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Introduction1

In 2010, the Norwegian Government implemented a reform that 
provided for local management of a broad range of protected 
areas.2 Carried out despite concerns raised by both researchers 
and governmental bodies, the reform represents an attempt to 
decentralize protected area management, increase local partici-
pation, and safeguard the Indigenous rights of the Sámi people 
in Norway. It reflects ongoing trends and developments in dis-
courses of protected areas and Indigenous rights, and it provides 
an interesting case for studying Indigenous peoples’ space for 

How to cite this book chapter: 
Reimerson, Elsa. “Discourses of Decentralization: Local Participation ans Sámi 

Space for Agency in Norwegian Protected Area Management.” In Bridging  
Cultural Concepts of Nature. Indigenous People and Protected Spaces of  
Nature, edited by Rani-Henrik Andersson, Boyd Cothran and Saara Kekki,  
61–93. Helsinki: Helsinki University Press, 2021. DOI: https://doi.org 
/10.33134/AHEAD-1-3.

https://doi.org/10.33134/AHEAD-1-3
https://doi.org/10.33134/AHEAD-1-3


62 Bridging Cultural Concepts of  Nature

agency in decentralized and participatory protected area govern-
ance approaches.

Traditional conservation discourses have enabled and encour-
aged centralized and standardized protected area governance and 
management, based on scientific knowledge and regulated by 
bureaucratic control. Indigenous presence and land use in areas set 
aside for protection has often been ignored or suppressed. Indige-
nous peoples have suffered forced displacement, loss of livelihood, 
criminalization of traditional practices, and loss of land as a result 
of protected areas.3

Following failing efforts to manage natural resources and the 
frustration of local populations affected by externally imposed 
arrangements and priorities, nature conservation discourses are 
increasingly emphasizing decentralization and local participa-
tion—often with the assumption that this will also lead to greater 
equity, increase democracy, and benefit minorities and marginal-
ized groups, including Indigenous peoples.4 Parallel to the gen-
eral shift toward more participatory and decentralized approaches 
in natural resource governance, recent decades have seen an 
increased focus on Indigenous peoples’ participation in conserva-
tion governance and management. In particular, there is a grow-
ing attention to Indigenous traditional knowledge and practices 
as potentially beneficial for sustainable development and nature 
conservation outcomes, pushed for by Indigenous organizations 
and representatives and used by Indigenous peoples to strengthen 
their political position.5

Discourses of decentralization and public participation in nature 
conservation and discourses of Indigenous rights intersect and 
may be mutually reinforcing, but this convergence also holds 
potential for friction. Conservation goals or other social or devel-
opmental goals might be incompatible or even directly conflicted 
with Indigenous rights.6 Participatory approaches may sustain ine-
qualities and power divisions on the local level, or risk enflaming  
local conflicts between different users or interests.7 Decentraliza-
tion without additional efforts to include marginalized popula-
tions, mediate local conflicts, or build the capacity of marginalized 
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actors may result in increased inequalities.8 Colonial discourses 
are still present in conservation policy and practice, and the old 
paradigms of centralized control seem to be pervasive.9

Historically, protected area governance in Norway has been 
a largely top-down process. State agencies have held the main 
authority over the planning and management of national 
parks, nature reserves, and protected landscapes. The divi-
sion of responsibilities and power between local, regional, and 
national levels has been debated since environmental authori-
ties were first established in the 1970s, and Norway has engaged 
in efforts aimed at increasing local influence in environmental 
policy matters since the 1980s.10 The 2010 reform reflects ongo-
ing trends in natural resource governance and Indigenous rights 
internationally, as well as the position of local and participatory 
democracy as an important cornerstone in the Nordic public 
management model and Norway’s profile as actively engaging 
with Indigenous issues.11

The aim of this chapter is to explore how discourses of decen-
tralized nature conservation and protected area management 
shape the conditions for Indigenous influence and participation, 
using the Norwegian reform as an example and point of depar-
ture. I investigate the articulation of participation and Sámi rights 
in the design and implementation of the reform, and discuss the 
structuring of and conditions for participation in the new model 
for local protected area management.

