden – admitted that naturally occurring 
monocultures result in dense, stunted thickets and high tree mortality rates (Hagner, 1983). This is 
exactly what occurs in the intentional contorta monoculture plantations in Sweden. Unrelated to the 
goals of forestry companies, these dense tangles of contorta provide particular benefits to predator 
species, which conceal themselves in the thickets through which prey species like reindeer have 
difficulty navigating. This combination of benefit to predators and (at best) barren hindrance to 
reindeer has made contorta plantations the target of sharp criticism from reindeer herders and 
deeply unpopular within Gällivare Sameby. In one somewhat unexpected example, one of Henrik’s 
brother’s acquaintances – the grandson of reindeer herders, though not one himself – spoke 
forcefully against contorta as he drove us back to our car. His English was only slightly better than 
my own Swedish, but as we passed several contorta plantations, our patched-together conversation 
– which had amounted only to small talk thus far – turned in an instant to how harmful contorta 
was to reindeer and how much he disliked it. This man did not know me, my research, or the 
reasons for my stay with Henrik – only that I was a student. Had he not even known that much, his 
passionate dislike of those trees was such that he probably would have spoken about it; just the 
sight of a contorta plantation was enough to ignite a frustration that seemed rooted more deeply 
than personal inconvenience or livelihood obstruction. He was not a reindeer herder, yet was still 
well-versed in the problems caused by contorta.  

Since 2017, the Swedish forest industry – including Sveaskog – has made strong efforts to present 
an eco-friendly, equitable, and sustainable image through the “Svenska Skogen” publicity 
campaign (SkogsSverige, 2017; Sveaskog, 2021b; Svenska Skogen. 2021). Here, forestry is 
presented as a clean alternative to fossil fuels and plastic, with benign slogans like “Grönt är skönt 
och bra för klimatet! (Green is nice and good for the climate!)” and proposals for the use of wood-
based products in consumer goods like batteries, cosmetics, and clothing (Svenska Skogen, 2021). 
Sveaskog announced in April 2021 that it will be dropping out of the campaign once the current 
contract period ends in June 2022 in order to focus on the (arguably mutually exclusive) long-term 
goals of increased growth and attention to biodiversity and climate change adaptation (Sveaskog, 
2021b). Despite the Swedish forest industry’s best efforts, reindeer herders and local people like 
Henrik have seen the company in an altogether different light for a very long time, and lately, 
Sveaskog’s greenwashed veneer has also begun to crack in a much more public sense. In 2020, 
Friends of the Earth - Sweden “awarded” Sveaskog with the “Swedish Greenwash Prize,” which it 
won with a landslide 2000 votes (Jordens Vänner, 2020). A tongue-in-cheek means of conveying a 
message, to be sure, but it speaks to a more general disillusionment with the mismatch between 
Sveaskog’s words and actions. A quick perusal of the first ten news articles (with ‘Sveaskog’ as 
the keyword) that appear in a Google search enhance this sense of dissonance. In the last month, 
headlines from popular, generalist news sources like Dagens Nyheter, The Local, and SVT, as well 
as from sources like Lantbrukets Affärstidning (the Agricultural Affairs Newspaper) not only 
report on forest mismanagement, but also in some cases express frustration with the company’s 
conduct. One headline from SVT News Norbotten claims that Sveaskog would not even agree to be 
interviewed after cancelling consultations with Muonio Koncessionssameby, and instead sent a 
form email stating that they “follow regulations” (Sternlund, 2021). Dagens Nyheter reports on two 
new legal cases being brought against Sveaskog for illegal felling in a Natura 2000 area in 
Skellefteå and “destroying cultural monuments” from the 17th Century (Dagens Nyheter, 2021), 
and a well-researched, long-form article in The Local elucidates a conflict between Sveaskog and 
the Luokta-Mávas Sameby with strong input from Lars Anders Baer, Chairman of the sameby 
board (Franssen, 2021). All of this stands in very stark contrast with the few “articles” that were 
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favorable towards Sveaskog – two of which were advertisements taken out by the company itself 
(see Sveaskog, 2021a and Sveaskog, 2021d). All things considered, the broader picture of 
Sweden’s forestry as a sustainable industry does not stand up to scrutiny. 

 

4.2.4. Railroads and Highways 

The amount of forest that reindeer can use is diminishing, and this means that they must move 
from one patch of productive forest to another in order to find food. In the winter, when they might 
have to walk tens of kilometers over essentially barren land to find food, they will generally stay in 
one place until all of the food there is depleted. When that happens, it is time to move them to a 
new section of forest; they move by following food, so when there is none to follow, the herders 
must force a migration. If this is over a short distance, they might use snowmobiles to scatter silage 
(a pungent, semi-fermented hay mixture) across the snow, like a breadcrumb trail for the animals 
to follow. If the distance is longer, the risk of animals getting separated from the herd is greater, 
and the herders must take a more hands-on approach.  

Following the incident with Sveaskog’s snowplow operator, Henrik decided it was time to move 
the herd to an area about 50 km south. He and a non-Sámi companion, whom I will call Mikael for 
the purpose of maintaining his anonymity, set out on their snowmobiles to begin the long trek, 
while another volunteer and I fetched the troughs back from the original feeding site, packed sacks 
of grain into the van along with the troughs, and waited for the call. When Henrik and Mikael were 
about halfway to their destination, we joined them, and over the next three or four hours followed 
slowly behind as they moved the reindeer through nearly deserted backroads (Figure 4.6). Every so 
often a car would pass us in one direction or the other, and Henrik would ride his snowmobile out 
in front of it, gently clearing a path through the herd. The drivers would pass, looking at times 
bewildered, amused, or frustrated; we would wave at them from the van and usually receive 
mollified waves and smiles in return; and we would all continue on with our lives. 

 

 
Figure 4.9. Henrik and Mikael move the reindeer herd on snowmobile, while the other volunteer and I 
follow behind in the van. Source: Elaine Mumford 
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As it was starting to get dark, Henrik drove up to the cab and we rolled down our window. He 
warned that we would be reaching the train track soon, and a main road after that, and gave us 
instructions for what to do. Suddenly, the mood of our little caravan – which had been largely 
bored and pragmatic up to that point – turned distinctly anxious. Less than a kilometer from the 
track, one young reindeer broke off from the herd, and panic ensued: the other volunteer and I 
trying desperately to back the van up the dark, winding road without hitting the snowbanks on the 
side; Henrik trying desperately to chase the reindeer back onto the road ahead of us so that we 
wouldn’t frighten it in the other direction; and Mikael on his snowmobile trying to run interference 
and keep the other reindeer together. Finally, after what felt like an eternity of yelling, with me 
half-standing in the open passenger side window, communicating with the other volunteer and 
simultaneously trying to check Henrik’s progress over the roof of the van, he finally managed to 
reunite the straggler with its herd.  

A few minutes later, we reached the train track. It was fully dark by then, and the headlights of an 
oncoming train would have been very visible – and all of us absolutely powerless to change 
whatever fate was in store for the reindeer. One of the reasons that reindeer use roads in the winter 
is that, on either side of the roads, the deep snow is usually piled up into tall banks that they have 
difficulty traversing. They are more than happy to stay on the dusted ice of the road if it means 
they don’t have to jump into the snowbanks on either side, but the caveat to this is that they are 
always looking for a way to escape the vehicles forcing them to keep moving and will take an 
alternative route at the first opportunity. The intersection of the train track and the road provided 
one such opportunity – and in both directions.  

As the herd walked into the crossing, they realized this. The whole group – approximately 100-120 
animals – bolted down the track, with Henrik on his snowmobile in hot pursuit. The fence along 
the side of the track, which is usually a lifesaving precaution for the reindeer, had turned into a 
corral, making it difficult for Henrik to get out in front of the herd and head them off, and 
preventing him from herding them off the track itself. I sat and watched anxiously, dreading that I 
might see headlights coming down the track and wondering just how traumatized we would all be 
in the aftermath of that sort of disaster. In short order, Henrik got out ahead of the herd, and began 
driving them back toward us. But instead of breaking off onto the road on the other side of the 
track, as Henrik had expected them to, they kept going.  

It probably only took five minutes to wrangle the whole herd back onto the road on the far side of 
the track, but that five minutes felt like an eternity. At any moment the entire herd could have been 
wiped out, and we would not have been able to do a thing about it. And even then, the nightmare 
wasn’t over; for ten or fifteen minutes, we followed the herd down a main road with only the lights 
of the van, the snowmobiles, and the full moon for oncoming traffic to see us by. Some of the 
reindeer had reflective collars, which may also have prevented catastrophe, but fortunately we 
never had the chance to find out. No cars came up the road towards us, and those that came up 
behind us were forewarned by the van’s hazard lights. When we arrived at our destination – a 
grove of tall, mature trees that had been dropping plentiful lichen onto the snow beneath – the herd 
was intact, and the reindeer none the worse for the wear.  

The humans, on the other hand, did not fare as well. Henrik and Mikael, who had been on their 
snowmobiles for about 9 hours and 50 km by that point, were exhausted: cold, hungry, and 
harrowed by the stress of the last half hour of the journey. The other volunteer and I, though far 
warmer, were fatigued from the hours upon hours of driving barely above 10 km/h, and I, at least, 
was still feeling the anxiety of the railroad crossing and the march up the highway. We could thank 
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our lucky stars that nothing terrible happened, because collisions with reindeer on train tracks and 
roads are a well-known problem.  