Protected Areas on the Norwegian Side of Sápmi

Norway has a relatively short history of setting aside areas for 
protection and conservation. The country adopted its first nature 
conservation legislation in 1910, but until the 1950s, Norwegian 
nature conservation policy focused mainly on trees, rare plants, 
and threatened animal species. The first national park was estab-
lished in 1962. Norway has since picked up the pace and taken 
active part in the international development of concepts for 
integrated use and protection of natural resources, for example,  
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sustainable development.12 Today, 17 percent of the Norwegian 
land area is set aside for protection.13

Protected areas in Norway are designated by the national govern-
ment’s Ministry of Climate and Environment14 under the Nature 
Diversity Act of 200915 (NDA). The authority to define goals for 
protected areas and decide on regulation and management plans 
lies with the national government. The Norwegian Environment 
Agency16 (NEA), an administrative authority under the Ministry 
of Climate and Environment, has delegated authority to approve 
management plans and to monitor municipal implementation 
of the NDA. County Governors (CGs; regional state authorities) 
have traditionally been responsible for the management of pro-
tected areas.

A large proportion of Norway’s protected areas are situated in 
Sápmi, the traditional lands of the Indigenous Sámi people (see 
Map 3.1).17 The Sámi have lived in and used large parts of northern 
Fennoscandia since prehistoric times, and their traditional liveli-
hoods have included combinations of reindeer herding, hunting, 
fishing, trapping, and farming. Reindeer herding occupies a cen-
tral position in traditional and contemporary notions of Sámi cul-
ture and identity in both Sámi and majority discourses, although 
only a minor proportion of the Sámi are actively involved in rein-
deer herding today.18

Sámi experiences of colonization date back to the Middle Ages, 
when the Nordic kingdoms started to compete for land, tax rev-
enues, and trade profits in the north.19 By the end of the 19th 
century, the Nordic states had claimed ownership over most of 
the Sámi territories and established policies that built openly on 
racist and colonial assumptions. Norwegian Sámi policies have 
included land appropriation, discrimination, and harsh assimila-
tion policies.20 After World War II, discourses on minorities and 
Indigenous rights shifted, and Sámi political mobilization gained 
momentum. The controversy over the damming of the Alta River 
in the late 1970s and 1980s put Sámi rights on the Norwegian 
political agenda, fueled Sámi decolonization efforts, and even-
tually led to a strengthening of Sámi rights in Norway.21 A Sámi  
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Parliament, Sámediggi, was established in 1989, and in 1990,  
Norway became the first country to ratify the International Labour 
Organization Convention No. 169 on Indigenous and Tribal Peo-
ples (ILO 169, 1989). As a consequence of the ratification, Norway 
has established agreements with the Sámediggi on consultation 
procedures for matters affecting Sámi interests.23

Previous research on area protection on the Norwegian side of 
Sápmi indicates that protected areas can benefit Sámi interests by 
safeguarding against industrial development and other intrusions. 
However, protected areas may also be perceived as intrusive, lim-
iting influence, obstructing reindeer herding, and increasing 
conflicts. Dominating discourses of nature and conservation do 
not always correspond well with Sámi notions of the environ-
ment; Sámi land and natural resource use may clash with other 

Kárášjohka
Karasjok

Guovdageaidnu
Kautokeino

Romsa
Tromsø

Bådåddjo
Bodø

Måehvie
Mo i Rana

Snåase
Snåsa

Tråante
Trondheim

Plassje
Røros

Giron
Kiruna

Jåhkåmåhkke
Jokkmokk

Árjepluovve
Arjeplog

Ubmeje
Umeå

Staare
Östersund

Eajra
Idre

Ohcejohka 
Utsjoki

Soađegilli
Sodankylä

Heahttá
Hetta

Roavvenjárga
Rovaniemi

Helsset
Helsinki

Murmánska
Murmansk

Oulu

Lïkssjuo
Lycksele

Lujávri
Lovozero

Giepma
Kemi

Anár
Inari

Dearna
Tärnaby

Ájluokta
Drag

0 100

(km)

N

S  
   

Á     P    M    I  

Barentsa mearra
Barents SeaJiekŋamearra

The Arctic Ocean

Davvemearrabahta
Gulf of Bothnia

Vilgesmearra
White Sea

Arctic
 Circle

SUOPMA
FINLAND

RUOŦŦA
SWEDEN

NORGA
NORWAY

RUOŠŠA
RUSSIA

Map 3.1: Sápmi. Map: Heli Rekiranta.22



66 Bridging Cultural Concepts of  Nature

parties’ interests; and Sámi rights are often subordinated to other 
environmental commitments.24 Norway continues to claim state 
ownership over Sámi territories, although developments in recent  
decades suggest a change in attitude on behalf of both the state 
and the courts.25

The main form for Sámi inclusion and participation in pro-
tected area governance in Norway is through consultations with 
the Sámediggi, as regulated through the agreement between the 
Norwegian Government and the Sámediggi.26 The Sámediggi was 
consulted on both the new NDA and on the 2010 reform of pro-
tected area management.27 Since the introduction of the reform, 
Sámi participation in protected area management mainly takes 
place in the form of Sámi representation in local National Park 
Boards (NPBs).

The 2010 Reform

In its contribution to the budget bill for 2010,28 the Norwegian 
Ministry of the Environment introduced a new management 
model for large protected areas in accordance with the new 
NDA,29 which allowed for administrative authority for protected 
areas to be transferred to a “specially appointed body.” The reform 
authorizes the Ministry to delegate the management of national 
parks and other large protected areas to inter-municipal NPBs, 
if a majority of the affected municipalities in each area agrees to 
the delegated management authority. The reform has also opened 
up for a reorganization and relocation of protected area man-
agement staff. Whereas previously employed by and placed with 
the County Governors’ offices, protected area managers are now 
employed by the CGs, but located outside of their offices and sub-
ject to instruction by the NPBs.30

Regulations, management plans, and operational rules for 
protected areas remained largely unchanged after the reform.31 
The NPBs’ mandate includes development and revision of pro-
tected area management plans (subject to approval by the Min-
istry), individual applications for exemption from protected area  
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regulations, and management activities to safeguard conservation 
values of protected areas.32 The CGs have the right to appeal deci-
sions made by the NPBs to the NEA. The Ministry may revoke 
the NPBs’ delegated authority and mandate, if it finds an NPB’s 
decisions or activities to be inconsistent with relevant legislation  
or regulations.33

The Ministry appoints the NPBs after nominations from munic-
ipal councils, county councils, and the Sámediggi. The degree of 
Sámi representation is determined based on the area’s importance 
for Sámi culture and industry.34 As of March 2021, 42 NPBs have 
been established.35 The Sámediggi has appointed representatives 
(42 in total) to 21 of the NPBs. Their mandate is to represent Sámi 
interests and the Sámi people in their capacity as Sámi persons, 
and the Sámediggi does not have the authority to instruct them.36

The reform drew on trial schemes for decentralized management 
of certain smaller protected areas implemented between 2002 
and 2008, and was carried out despite concerns raised by both 
researchers and the NEA about the implementation and outcomes 
of the trials.37 Studies of the trial schemes and the reform have 
pointed to how different goals, aims, and priorities between local 
and national levels have led to conflicts over management design, 
division of responsibilities, and identification of legitimate stake-
holders.38 Different understandings of the meaning of conserva-
tion, management, and knowledge and of the trade-offs between 
conservation and use have affected the implementation and legiti-
macy of the new management model.39 Disparate notions of the 
role and function of the local boards have also caused tension,40 
and opinions differ on whether the reform does in fact increase 
local control over conservation policies.41

Analytical Framework

This chapter applies a discourse theoretical approach, depart-
ing from a recognition of language as constitutive of the social 
world.42 Social phenomena are given meaning through language, 
as concrete subjects or objects are connected to specific linguistic  
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signs, defined by their relation and difference to other signs.43 
While both possible and necessary, fixations of meaning are 
always temporary, represent sites of challenge and contestation, 
and need to be reproduced in order to maintain stability.44 They 
are thereby always processes of power and politics.45 Discourse 
analysis is concerned with mapping the processes through which 
meanings are established, considering their historical, cultural, 
and political context, and critically interrogating the power rela-
tions underlying them.46

“Discourse” is understood here as a system of social relations, 
rules, and practices that systematically form the meaning of sub-
jects and objects.47 Discourses set limits for thought and action, 
thereby constraining or enabling certain policy options.48 They 
govern what knowledge is perceived to be possible or legitimate, 
and whose claims to hold such knowledge are recognized as true.49 
Discourses create subjects, entail them with certain characteristics, 
and produce subject positions that set limits for subjects’ ability to 
speak and act.50 Subject positions structure and regulate the field of 
possible identification and action, provide an interpretative frame 
for subjects within a social formation, and thus shape the space 
for subjects’ agency.51 Certain subject positions will make it dif-
ficult, or even impossible, for an individual or group to speak with 
authority or be recognized as a legitimate actor in a particular con-
text, while other positions strengthen and add legitimacy to the 
claims or statements of a person or a collective.