Though they account for a very small number of reindeer deaths, automobile and train collisions 
are a source of great anxiety for Henrik and other reindeer herders in Gällivare Sameby. Henrik 
estimates that approximately five reindeer in the sameby are killed on roads every year, and 20-100 
on train tracks. Like deaths by predators, these are compensated, but not sufficiently; a herder may 
receive the market value of the reindeer’s meat, either from the railroad company in the case of a 
train collision or from insurance companies in the case of an automobile collision. The railroad 
company cuts off and collects an ear from each reindeer that is killed on the tracks, then sends 
those ears to the board of the sameby in which the cadaver was found. Each reindeer herding 
company notches the ears of its reindeer in a unique pattern, which enables the companies to 
identify who the reindeer had belonged to and determine who needs to be compensated.  

According to Henrik, the way the government calculates compensation is completely inequitable, 
especially since most reindeer deaths on train tracks occur due to the railroad company’s 
negligence: usually because railroad workers leave gates open on the wildlife fences that line the 
tracks. Very rarely is a reindeer’s real value the base price of its meat at market, which is all that a 
herder will get for a slain reindeer. That might be enough compensation for an elderly animal or an 
adult male that would have been slaughtered that year anyway, but most other reindeer are worth 
far more. “We always lose,” Henrik laments on the drive back from Gällivare, following a long 
board meeting in which most of the time was spent counting up the ears of dead reindeer sent in by 
the railroad company – the ears of young females who might have had a dozen babies in their 
lifetimes; of those that were pregnant; of breeding bulls who might have fathered hundreds of 
offspring; of calves. These were all animals that had worth in potentia for their roles in the herd 
and what they might have contributed over the next decade. It is so rarely the case that what they 
might have contributed was just their own meat, and so a compensation scheme based purely on 
market value is, at best, insufficient.  

This is to say nothing of the logistically messier deaths – those that go uncompensated – and the 
emotional toll that these losses take. On my third day with Henrik, dinner was in the oven and we 
were chatting when Henrik got a call from a farmer in the village across the valley that a reindeer 
had been hit by an anonymous car and survived but was badly injured. We packed the snowmobile 
into the back of the van and headed out. I didn’t go with Henrik to put the reindeer out of her 
misery but took refuge in the farmer’s warm kitchen. I am not squeamish about blood or raw meat, 
but I confess than when it comes time for an animal to die, I always look away.   

When we returned to his house, Henrik wasted no time. By the time I got out of the cab, he had 
already set the reindeer out on the driveway and was carving into its legs – the only thing, 
according to him, that could be salvaged. The reindeer had apparently been just barely surviving on 
what food she could forage and was too thin for anything but her muscular legs to be worth 
anything. He would receive no compensation for this loss; he had technically been the one to kill 
the reindeer, and nobody knew who had injured her, so no insurance payout would be forthcoming.  

I watched him in silence for a while as he butchered the haunches, separating the hide from the 
muscle with just a few well-placed strokes of the knife, slicing through the joints with expert 
precision. “I hate this,” he muttered after a few minutes. This was hitting him hard, and he told me 
he would rather be numb than feel this sort of pain. The reason could have easily been inferred, but 
for the sake of thoroughness, I asked him why.  
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“Because I know them. Like this one.” He gestured at the body with his knife, a brief pause in his 
work. “I knew her. She gave me a lot of calves that I still have in my herd.” 

I asked if that made it any easier – having something to remember her by.  

“No.” The answer was definitive. “It never gets any easier.” 

A few days later, on our drive back from the sameby board meeting in Gällivare center, Henrik’s 
mood was similar. Not only had the meeting dragged on for seven hours – a draining prospect 
under any circumstances – but Henrik expressed that the tallying of reindeer ears had taken an 
emotional toll. That was all he said on the matter, and my empathy was left to fill in the blanks – to 
imagine Henrik and four others gathered around a pile of disembodied ears, checking them for 
telltale notches. What must they have felt when one turned up that bore their own marks? Did their 
imaginations create a picture of the animal the ear had come from? Did they think about how their 
own hands had probably made those marks? Did they think about how they would be sitting there 
again in a year’s time, checking ears from animals that were still alive and well? Finding marks 
that, perhaps, had not even been made yet? 

I do not mean to give the impression that Henrik was not pragmatic about death, or that the 
emotional exhaustion of slaughter and butchery was crippling. On the contrary, I witnessed a few 
more instances of reindeer slaughter, which Henrik undertook without issue. However, there 
seemed to be a clear difference between the slaughter that he deemed necessary – killing elderly 
animals or adult males for meat – and preventable, accidental killings of animals in or before their 
prime. This has both financial and emotional dimensions, both of which deserve consideration and 
have serious implications for the viability of reindeer husbandry as a livelihood activity. After all, 
a person’s mental health and ability to do their job are inextricably linked. Unnecessary, 
preventable reindeer deaths are an undue source of stress and have led to elevated rates of “suicidal 
behavior” and suicide ideation among young, male reindeer herders in Sweden (Kaiser et al, 2012; 
Omma et al., 2013 in Jacobsson et al, 2020). Financial compensation for losses only addresses one 
very small part of the problem, and only in a very limited capacity; the emotional dimension is 
rarely, if ever, discussed. UNDRIP (2007) protects the right of Indigenous people not just to 
engage in their livelihoods, but to do so securely, and to have the state’s support to obtain “the 
highest standard of […] mental health.” Reducing unnecessary reindeer death would crucially 
improve the mental health of reindeer herders and possibly encourage younger generations to carry 
on the tradition. However, the opposite is occurring; despite supporting UNDRIP on paper, Sweden 
has not meaningfully done so in practice (Mörkenstam, 2019). Instead, it (at best) turns a blind eye 
to the multiple, compounding pressures on reindeer husbandry, and Forest Sámi reindeer herders 
are made to feel that, in fact, the government wants them gone. Certainly, there is evidence to 
support this conclusion; they receive no meaningful help when they are struggling to practice one 
of their key cultural traditions (despite the benefit of this tradition to Sweden’s all-important 
sustainability), and indeed, the Swedish state seems to be much more interested in supporting those 
institutions and companies whose intrusions are killing reindeer, which in turn is indirectly killing 
reindeer herders and thereby Indigenous tradition of reindeer herding. While this may or may not 
fit the UN definition of genocide, which calls for “proven intent on the part of perpetrators,” it is a 
very clear example of cultural genocide according to Lemkin (in Bilsky and Klagsbrun, 2018): the 
destruction not just of people’s bodies, but of the essence of their culture.   

One question in particular began to vex me early on in my stay, and continues to do so: if reindeer 
follow the same migration routes every year, those routes are known to cross railroads and 
highways, and reindeer are therefore always killed in the same places, then why have no 
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investments been made in wildlife bridges or tunnels? One such bridge was proposed as early as 
1914 in the mountain sameby of Unna tjerusj (then called Sörkaitum) so that reindeer could cross a 
railroad that had been built clear across their migration route (Össbo and Lantto, 2011). In more 
recent years these measures have met with extremely favorable results worldwide and are an 
effective method to combat habitat fragmentation (Huijser et al., 2016; e.g. Sijtsma et al., 2020); 
constructing these passages on migration routes where, according to data collected by the railroad 
company and the herders’ own knowledge, reindeer are consistently killed, would be a significant 
investment in the sustainability of reindeer herding and conservation of wildlife in the area more 
generally. So why on earth had it not been done yet? 

At different points, I asked Henrik and Mikael the answer to this question. Both had slightly 
different interpretations, but ultimately, both answers came down to short-sighted cost-benefit 
analysis. According to Henrik, a wildlife passage must be written into an infrastructure project’s 
budget in order to be built; where passages exist in Sweden, it is because at some point in the 
proposal and budgeting processes, the need for a passage was identified and some project money 
earmarked for its integration. But retrofitting completed infrastructure projects with wildlife 
passages would require dedicated funding. I protested that the passages would, in time, pay for 
themselves; reindeer would not be the only animals to use them, of course, and the money spent on 
passages would be money saved in payouts to reindeer herders, insurance costs for automobile 
collisions with reindeer and possibly also moose and other wildlife and the longer-term economic 
and social benefits of saved time and safer reindeer herding practices. Mikael, for his part, agreed 
with this, but reminded me that Swedish politicians only hold office for four years at a time and are 
under pressure to present demonstrable economic growth figures within that term in order to have a 
chance at reelection. While wildlife passages might pay for themselves eventually, it likely would 
take longer than four years for results to become apparent; until then, the likelihood that the 
projects would be seen as frivolous spending, rather than as an investment, is quite high. The result 
is a very myopic, short-term mindset that does not take into account the impact of present action – 
or, in this case, inaction – on future sustainability.  

For me, this issue has become emblematic. Certain other problems like wind power and predation, 
for example, are exceedingly complex issues with equally complex solutions; alternative energy 
sources and conservation of keystone species like wolves are crucial to conversations about 
sustainability, yet in Sápmi, the implementation has not always been equitable and has even proven 
counterproductive. These are “wicked” problems – those without obvious solutions, that are the 
result of extremely complex dynamics and intersections. Solving these problems is a matter of 
balancing needs, of compromise and communication, of understanding the subtle interactions 
within communities and teasing out the threads that might lead to mutually beneficial solutions. 
But reindeer death by collision with vehicles is a problem that could be addressed by a very clear, 
obvious intervention with very few downsides from any perspective – a solution that is hindered 
almost exclusively by self-interest. It is emblematic to me as a representation of the myopia and 
selfishness that dominates modern Western thinking – the view that equates value with capital, as 
discussed in Section 2.1, and that demands instant returns on every investment. Even Our Common 
Future’s extremely anthropocentric definition of sustainability – “meeting the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” – demands some 
consideration for the future and an understanding that what we sow today our children and 
grandchildren will reap. The issue of preventing wildlife deaths in northern Sweden by building 
passages, to my mind, exemplifies the overarching challenge that reindeer herders face: making 
change is as difficult and frustrating as pulling teeth unless that change is financially profitable in 
the short term. 
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4.2.5. Local Conflict 

In 2019, after a long court battle, Girjas Sameby was granted the exclusive right to manage hunting 
and fishing on their land (Sunna et al., 2020). Following that decision, the amount of anti-Sámi 
violence – mostly directed at the sameby’s reindeer – saw a significant spike (see e.g. P4 
Västerbotten, 2020; Eklund, 2021). This violence against reindeer in order to “punish” their Sámi 
herders was noteworthy for its unapologetic blatancy, but not its novelty; according to Henrik, 
killing reindeer is Swedish settlers’ preferred method of retaliation against Sámi people. He tells 
me a story of when his great-grandfather acquired a vast number of reindeer and was targeted for 
retaliation by a particular local farmer:  

Around the turn of the 20th Century, the Swedish government laid railroad track to transport 
iron ore from mines in the north – including one in Vitå, near where Henrik lives – to 
refineries in the south. The reindeer, which drew the sleighs that had previously carried the 
ore, were rendered obsolete as draft animals and were sold off to Sámi herders, including 
Henrik’s great-grandfather. After acquiring these several hundred reindeer, the great-
grandfather found himself in conflict with a farmer, who felt that the reindeer were 
competing with his own livestock for resources. The farmer threatened to shoot the whole 
herd in retaliation, to which the herder answered: “you couldn’t afford the bullets it would 
take to kill them all.” 

The pithy retort is amusing, and Henrik’s pride as he told the story was inescapable, especially 
when I considered what he had told me on my first day in with him (see Section 4.1): that reindeer 
are not just livestock, but a locus of personal value and worth, and a large herd is equivalent to a 
large sum of money in the bank. In that context, it makes even more sense that those who wish to 
retaliate against Sámi people and express their racism in a way that will not get them imprisoned 
for murder would kill reindeer as a symbolic murder of or violent attack against the Sámi herder 
they wish to punish. This came very much to the fore a few days after I had returned to Uppsala 
from Sápmi, when Henrik posted on Facebook that one of his reindeer had been intentionally hit by 
a car, but not by a local. A photo had been taken by a witness coming in the other direction and 
sent to Henrik with a description of the event, in which the driver of a white company van slowed 
down and shoved the reindeer out of the way by the neck and chest. When Henrik later contacted 
the company, he had a chance to talk to the driver as well, who apparently shouted that the reindeer 
had no right to be on the road.  

Henrik does not hold the company that owns the van responsible; he reports that they had been 
very conscientious about taking the incident seriously and making sure that their drivers faced 
repercussions for their conduct. In another Facebook post, he also called upon other industries – 
including forestry, metal mining, and energy companies – to follow the lead of BMX and take 
responsibility for anti-Sámi actions by their employees, including harassment or injury of reindeer. 
He especially noted a need for staff who are working in Sápmi to be educated on how to interact 
with reindeer and for companies to have zero tolerance policies for racist acts – including those 
against the Sámi.  

The van drivers who hit Henrik’s reindeer were not local to the Gällivare Sameby area, but Henrik 
notes that their attitude and behavior toward the reindeer is not limited to those from outside 
Sápmi. “Unfortunately, reindeer are seen as being in the way,” he writes on Facebook, as part of 
his commentary on NSD’s article regarding the incident, “of development, of predators, of roads, 
of railways, etc. The state has pushed them that way. Schools teach too little.” Yet ignorance alone 
would not be able to explain actions like the above, in which a motorist intentionally hit a reindeer 
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on the road; what other animal, after all, is so regularly the object of this sort of road rage? The 
driver’s assertion that the reindeer had no right to be on the road is especially telling, as in cases of 
other wildlife, it is generally accepted that they will sometimes be on the road when you don’t 
want them to be.  

Few other animals, of course, use the roads in the same way that reindeer do, and people tend not 
to understand this very well; institutions, from schools to municipal Twitter accounts, do not 
provide sufficient guidance to the public on how to interact with reindeer that are on the road. 
When I first arrived in Sápmi, I fell into the same cognitive trap that many other non-Sámi people 
do when watching reindeer interact with vehicles; after seeing them run in front of Henrik’s car, 
even occasionally jumping into the road from the snowbanks at the side, I concluded that they were 
not very smart animals and dismissed their behavior as stupidity. After all, what intelligent 
creature would intentionally throw itself in front of a car? I assumed that because the reindeer were 
not terrified of the car, that they must not be particularly bright. When I expressed this to Henrik, 
he quickly corrected my assumption with the explanation that when they were facing the car, the 
headlights blinded and disoriented them. The more time I spent observing the behavior of the 
reindeer, the more apparent it became that, in fact, their interactions with vehicles and roads were 
learned and conditioned. They associated Henrik’s vehicles with food and would sometimes 
approach very closely when they were hungry, trotting behind and stealing mouthfuls of grain off 
the back of the trailer. They also were accustomed to being gently herded by vehicles and did not 
see them as a threat; they were so inured to the movement of the cars we used to transport grain 
that we sometimes had to honk the horn in order to get them to move out of the way. On one of 
these occasions, Henrik yelled at a particularly resistant young reindeer that was staring us down: 
“between you and the enormous van, who do you think is going to win?” I laughed, and said that in 
this case, I thought the reindeer would probably win. We both knew that Henrik would never 
intentionally hit his reindeer. The reindeer seemed to know it too and ambled off at its leisure.  

Few non-Sámi people, however, have the opportunity that I did to observe reindeer behavior over 
the course of weeks, to be steeped in the culture of reindeer herding, and to draw different 
conclusions. As a result, most people do not realize – because they have no education on the topic 
nor any reason to question their assumptions – that reindeer use the roads because it is difficult for 
them to move in deep snow (see Section 4.2.4) and that they do not fear vehicles because most of 
them have absolutely no experiential reason to do so.  

Reindeer herders, as well as certain local institutions, take certain precautions and actions to limit 
the instances of vehicle collisions with reindeer. The place to which we moved the reindeer (see 
Section 4.2.4), while a very productive forest in terms of naturally growing food, also happened to 
be directly adjacent to a major road on which people tended to drive particularly fast. In order to 
alert drivers to the presence of reindeer and encourage them to slow down or at least exercise 
caution, we hung empty grain sacks on either side of the road (see Figure 4.7).  
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Figure 4.10 – Empty grain sacks warn motorists that reindeer are nearby and might be on the road. Source: 
Elaine Mumford 

Ordinarily, according to Mikael (see Section 4.2.4) a reindeer area is marked by black plastic bags. 
Since we didn’t have black plastic bags with us, the grain sacks would have to do, and we would 
have to hope that motorists would recognize them and infer their meaning. Mikael also claimed 
that the black plastic bags were universally understood in Sweden as a proxy reindeer crossing 
sign, though a brief survey of Swedish people from the south indicates that the knowledge is not 
widespread outside of Norbotten (out of eight respondents living in the south, only one was certain 
of the meaning). A local grocery store – one where Henrik is often a patron – also put out an 
advisory on their social media accounts that reindeer were present on this stretch of road and urged 
motorists to exercise caution. Ultimately, it is reindeer herders and local businesses that bear the 
burden of education and awareness-raising in Gällivare Sameby about how to interact with 
reindeer. Those whom the herders and local businesses cannot reach must be self-motivated to find 
information, which already requires some awareness that this is information they lack. They must 
already know what they don’t know and also be interested in learning. As a result, it seems that the 
vast majority of non-Sámi people living in reindeer herding areas – particularly forest Sámi 
communities – have a severely limited understanding of reindeer and their unique behavioral 
attributes. 

When that ignorance is mixed with hatred, the consequences can be lethal. The incident with the 
BMX van drivers, described above, did not end in the death of the reindeer that was hit, but this is 
not always the case. In early April of 2021, for example, Sveriges Radio (SVT) broadcast a story in 
which a snowmobile driver in another forest sameby, Vittangi, was “suspected of animal cruelty” 
after allegedly hitting and injuring a reindeer that later had to be put down (Gaup, 2021). The true 
motivations of the perpetrator are unclear, but the sameby strongly suspects that it was an act of 
aggression against them. Following the Girjas hunting and fishing decision, several reindeer 
herders – including one in Baste Sameby, adjacent to both the Girjas and Gällivare Sámi 
Communities – reported that they and their reindeer had received death threats, and that some of 
these threats against the reindeer had, according to those making the threats, actually been carried 
out (see e.g. P4 Västerbotten, 2020; Eklund, 2020; Ottander, 2021). 
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Still, from what I observed, overt violence and aggression are not the norm. The relationship 
between Henrik, his family, and their wider local community is far more civil than it was a 
hundred years ago, when the farmer threatened to kill Henrik’s great-grandfather’s whole herd. 
Farmers call him about stray or injured reindeer, and he sometimes trades with them for various 
goods and services. In Gällivare Sameby, at least, farmers and reindeer herders collaborate with 
one another more than they fight, and the lines between Sámi and settler have been blurred by 
centuries of acculturation and assimilation (see Section 3.2), but also collaboration. The question, 
then, is what the local peace in Gällivare Sameby is predicated upon, and how resilient that 
foundation is. If reindeer populations were larger or if the sameby received the same rights as 
Girjas, would the truce between reindeer herders and the local community remain stable? That is 
not a question that this paper seeks to answer, as I do not have the data to support any hypothesis I 
might make. However, it might be a point of further examination and a question for future 
research.  