The ability and capacity of Indigenous peoples to participate in 
or influence protected area governance and management is thus 
both enabled and constrained through discourse, as it is con-
structed and shaped through the discursive positioning of them 
as actors, the articulation of the conditions for their agency, and 
the construction of protected areas as a policy area.52 I use space 
for agency as a concept to describe and discuss the effects of these 
positionings, articulations, and constructions.53 To investigate the 
formation of meaning and the shaping of spaces for Sámi agency 
in the new Norwegian model for local protected area manage-
ment, I draw on Carol Bacchi’s application of the concept problem 
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representations and discourse theoretical concepts developed by 
Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe.54

Bacchi suggests that policies and policy proposals, as prescrip-
tive texts, contain implicit representations of the problems they 
aim to address. Representations of political problems work to fix-
ate elements within discourse according to specific interpretations 
of the world. Furthermore, problem representations attribute 
identities to individuals and groups, thus shaping and governing 
their agency.55 The analysis of problem representations in policy 
texts can illuminate their underlying assumptions and explore 
their consequences for spaces for agency. It exposes the construc-
tion of nature conservation as an area of politics and the position-
ing of subjects in relation to that domain.

With Laclau and Mouffe, focus lies with the production of 
meaning through the establishment of relationships between 
discursive elements. These processes, or articulations, invest 
meaning into linguistic signs, objects, subjects, subject positions, 
and other social phenomena and order them in relation to one 
another, thus resulting in a temporary fixation of the discourse.56 
Signs and concepts are sorted, linked, and defined in relation to 
one another and in opposition to other signs and concepts. These 
constructions privilege certain identifications while excluding or 
silencing others, thus shaping the space for agency of individuals  
and groups.

Through this combined approach, I am able to investigate the 
foundational assumptions of protected area discourses, as well as 
the fixation of meaning of particular concepts. It enables a dis-
cussion of tensions in the discourse, hegemonic formations, and 
power relations, and the effects of these processes on the space for 
Sámi agency under the Norwegian protected area reform.57

Material and Methods

The reform of Norwegian protected area management was intro-
duced through the Ministry of the Environment’s budget bill for 
201058 (hereafter, the 2010 budget bill). The reform had been made 
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possible by the passing of the new NDA,59 which was preceded by 
a government-commissioned inquiry appointed to review Nor-
way’s legislation on the conservation and sustainable use of bio-
logical diversity. The inquiry committee submitted its final report 
(hereafter, the NDA Committee report) in 2004,60 and the report 
was then circulated for comment to a broad range of govern-
mental and civil society organizations. The Ministry of the Envi-
ronment addressed the NDA Committee report, considered the  
statements from the consultation bodies, and introduced their bill 
to Parliament in 200961 (hereafter, the NDA bill).

These documents—the legislative history of the NDA and the 
budget bill introducing the reform—provide a comprehensive 
basis for the analysis of the discursive context of the 2010 reform. 
The NDA sets the framework for the reform, as it provides the 
legal basis for its introduction and implementation. The legisla-
tive history of the NDA offers the opportunity to examine the dis-
courses within which it was possible to propose and implement 
the reform and to trace tensions in discourse.

In addition, the empirical material for this chapter includes 
semi-structured interviews and observations.62 I have interviewed 
persons with insight into the consultations between the Sáme-
diggi and the Norwegian Government on both the NDA and the 
protected area management reform (Interview 1, March 2014) 
and with experience of participation in local protected area man-
agement under the reform (Interviews 2–4, September 2014). The 
interviews covered a sequence of themes relating to the reform and 
local protected area management, including: the interviewee’s role 
and experiences; the functioning of the new management model; 
relationships between different groups of actors and different 
administrative and political levels; potential conflicts and conflict 
resolution; and Sámi rights and influence. The observations were 
carried out during a board meeting of an NPB, which included 
a one-day field trip into one of the national parks they manage. 
My role as an observer resembled what Alan Bryman calls the 
“minimally participating observer,” where the researcher interacts 
with members of the observed group, but participates minimally 
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in the group’s core activities and does not rely on observations as 
the main source of data.63 My participation included a short pres-
entation of my research interests and methods to the board, and 
interactions with board members and staff during the field trip 
and over meals. I took notes continuously and wrote them out the 
same day. I also discussed my observations with the interviewees.