Conflicts between Henrik and his neighbors have arisen, though for the most part they have been 
relatively minor and easily resolved. In 2017, for example, some non-Sámi residents were buying 
reindeer feed and using it to attract roe deer to their property, and then growing frustrated when 
reindeer would also be attracted by the food. They blamed herders for the presence of reindeer on 
their property – notwithstanding that they were setting out reindeer feed – and wanted something to 
be done about it. The herders presented two solutions: first, to stop feeding roe deer with reindeer 
feed; second, if they refused to do the first, to set fence posts around their property that were a 
certain distance apart. Roe deer are leaner than reindeer and would be able to pass between the 
posts, while the reindeer would not. Henrik was of the opinion that this had solved the problem, as 
it has not been brought up again since.  

Another point of conflict between reindeer herders and other locals, which is far more serious, is 
the leashing of dogs. Reindeer are small animals, and a medium-sized dog can kill an adult 
reindeer and do so fairly regularly. As far back as 1910, dogs were recorded as having “chased, 
agitated, and even killed” reindeer, causing conflict between reindeer herders and Norrbotten’s 
expanding settler population (Össbo and Lantto, 2011). Henrik regards an unleashed dog as the 
same sort of threat as a wolf or a lynx. And with good reason, since the likelihood that a dog will 
behave like one of these predators is relatively high. By law, reindeer are protected from dog 
attacks; dog owners are legally responsible for any damage done by their dog, including the killing 
of reindeer, and according to Henrik, dogs are required to be on leashes when they are not on their 
owners’ property. As far as I am aware, in the one instance where Henrik killed a dog that had 
gotten into his herd, he and the dog owner were able to settle the issue without the intervention of 
the legal system, as Henrik had been within his right and the owner had broken multiple laws. 
However, this was not the only instance in which someone’s dog killed one of Henrik’s reindeer, 
and unleashed dogs have led to Henrik getting into multiple arguments and disputes with 
irresponsible, largely local dog owners.  

Tensions between reindeer herders in Gällivare Sameby and non-herders clearly exist, and it is 
difficult to determine from a mere four weeks of being in the region how strong the anti-reindeer 
sentiment is, and to what extent non-herders’ disputes with herders are based in prejudice and 
racism. However, the example of the van drivers shoving a reindeer out of the road with their 
vehicle suggests a dislike of and disrespect for reindeer that is different from attitudes toward other 
wildlife, and not only is there historical precedent for violence against reindeer as retaliation 
against Sámi herders, but such examples may be observed today in other Sámi communities.  
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4.3. Communication and Activism 

A few months after I had left Sápmi, I called Henrik to talk about some of the ethical dimensions 
of this paper – and something else. In the month that I had spent there, in the ensuing months of 
writing and literary research, a question that – amid all of the talk of struggle and resistance, all of 
the pessimism and fear for the survival of his reindeer – I had never thought to ask: “what are the 
things you love most about reindeer herding?” 

“Freedom,” he said, before I could even finish the question. “Seeing the reindeer out there grazing, 
being with them, being out in the forest… that’s what I love.” 

Henrik has known since he was a child that he wanted to continue the Sámi Indigenous tradition of 
reindeer herding (Storlöpare and Andersson, 2014). He was fifteen years old when he started in 
earnest. This is more than just an obligation or a steadfast, stubborn refusal to renounce tradition 
(though even if it were, it would still be worth defending as a choice to be respected); it is a 
passion for Henrik and an expression of agency and autonomy. In this way, his activism is self-
defense, in the way that most activism is self-defense. He wants to herd reindeer and he wants to 
do it in peace; since industrial and political interests have made that next to impossible, he fights to 
carve out a space for him and others in his sameby to continue to pursue their passion.  

In 2014, the President of the General Assembly of the Sámi Parliament in Sweden, Stefan 
Mikaelsson, wrote of the need for resistance against the Swedish state, since negotiation had thus 
far done little to catalyze meaningful change:  

“What we need to do is resist, instead of accepting never-ending negotiations where 
business as usual leads to further loss of Sámi territory, lands and waters. The way I 
see it, resistance is the only remaining possibility in a desperate situation. The Sámi 
Parliament on the Swedish side of Sápmi has already spoken all the words that may 
be spoken, in documents and statements. So far, none of our actions have had any 
significant effect on the dominant Swedish society. The colonization and destruction 
keeps continuing, without any stop.” 

When people’s livelihoods, traditions, and culture are at stake, as is the case with Henrik, the 
options are to either give in to assimilation or to fight back; when the formal channels for 
consultation and legal sanction or restitution fail to protect the interests of those whose livelihoods 
are in peril, and if one is unwilling to simply give up, then the only option is activism. As 
Mikaelsson (2014) put it, “resistance is the only remaining possibility in a desperate situation.” 
Particularly in discussions on wind power development, one of Henrik’s most common refrains 
was: “if they do this, I might as well slaughter all of my reindeer.” The impact of wind power 
development superimposed on the impacts of predators, forestry, increased infrastructure 
development, and other threats is not something that Henrik believes reindeer husbandry as a 
profession can survive (see Section 5). For a person like Henrik, whose entire sense of self and 
whose life’s joy lies in reindeer herding (see Section 4.1), the potential consequences of that loss 
are unthinkable; for the Sámi community as a whole, the loss of reindeer husbandry – a critical 
locus of cultural identity and traditional knowledge – would be incalculable.  

So Henrik fights back. His position as a reindeer herder and member of a sameby provides him 
with the right to challenge environmentally destructive practices, and it is with him and other 
reindeer herders in the area that companies must consult (though, as mentioned in Storlöpare and 
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Andersson (2014) whether or not those consultations are fruitful is another matter). As a reindeer 
herder, he is one of the few Sámi with real, institutional capacity to advocate for himself and his 
socio-ecological system: his family and community, descendants, and neighbors, and the lands and 
waters they use and will use in the future. In April of 2021, he entered into consultation with Vasa 
Vind to argue against the Hällberget wind park. Later that month, and continuing into May, a large 
number of Sámi and non-Sámi activists blocked timber harvesting machines in Paharova and 
Juoksuvaara with the intent that Sveaskog should cease logging activities in the area and leave 
behind the wood that had already been harvested (Extinction Rebellion, 2021). As a Sámi activist, 
Henrik and many others are positioned within a long historical narrative of Sámi activism in 
defense of culture and identity against persistent colonial pressures.  

Early descriptions of Sámi people frame them as “peaceful and gentle (or cowardly)” – one 
account from the early 1600s refers to them as “very fearful by nature as well as missing all 
warlike dispositions,” being “naturally mild and calm,” and generally not getting into fights 
(Körningh, 17th Century C.E. in Fur, 2016). More recently, Sámi people have been framed as mere 
objects of scientific study (Sametinget, 2021) and passive victims of colonial violence. Rauna 
Kuokkanen (2007 in Dankertsen, 2020) argues that the framing of Sámi people as pacifistic 
ultimately harms the most vulnerable within an already vulnerable community; additionally, the 
interpretation of Sámi people as passive victims is a false narrative that similarly erases the 
activism of the last century and the power and influence that Sámi people have held throughout 
history.   

Ojala and Nordin (2019) provide consistent reminders that at least from the 17th Century, Sámi 
people have not merely been the passive objects of colonial assimilation and oppression but used 
various “strategies of adaptation and resistance in relation to colonial pressures.” In the 17th 
Century, Sámi protests against “slash-and-burn settlements” in what is now Finland (Tegengren 
1952; Hultblad, 1968 in Ojala and Nordin, 2019) prompted the introduction of new regulations 
against this particular agricultural technique. Johan Graan, the governor of Västerbotten County in 
the 1670s, “was himself of Sámi descent and played a central role in the development of the state 
policies toward the Sámi populations,” intervening on behalf of Sámi workers and arguing that 
Sámi reindeer husbandry and settler-colonial agriculture could coexist (Ojala and Nordin, 2019).  

The history of Sámi activism is long, and some of the most prominent Sámi activists included Elsa 
Laula Renberg (born 1877) and Karin Stenberg (born 1884), Sámi women who wrote extensively 
on injustice faced by their communities and who mobilized action and resistance in the beginning 
of the 20th Century. Elsa Laula Renberg “was the first published female Sami author” and the 
organizer of “the Sámi women’s organisation Brurskankens Kvinneforening, which launched the 
Sámi convention on 6 February 1917, a date that is celebrated today as the Sámi National Day” 
(Dankertsen, 2020). She was incredibly influential as a feminist, as an Indigenous person, and as 
an advocate for justice and solidarity (Ibid.). Karin Stenberg (1920) wrote Dat läh mijen situd! Det 
är vår vilja: en vädjan till den svenska nationen från samefolket (It is our will! A plea to the 
Swedish nation from the Saami people), which critiqued “the settler colonialism of the Swedish 
state at the time” (Svendsen, 2020). According to Svendsen (2020), “Laula [later Renberg] and 
Stenberg offer acute insights into the ways in which coloniality informed the racialization and 
domination of the [Sámi] people at the turn of the century in Sweden through the politics of 
reindeer husbandry as well as racial knowledge,” which is still painfully relevant 100 years later 
and which remains a crucial element of current Sámi activist discourse (Enoksson, 2021).  
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4.3.1. Internal Conflict 

The board of the Gällivare Sameby consists of five men of which Henrik, at 40 years old, is the 
youngest. Over the past decades, the problems that the board has faced – increasing corporate 
intrusion onto reindeer grazing land, increased habitat fragmentation due to transportation 
infrastructure, and a plummeting reindeer population due to overpredation – have completely 
overwhelmed the sameby’s capacity to cope effectively. Correspondence is usually made by phone 
and official documents such as meeting minutes are written out by hand and shared by traditional 
mail. Occasionally, if the meeting was short and the minutes were sparse, they might be written on 
a smartphone and shared by text message or email. In one instance, Henrik took advantage of my 
presence (more specifically, the presence of my laptop) to type up his notes far more quickly than 
he could have ever done otherwise – though by my standards, the fact that it took him fifteen 
minutes to transcribe less than 200 words was agonizing. A quarter century ago, this would not 
have been a problem. But the number of encroachments in the area that could significantly impact 
reindeer husbandry increases year by year and the turnaround window for the sameby to react to 
these encroachment narrows proportionally. As a result, the board has found itself unable to keep 
up with the constant onslaught of pressures.  

This glacial pace of task completion is not limited to correspondence, but also bleeds into the 
board meetings themselves. The meeting in the town of Gällivare during which the board members 
identified and sorted reindeer ears (see section 4.2.4) lasted a mind-numbing seven hours, and even 
so, another meeting needed to be scheduled for the following week, since seven hours had 
apparently not been enough to address all of the items on their agenda. This meant that Henrik had 
to spend another day – which could have been used to accomplish other tasks – driving the two 
hours to town, sitting in a meeting, and driving back. 

Notwithstanding the safety concerns inherent in holding in-person meetings with elderly people 
during the global Covid-19 pandemic – a necessary evil due to the technological limitations of 
some of the board members – these extended meetings took a toll on Henrik’s mental health and on 
his sense of his own productivity. He expressed to me that, while these meetings were important, 
they should have been moving at a more rapid pace and that, while not a waste of time, they were 
not necessarily the most effective use of it. His frustration was a sentiment I was sure must be 
reflected among other board members and perhaps other, younger members of his sameby. He told 
me that it was, and that the feeling of helplessness and powerlessness had in fact led to some 
degree of apathy. There were young, energetic people, he told me, ready to step in and take over 
for some of the older board members – people who would be motivated to fight for their 
communities, who would improve the sameby’s ability to advocate for itself – but that the structure 
of the sameby was not necessarily conducive to this. The sameby as a political entity was set up by 
the Swedish government through the Reindeer Husbandry Act of 1971, revised in 1993: only those 
whose “permanent profession” is reindeer husbandry may be members of a sameby and votes are 
distributed based on the number of reindeer. Reindeer owned by other members of a person’s 
household are counted toward the head-of-household’s votes, which means that the more reindeer 
someone has (including those belonging to their families), the more political influence they wield 
in the sameby (Reindeer Husbandry Act, 1971:437). 

The drive back from the first meeting was an emotional low point for Henrik. The long hours 
sorting through reindeer ears had taken a toll on his mental health and as we drove south under a 
starry sky among snow-laden trees, headlights bright on the ice of the road, he lamented how little 
progress had been made on the issue of railroad and highway collisions with reindeer over the last 
decade or two – let alone the problems that he believed were a far greater threat. He expressed to 
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me several times that he felt like he was fighting battles on all fronts, and many of them alone, due 
in large part to the sameby’s lack of institutional capacity to help. 

This is not, it must be noted, a condemnation of Gällivare Sameby, though it is perhaps a criticism 
of the colonial origin of the sameby as a governance body. A similar governance model, in which 
the smallest social unit is a household, groups of households make up a sijdda, networks of sijdda 
groups made up a village community, and “four to six village communities” made up a lappmark, 
has been observed since the16th Century (Bergman et al., 2013). However, the economic control 
exerted by the Swedish state from the 16th Century (Ibid.) over these systems of lappmark (a 
system of land division that may have been a precursor to the modern sameby) was highly 
patriarchal and hierarchical (Border Commission for Reindeer Husbandry, 2006). It was an 
example of dominant Western modes of governance and government and the extreme patriarchy 
may not be an accurate representation of Forest Sámi culture historically. Despite its origins and 
drawbacks, the sameby is one of the only structures in place that protects the interests of Sámi 
people (Strömgren, 2015), and it is through the sameby that encroachments may be fought 
(Reindeer Husbandry Act, 1971:437).  

As of May 2021, the Swedish government has also recognized the limitations of the Reindeer 
Husbandry Act and has set up an inquiry to propose legislation that would replace the act. Its 
mandate is to bring reindeer husbandry, hunting, and fishing rights into alignment with Sweden’s 
international obligations and the Girjas Supreme Court decision (Ministry of Trade and Industry, 
2021). The Sámi Parliament has been commissioned to analyze, in collaboration with the 
samebyar, “the questions of what the Sámi villages' internal organization, decision-making and 
rules for membership should look like” and present its findings at the end of 2022 (Ibid., translated 
using Google Translate). The government committee is then tasked with developing its proposal 
for new legislation based on these findings and in collaboration with the Sámi Parliament, the 
Swedish Sámi National Association, and other stakeholders (Ibid.). This presents a clear 
opportunity for Sweden to acknowledge its colonial past and bring its human rights ideals and 
practice into alignment (see Mörkenstam, 2019). 

 

4.3.2. Non-Sámi Organizations 

As an activist, Henrik works with several organizations that are not necessarily Sámi but may have 
strong Sámi membership or simply have mandates aligned with Henrik’s goals. These include 
organizations and movements like Amnesty Sápmi, Extinction Rebellion, and Skogsupproret, with 
whom he was collaborating extensively during my stay with him. For the most part – and 
especially when it came to those organizations I have named – he was explicitly glad to have the 
support. As mentioned previously, Henrik’s emotional low points usually came when he felt like he 
was fighting alone (see sections 4.1 and 4.3.1). 

However, there were occasions when he expressed dissatisfaction with advocacy groups that would 
ally with him on one topic and oppose him on others – that would make a show of promoting 
Indigenous voices when they agreed with the opinions being expressed and then suppress or 
oppose those same voices when it came to issues on which they disagreed. He continues to work 
with them on those points of agreement, but certain environmental groups (not named here) can be 
the most common perpetrators of this particular offense. “An environmental group might fight 
beside me one day and then be my enemy the next,” he explains. They are ready allies when it 
comes to topics like forest clear-cutting and open pit mining, which cause obvious environmental 
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harm and which they might have opposed even if no Indigenous people were present to point out 
the problems, but more complex and messy “wicked” problems could be sources of contention. 
Initially, many resisted the idea that wind power development could be environmentally harmful 
and a matter of human rights and justice for Sámi reindeer herders, but slowly, activists like Henrik 
have begun to change their minds about that. The question of predators continues to be a major 
sticking point and the primary issue on which environmental groups – often the same groups that 
stand beside Henrik and boost his voice on other issues – continue to oppose him.  

He has expressed massive frustration about this fact: that it is possible, allowed, and accepted that 
any advocacy group would only listen to him when they agree. “If you’re going to listen to 
reindeer herders about some of our problems,” he says, by way of a rhetorical question, “why don’t 
you listen to us about all of our problems?” In his opinion, this selectivity belies the truth about the 
concept of inclusion: that it is conditional on the palatability of the idea in question and the 
respectability of the voice expressing it, and that relative external advocacy and support for Sámi 
people is based not in what Sámi people feel is important, but what outsiders view as important.  

This does not mean, however, that the work that environmental organizations do in Sápmi is 
meaningless or that Henrik sees no value in working with them. On the contrary, during my stay, 
he was very eager to collaborate with groups such as Amnesty Sápmi, Extinction Rebellion, and 
Skogsupproret and has more recently praised Skogsupproret on Facebook for the quality of their 
allyship and willingness to listen. The most enthusiastic and motivated I ever saw him was when an 
international feminist Indigenous organization contacted him and asked him to become a member. 
When he gave presentations for Skogsupproret or was brought in as an expert to speak at seminars 
and other meetings with groups like Amnesty Sápmi and Extinction Rebellion, he was always 
animated and excited, deriving a special sort of energy and motivation from talking about the 
issues to people who would listen. He wants to be heard. He wants to be listened to and to feel like 
someone has his back and will support him in his activism and self-advocacy. This is why he 
becomes frustrated when organizations (which, for the sake of anonymity, I have not mentioned 
here) stand beside him on one issue but do not support him – or even oppose him – on others: 
because when that happens, he feels like he has been abandoned to fight that particular battle on 
his own.  

The conditionality of support is destructive in that it reduces trust and the bonds of solidarity that 
are necessary for change-making; Henrik is happy to be invited to speak on issues that are 
important to them that also affect him, and he does not censor himself when it comes to giving his 
true perspective on these issues. But it is important that organizations also invite him to speak on 
issues that are important to him, and to let him decide which topics he considers most crucial. After 
all, he is the reindeer herder; he is the one shoveling grain pellets in the winter, finding reindeer 
corpses and bloody paw-prints in the snow, watching his animals pick and nibble at dwindling food 
as his herd grows smaller and smaller with each passing year. He is the expert, and every issue is 
part of a system that threatens his livelihood and life’s work. Not to heed that expertise in its 
multifaceted entirety is to limit oneself to a narrow view and risk perpetuating the conditions of the 
problem.  
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5. Discussion 

The confluence of all of the pressures outlined in Section 4 has created an untenable situation for 
reindeer husbandry. Where one might cause problems on its own, together, they reinforce and 
exacerbate one another. Taken within its historical context, the loss of Sámi reindeer husbandry in 
Gällivare Sameby as a result of continued land theft by the Swedish state can be classified as 
persecution of an Indigenous people and the perpetuation of a policy of cultural erasure and 
assimilation.  

As forested area diminishes, reindeer are forced into smaller and smaller productive areas where 
they are still able to find food. Other species – including predators – are also forced into these 
smaller areas, bringing the predators into more frequent conflict with reindeer and reindeer herders. 
The amount of available food for reindeer also decreases as less and less forest must feed a 
reindeer population that is also decreasing, but more slowly. Much of the forest that still exists is 
owned by private actors such as SCA and Sveaskog, whose roads and other infrastructure 
development create conditions that encourage further development, particularly by wind power 
interests. These wind farms, planned for construction in the middle of the sameby’s calving lands 
and encompassing most of their summer grazing lands, would further decrease the amount of food 
and territory available to reindeer. The construction periods for these wind farms could last up to 
three years, during which time that land would be entirely unavailable and even harmful to 
reindeer. The toll that the loss of calving lands would take on the reindeer population is potentially 
devastating, especially when coupled with the disproportionate number of predators who have also 
been forced into ever diminishing fragments of their territory and into closer quarters with reindeer 
and Sámi herders alike. With their ancestral migration routes cut off by railroads and highways, 
reindeer have little recourse to escape predation or find food elsewhere; herders can assist, but 
moving whole herds of reindeer can take days and is a hazardous and exhausting production even 
without the involvement of transport trailers.  

The increase in fragmentation caused by forest cutting and highways has not only forced predators 
and prey into closer quarters but has also led to internal tensions among reindeer herders, whose 
animals must compete for decreasing food on decreasing land. It has also forced reindeer herders 
into closer quarters with their neighbors, leading to increased collisions of vehicles with reindeer, 
instances of unleashed dog harassment and attacks, and forest resource competition as Sveaskog 
sells of parcels of historically stolen land to individual owners. The addition of the Storlandet and 
Hällberget wind farms will effectively exclude Henrik’s reindeer from their summer rangeland. 
Where then will they go if the forest they remember is uninhabitable? They will go into the roads 
and onto the train tracks, increasing the risk of collisions with vehicles and trains; they will go into 
people’s yards and onto their property, increasing the risk of conflict between Henrik and his 
neighbors and potentially bringing reindeer into more frequent contact with dogs; and, if they are 
truly desperate, they will go into the plantations of contorta trees, where concealed predators lie in 
wait.  

It is not enough to try to understand the threats posed by each of these issues on its own. It is not 
even enough to understand how they all interact as individual problems. This is a complex system, 
and the compounded effects are greater than the sum of their parts, as each problem feeds back into 
all of the other problems and makes them even worse. These intrusions may not necessarily seem 
impactful on their own, “but if you add everything up, it’s a completely different story. There’s 
such enormous areas of land being destroyed compared to the past generations of reindeer herders” 
(Storlöpare and Andersson, 2014), all of it caused by the insatiable desire for land and resources. 
Here, at the root, lies the broader system of imperialism and a mentality of colonization and land 
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use that demands exploitation until nothing more is left, homogenizes ecosystems into 
monocultures, and forces assimilation – either overtly or covertly – of divergent human ontologies 
and livelihoods into the dominant ones. 

In a speech shown as part of The Last Generation?, Göran Persson, former Prime Minister of 
Sweden and then-chair of Sveaksog, says that “forests as raw material, if we view them as such, 
are a success story” (Persson, G. in Storlöpare and Andersson, 2014). In Sweden, renewable energy 
generation could also be considered a success story, if viewed through the same lens – as simple 
harnessing of raw materials and the forces of nature which are freely available to us by virtue of 
the fact that we are able to take them. But Persson himself acknowledges that to consider trees 
simply as raw material is a point of view that one must subscribe to in order to believe that forestry 
in Sweden is sustainable or successful. Kimmerer (2013) writes that “in English, we speak of the 
land as ‘natural resources’ or ‘ecosystem services,’ as if the lives of other beings were our 
property,” but that this market economy narrative of scarcity and ownership of nature “is just a 
story we have told ourselves and we are free to tell another.” When “value is conferred only 
through economic exploitation for financial gain” (Shiva, 1993 in Shiva and Mies, 2014) it is no 
longer a success story, but a narrative of unbalanced growth indistinguishable from destruction 
(Kimmerer, 2013). If one takes a systems view of forests or of rivers, then the story changes, 
whether this systems view is rooted in colonial academia or Indigenous traditional knowledge. A 
bunch of trees is not a forest, but a plantation; a forest, in order for it to have ecological value, is 
the set of interactions between all of the biotic and abiotic materials in the ecosystem – flora, 
fauna, and fungi, of course, but also soil, water, and air. And people. The water itself is also a 
system – a set of interactions between the water, the minerals and abiotic qualities of its watershed, 
the non-human beings that live in the water, and the humans and non-humans that live outside of it 
and are fed by it. To dam a river, therefore, is to disrupt this system as well. The modern 
equivalent of river damming, from a colonization perspective – the harnessing of air – is also not a 
simple matter of converting a raw material into something that humans can consume; in the case of 
Gällivare Sameby, it is an imposition on a complex socio-ecological system that is already cracking 
under the strain of forest loss, habitat fragmentation, and the weight of Sweden’s colonial legacy. 

The financial strain is immense, and only growing worse. The decrease in productive forest has 
forced Henrik to spend close to EUR €1,000 per day to feed his reindeer in the winter months, 
while the increase in predation has forced him to slaughter fewer animals per year, leading to 
losses in revenue from meat sales. Compensation for losses to predation and collisions with trains 
and motor vehicles is extremely low compared to the actual value of the animals killed and the 
extent of the losses, and if the entire reindeer population collapses due to an inability to cope with 
all of the compounding pressures on the system – if there are no more reindeer left – then the 
compensation scheme no longer benefits the herders at all (Storlöpare and Andersson, 2014). 
Reindeer might be considered a renewable resource in that they reproduce each year, but that 
ability to reproduce depends on a functional system that creates the conditions for viable 
reproduction to occur (Sametinget, 2018c). No amount of reimbursement for an individual reindeer 
could adequately compensate a reindeer herder who no longer has any reindeer. Compensation 
schemes have proven wildly insufficient, and they must be supplemented by real action on the 
compounding threats in question.   

As a result, reindeer husbandry has become less attractive to younger generations of Sámi people, 
and more and more are leaving the lands of their forefathers and moving into cities. On the surface, 
this could be interpreted as a choice; it certainly seems to substantiate the colonial perspective that 
Sámi traditional livelihoods and epistemologies are incompatible with modernity and unable to 
survive industrialization (Hansen and Olsen 2014:328; Minde 2005; Ojala 2009:94 in Spangen et 
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al., 2015). However, this social-Darwinist perspective (Spangen et al., 2015) is steeped in the neo-
liberal, Baconian, Cartesian narrative that industrialization is a natural, evolutionary progression of 
society and that Sámi culture is backwards and primitive (Öhman and Wyld, 2014); it ignores the 
fact that reindeer herding is not just dying out, it is being killed. Or to be more precise and use the 
active tense, that ongoing colonization and industrial expansion are killing reindeer herding. It 
ignores the fact that the neo-liberal, capitalist narrative is simply “a story we have told ourselves” 
and that “we are free to tell another, to reclaim the old one” (Kimmerer, 2013). 

Where the relationships between Indigenous individuals and the natural environment are not 
currently particularly close, that should not be mistaken for choice. Many Indigenous paradigms 
did not distinguish between people and the environment; that duality is a colonial construction. In 
colonial cultures, people have largely detached themselves from nature, and have historically 
sought to detach Indigenous peoples from nature as well. Sometimes colonial coercion to 
assimilate is subtle – sometimes it looks like someone has made a choice of their own accord, 
when really, that decision was made because the alternative was too difficult. Sámi people in 
Sweden have the right to conduct reindeer husbandry in their sameby. But when clearcutting, 
monoculture plantation, habitat fragmentation, industrial-scale development, hydropower-related 
inundation, and restrictive policies have made that land unusable – when Sámi people move to the 
city because pursuing traditional livelihoods like hunting or reindeer herding has become unviable 
and far too difficult, or because being Sámi is defined as being locked in the past and incompatible 
with modernity (Öhman and Wyld, 2014; Valkonen and Valkonen, 2014) – then it is not possible to 
assert with any confidence that the disappearance of traditional nature relations is just part of a 
natural progression. It may or may not be intentional, but this is beside the point; it is happening, 
and it must therefore be addressed. 

I have compiled this analysis in part from what I learned from Henrik and what I observed during 
my fieldwork, which is strongly supported by the available literature. It is generally considered 
substandard academic practice to rely on a minimal number of sources, which is why I did not 
exclusively rely on Henrik’s expertise; he is an expert in reindeer husbandry and has extensive 
knowledge of his socio-ecological system, but for more in-depth, intricate knowledge of topics like 
archaeology, history, law, and politics, I sought corroboration for what he told me. This study has 
been expansive, and it touches on a large number of issues, many of which I had not the time nor 
the capacity to examine in detail. However, the heart of this research was the case study and what I 
learned from Henrik and from the reindeer and the landscape in Sápmi. If my background were 
different, this might have been a very different paper – if I had been Sámi myself, for example, or 
otherwise Indigenous; if I had been white Swedish or from another part of Scandinavia or Europe; 
if I had been nearly anything other than what I am, my background would likely have colored my 
conclusions in ways that I can only imagine. So this discussion, as well as the conclusion in the 
following section, must be taken for what they are: my own analysis, my own set of interpretations, 
a socio-ecological dynamic filtered through my own lens. I can only hope that the lens has been 
clear enough to faithfully reproduce that dynamic on paper – faithfully enough, at least, for the 
major points to be clearly visible. 

 

 



66 

6. Conclusion 

Standard practice for conclusions in academic works such as these is to address the limitations of 
the research and suggest areas that could benefit from further study. Certain elements of the case 
study could certainly benefit from further study, especially from Indigenous-led, quantitative, 
multidisciplinary research that is firmly rooted in traditional knowledge. However, this research 
must occur alongside action, not necessarily before; no call for further information must supersede 
action based on the precautionary principle. Proper application of the precautionary principle 
would place the burden on colonial, industrial interests such as forestry, wind power, hydropower, 
mining, sport hunting, and infrastructure development to prove beyond a reasonable doubt that 
their actions do not and will not cause harm to local – especially Indigenous – communities and 
socio-ecological systems. Currently, the burden of proof rests with Sámi people to prove that harm 
could, would, or has been done. This is a backwards approach that places the onus on vulnerable 
communities to fight for their own rights, rather than stringently requiring the proactive protection 
of vulnerable communities by those who might harm them. So, while I do make suggestions for 
further research and investigation, the urgency of the situation for Henrik and his community 
cannot be overstated, and action should not be delayed, nor the lived experience of reindeer herders 
undermined by an assertion that we don’t yet know enough to act.  

 

6.1. Further Research  

6.1.1. Feminism and Intersectionality 

Ecofeminist principles and authors have shaped much of my thinking on concepts such as 
complexity, multidisciplinarity, and human-nature relations; I refer in this paper to Caroline 
Merchant (1993), Vandana Shiva and Maria Mies, (Shiva and Mies, 2014), May-Britt Öhman (e.g. 
2016), and Astri Dankertsen (2020) because they write on general concepts of indigeneity and/or 
non-Cartesian nature relation as well as from a feminist perspective, but my general philosophy has 
been shaped by a number of authors who write not only on the intersection of domination of 
women and domination of nature, but also on how the oppressions of women, nature, IBPoC, 
LGBTQIA+ people, and other marginalized groups intersect with one another. Many of these 
sources, including Yankton Sioux author and editor Zitkala-Ša (born 1876), Muscogee (Creek) 
author Sarah Deer (2009), and Métis author Natalie Clark (2016) are Indigenous, and write 
specifically and explicitly on the intersectionality of oppression that Indigenous women and 
nonbinary people face, and how this is linked to land theft and settler colonization. Such work is 
currently being done by Sámi researchers like Jorunn Eikjok, Rauna Kuokkanen, May-Britt Öhman 
(2017), Astri Dankertsen (see e.g. 2020) and Stine Helena Bang Svendsen (see e.g. 2020), who 
have written on the intersection of Sámi and female identities and their relationship to Swedish 
settler-colonialism and the exploitation of land and water. 

However, a suitably thorough and comprehensive ecofeminist discussion was not within the scope 
of this study. I only had the opportunity to speak with one Sámi woman who was involved in 
reindeer herding, and not within a context that allowed me to formally ask for her perspectives, 
knowledge, and opinions as part of this research. If this were a doctoral dissertation or had my 
research questions anticipated an ecofeminist discussion from the beginning, perhaps I might have 
been able to argue for the relevance of including such a discussion. As it is, I must simply express 
my observation that this is a relevant area for further investigation, based in similar observations 
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by Dankertsen (2020) and Svendsen (2020). Because reindeer husbandry is a very male-dominated 
space, and because much of Sámi culture is equated with reindeer husbandry, it seems that much 
discussion of Sámi culture centers around men and that Sámi women and non-binary people – 
reindeer herders or otherwise – have been rendered invisible by these biases (Dankertsen, 2020). I 
am satisfied with the work I have done and am more than grateful for the opportunity; given a 
similar opportunity to conduct similar work in collaboration with a woman or non-binary reindeer 
herder, I would jump at the chance.  

The intersection of marginalized identities creates complexity, and each intersection may create 
new and distinct challenges. If additional studies are carried out on cases such as the one in this 
thesis, it is my opinion that at least some should take an intersectional approach and center Sámi 
women and non-binary people in order to build a more robust understanding of how various 
marginalized identities intersect with being Sámi and how this influences an individual’s 
relationship to nature and to colonization. The frameworks and academic justification are already 
well-established in Indigenous ecofeminist literature, both generally and in Sápmi specifically (see 
e.g., Dankertsen, 2020), and I believe that it is the next logical step for research of this nature to 
take.    

 

6.1.2. Multisectoral, Multidisciplinary Risk Assessment 

A large volume of work has already been produced on the individual threats to reindeer husbandry 
in Sweden – studies that have made detailed analyses of bear predation patterns, the impacts of 
forestry on lichen growth, reindeer behavior with regard to wind power development, etc. (see 1.3 
– Literature Review). The 2014 analysis by Anna Skarin and Birgitta Åhman on the overall impact 
of human activity and infrastructure on reindeer is particularly cross-cutting, as it considers 
multiple types of activity and infrastructure – including wind power plants, power lines, people, 
hiking trails, snowmobile trails, cabins, resorts, and various types of road – at multiple temporal 
and spatial scales. Horstkotte et al. (2015) have a rather narrow view (focusing only on the timber 
industry and reindeer husbandry in land use conflict) but make extremely relevant future 
predictions based on different scenarios: one in which land use prioritizes reindeer husbandry, and 
one which prioritizes timber harvesting.   

While these analyses and data on their own are invaluable, there may also be scope for a deeper 
investigation into how reindeer, reindeer husbandry as an industry, and reindeer herders as 
individuals or as a community may be impacted by all of the dynamics outlined in this paper and 
where specific interventions might be effective. This paper provides a broad overview of problems 
that have been observed and suggests ways in which they interconnect but does not go into 
quantitative detail. As part of a future research project, the quantitative future modelling technique 
in Horstkotte et al. (2015) might be expanded to include the various forest landscape uses and 
conversions outlined by Skarin and Åhman, as well as the impact of predator increases in and 
around this landscape fragmentation. This sort of research would constitute a second thesis, and it 
was therefore not within the scope of this one. However, more quantitative data on how the system 
might behave depending on different land use priorities could be used to bolster Sámi reindeer 
herders’ argumentation for better protections.  

In order to conduct this sort of study, more data would need to be collected on predation patterns. 
Much of SLU’s current research on reindeer, primarily led by Dr. Birgitta Åhman, focuses on bear 
predation and behavior. This is extremely important research since bears, according to Henrik, are 
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one of the greatest threats to reindeer calves and account for a large proportion of predation. 
However, the reindeer in Gällivare Sameby are also threatened by lynx, wolves, wolverines, and 
sometimes golden eagles; these animals might contribute to a lower proportion of predation than 
bears, but they still constitute a significant threat. Bears may certainly be a research priority from 
both academic and Sámi perspectives, but there is scope for predation by the other four species to 
also be investigated and a quantitative determination made of their relative threat, which could 
then be used to support the empirical determinations made by reindeer herders themselves.   

 

6.2. Immediate Action 

Astri Dankertsen (2020) writes that “the way in which whiteness is constructed in the Nordic 
countries, where the position of the white majority is not acknowledged as a racialised/ethnicised 
position at all (cf. Wekker 2016, 2), renders privilege and colonisation invisible, and the privileged 
majority innocent.” The privileged, Swedish majority is rarely forced to conceive of itself as 
privileged or understand the Swedish history of colonization. It is past time for Sweden to reckon 
with the settler-colonial nature of its past and take clear steps toward decolonization – a process 
that must be fully “accountable to Indigenous sovereignty and futurity” (Tuck and Yang, 2012 in 
Tuck, 2018 in Smith et al., 2018). The Sámi are an Indigenous people according to most 
definitions, international law, and – most importantly – their own understanding of self. For 
centuries, Sámi people have been marginalized and disenfranchised from their traditional lands – 
not just dead ground, but cultural landscapes and socio-ecological systems, living frameworks for 
embodied wisdom and traditional knowledge. They have been subjected to cultural assimilation 
and eugenics programs, made the objects of study, and forced to choose between tradition and 
modernity.  

But this narrative of Sámi disappearance and invisibility (see Öhman, 2016) is false. By framing 
Sámi culture as being in the process of disappearing (or as having disappeared), the responsibility 
is shifted away from the reasons why that disappearance is occurring. It is not part of a natural 
process, but the result of centuries of systematic assimilation and cultural erasure, of which the 
plundering of land is very much a part. And it is easy to deflect blame and shirk responsibility – to 
fabricate justification to not ratify international agreements, to place the burden of proof on Sámi 
people to defend their right to land, to place the financial burden on them as well to seek 
determination of rights (Border Commission for Reindeer Husbandry, 2006). It is easy to claim 
that due diligence has been done and that ecological assessments have been carried out, Indigenous 
groups consulted, and plans made to limit or mitigate environmental and social harm – and it is 
easy to claim those things, even when ecological assessments do not take into account multiple 
compounding harms, when consultations with Indigenous groups leave members of those groups 
feeling frustrated and ignored, or when plans to limit environmental harm do not take into account 
the connectivity of socio-ecological systems and the cascading effect of certain losses.  

Between predators, forestry, habitat fragmentation, and local conflict, reindeer husbandry in 
Gällivare Sameby is a balancing act. The addition of wind power could tip the scale, sending the 
reindeer population into a tailspin from which it cannot recover. Reindeer husbandry is a resilient 
tradition; in the forest Sámi communities, it has survived centuries of colonial impositions and 
attempts at extermination, and it has allowed other aspects of Sámi culture to survive as well. 
Despite all of the challenges it faces – the habitat fragmentation, forest loss, and increased pressure 
from predators – overall reindeer populations in Sweden have remained stable (Bårdsen et al., 
2017), likely because of the care and diligence of their herders. Sámi reindeer herders are 
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adaptable; their ontological frameworks and traditional understanding of their socio-ecological 
systems allow them to be somewhat more flexible in the face of change – to do what is necessary 
to solve a problem, which is “the heart of resilience” (Walker and Salt, 2006). But there is only so 
far a person or a system can bend before it breaks, and no matter how flexible a reindeer herder 
might be – no matter how resilient a system or a tradition – there will come a point when it can no 
longer adapt, no longer bend, no longer absorb the volume of shock it is subject to. That moment is 
imminent for Gällivare Sameby’s reindeer husbandry – not because it, as a livelihood, is inherently 
less valuable or fit for survival in the 21st Century, but because it is incompatible with colonial 
institutions and neo-liberal ideologies, the logics of settler colonialism and capitalism (Smith et al., 
2018) and market-driven decisions (Kimmerer, 2013). These are not inherent to modernity and the 
21st Century. Smith et al. (2018) predict that “this millennium will be one of decolonization” and 
both Kimmerer (2013) and Smith et al. (2018) frame the future of humanity as a story – one that is 
not over, that may still be changed.  

For those of us who, like me, are not Indigenous, the future begins with listening. Listening to 
what Indigenous people are saying, listening to Sámi voices, to reindeer herders. They are shouting 
their needs from the mountaintops – in protests, on social media, in the documents produced by the 
Sámi Parliament, in consultations with wind power and forestry companies, in academic research. 
They are shouting that the land is being overexploited, that food for reindeer does not grow, that 
the woodlands no longer serve their ecological function – that there are too many predators, that 
reindeer calves are dying, that the development of wind farms will keep reindeer away from land 
that they need, that they have always used. The Sámi people are not invisible, and they are not 
silent or passive victims; they are simply not being listened to.  

So we must reject the primacy of our notions of what is important. We must reject the worldview 
that sees wood and wind and water in terms of their market value. We must reject the primacy of 
the rationalist ontology that demands total reliance on reductivism to produce a narrative expressed 
only in numbers. This does not produce a true understanding of the world, because the world is not 
a machine, as the Enlightenment philosophers once thought; it is a complex set of interactions, as 
Western scientists have come to understand and which has long been understood in Indigenous 
epistemologies – that functional interactions between humans and our socio-ecological systems are 
based in connection, support, and responsibility, not in atomization, competition, and aggressive 
individuality. We must reframe our understanding of natural resources – not as commodities to be 
bought, sold, and exploited to the point of depletion, but as gifts of nature to be used with gratitude 
and restraint (Kimmerer, 2013). And we must begin to understand that land use is not a right, but a 
responsibility.  

If this is not done – if colonial interests continue to operate in Sápmi as they currently are and have 
done in the past – then it is a whole set of nature relations and all of their corresponding traditional 
knowledges, ecological understandings, and cultural diversity that risk being lost. Not transformed 
or evolved, but stolen with the land. 
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Annex I – Informant Consent 
The following image shows the relevant parts of an email thread between myself and Henrik 
Andersson, in which my supervisor, May-Britt Öhman, was copied. The correspondence has 
therefore been stored on the Uppsala University server and may be accessed and corroborated.  

Henrik does not usually have access to a computer or tablet and his primary mode of 
communication – including email – is his smartphone. He is also an extremely busy person, and his 
correspondence tends to be very efficient and succinct. I have attempted to strike a balance 
between his communication methods and my own due diligence: to save him time and effort, I 
wrote a brief draft text with (yes/no) following each point on which I required his consent. This 
way, he could copy and paste the text into a new email, change anything he considered necessary 
to change, and then either delete the ‘yes’ or the ‘no,’ depending on whether he wished to provide 
or withhold consent. I determined that simply providing him with text to copy and paste might 
skew his preference toward giving consent, since it might have been the easier option; by adding a 
yes/no option to each point, I sought to limit the chance of a skewed “consent,” as it would have 
been just as easy for him to answer ‘no’ in each case as to answer ‘yes,’ and the responsibility 
would then have passed to me to honor his choices. 

For each question, Henrik erased the ‘no’ option, and in doing so provided consent in each case. I 
have obtained his consent to: a) use his full name (Henrik Andersson), b) state that his house is 
within 5 km of the proposed Vasa Vind Hällberget wind power development area, c) convey 
information related to internal conflict in the Gällivare Sameby, and d) use a specified photo that 
he had taken and posted to his public Facebook page. I have also censored his email address to 
protect his privacy. 
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Annex II – Map of Sámi communities 

 
Map of Sámi communities, including concession samebyar, with delineations for the cultivation limit and 
Lapland border. Source: Sametinget/Anders Sunesson. Translation: Google Translate  

 
 

Odlingsgräns – Cultivation Limit 
Lappmarksgräns – Lapland Border 

Samebyar – Sámi Communities 

Koncessions Samebyar – 
Concession Sámi Communities 
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Annex III – Maps of Sápmi13 
 

Map 1: Sápmi – Samernas Land 

 
Map of Sápmi. Adapted from: Samer.se/Anders Sunesson. Translation: Author’s own. 

 

 

 

13 The mapping of Sápmi and the Sámi people is necessarily contentious, as “the borders of Sápmi have in 
fact been contested throughout history and have been the subject of many controversies, especially in the 
southern Sápmi area in Sweden and Norway, but also for instance along the northern Swedish coast” (Ojala, 
2009). Most current maps of Sápmi, including those used here (maps 1 and 2), show the area where reindeer 
herding is currently carried out. However, the picture this tends to paint is of where the settler-colonial nation 
states believe that Sámi people are or ought to be, which has a questionable basis in archaeology (see e.g. 
Larsson, 2021), history, and current reality. Sámi people are not all reindeer herders, nor are they confined to 
the borders of Sápmi as they are currently drawn and popularly understood. It therefore makes little sense to 
refer to Sápmi only in these terms.  

On the following page is a map provided by Dr. May-Britt Öhman and used with her permission, which has 
been adapted from the ‘North Pole view’ map (map 2) based on research by Inger Zachrisson (2016). This 
updated map is more based on the historical and archaeological evidence of Sámi residence in Fennoscandia, 
as well as the places that Sámi people currently live, rather than current reindeer husbandry areas into which 
the Sámi were forcibly moved over the last several centuries. It shows a Sápmi that encompasses all of Finland, 
Norway, and Sweden – including a large portion of the Gulf of Bothnia – as well as the Kola peninsula in 
Russia. This map acknowledges a less bounded, restrictive definition of where Sámi people currently reside 
and what it means to live in Sápmi. 

Sydsamiskt område – Southern Sámi area 
Umesamiskt område – Ume Sámi area 
Pitesamiskt område – Pite Sámi area 
Lulesamiskt område – Lule Sámi area 
Nordsamiskt område – Northern Sámi area 
Östsamiskt område – Eastern Sámi area 

Arctic Circle 
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Map 2: Sápmi – Sameland 

 
Sábme - Sápmi, Sameland, viewed from the North Pole. Source: NOAA® © ESA / Eurimage 1993 © Metria 
2001 www.lantmateriet.se. Illustration: Pär-Joel Utsi/Nils-Gustav Labba 
Turning perspectives – to empower myself. Illustration from the Swedish Sámi Parliament website. (Source: 
www.samer.se) 

 

Map 3: Sápmi – Sameland (amended) 

 

Sábme - Sápmi, Sameland, viewed from the North Pole. Source: NOAA® © ESA / Eurimage 1993 © Metria 
2001 www.lantmateriet.se. Illustration: Pär-Joel Utsi / Nils-Gustav Labba 
Turning perspectives – to empower myself. Illustration from the Swedish Sámi Parliament website. (Source: 
www.samer.se) 
Modified – Adding Finland and south of Sweden and Norway, by May-Britt Öhman, based on Inger 
Zachrisson (2016) 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