The interviews and my observations complement the docu-
ments with local perspectives and insights into how persons 
directly involved in local protected area management experience 
and make sense of the reform. Furthermore, they allowed me to 
establish relationships with and learn from persons with direct 
experience of local protected area management under the reform.

Documents and interview transcripts were coded through the 
identification of themes drawn from theoretical assumptions and 
emerging from the empirical material. I searched the material for 
articulations of decentralization, participation, local influence, 
and Sámi rights; looked for descriptions of roles and responsibili-
ties; and examined representations of and proposed solutions to 
problems. All translations of the material to English used in the 
following are my own.64

Results

Articulations of Sámi Rights and Protected Areas

The NDA Committee report and the NDA bill articulate Sámi 
rights in relation to protected areas in connection with two, 
slightly different, problem representations. These two articula-
tions could entail different conditions for Sámi participation  
and influence in protected area governance and management, and 
enable and restrain Sámi space for agency in relation to protected 
areas in different ways.

The first problem representation focuses on Norway’s obligations 
to respect, protect, and preserve Sámi culture and rights, and the 
ways in which protected areas can achieve this. The NDA Com-
mittee report refers to area protection as a tool to strengthen the 
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natural resource base of Sámi culture.65 It argues that as protected 
areas aim to preserve the natural values of an area, they can con-
tribute to the safeguarding of land, water, and natural resources 
of importance to Sámi culture, as well as traditional Sámi use of 
remote areas.66 The NDA bill establishes that since the Sámi often 
have a closer relationship with nature than others have, and rely 
more on natural resources to maintain and develop their culture, 
the new law is highly relevant to the protection of Sámi interests 
and rights in Norway.67 It further states that, in many cases, includ-
ing Sámi contexts, the continuation of traditional use and cultural 
practices is dependent on conservation and area protection.68

The second problem representation is occupied with the pos-
sibilities to combine conservation of natural values with contin-
ued use of land and natural resources. It expresses the relationship 
between protected areas and Sámi rights as a mutually beneficial 
convergence of interests, but emphasizes that conservation will 
be prioritized over any user interest and that protected areas are 
not a means to secure Sámi rights. The NDA Committee report 
states that considerations of biodiversity conservation and of Sámi 
interests often overlap, that area conservation can contribute to 
the protection of the natural resource base for Sámi culture, and 
that management plans for individual national parks may include 
the safeguarding of the natural resource base for Sámi culture 
and continued Sámi traditional use.69 However, it also articulates 
protected areas as potentially conflicting with Sámi use, refers to 
instances where Sámi use can affect biological diversity negatively, 
and argues that protected areas are not established with the objec-
tive of conserving areas for reindeer herding.70

The NDA bill argues that a new Nature Diversity Act is impor-
tant to the protection of Sámi interests and rights in Norway, as 
area protection can safeguard the natural resource base for Sámi 
culture and industry.71 It proposes an amendment of the statutory 
objective of the law to acknowledge the value of nature as a basis 
for Sámi culture.72 Nonetheless, it emphasizes that the protection 
of natural values is the main objective of conservation and clearly 
states that protection of user values is not a goal in itself for the 
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new law. It establishes that consideration of conservation values 
will be prioritized over user interests in protected areas and argues 
against area protection as a measure to protect any form of use, 
industry, or cultural practice over others.73

My observations and interviews illustrated the potential tension 
between these representations. One of the points for discussion 
during the field trip was facilitation for visitors to the national 
parks. A related issue, concerning information and signage at 
entry points to the national parks, was one of the board meet-
ing’s agenda items. The discussions mainly concerned the prepa-
ration of trails, the installation of footbridges, and the location 
and design of signs. They did not address the purpose of the signs, 
the focus of the information displayed, or the potential conflicts 
between national park visitors’ access and reindeer herders’ inter-
ests and needs.

The main problem in these discussions was not how to use pro-
tected areas to protect Sámi interests and rights. If it had been, 
the discussion of entry points could have covered visitor access 
to reindeer grazing pastures and reindeer herding areas, the focus 
of facilitating activities could depart from the needs of reindeer 
herders, and the orientation and content of visitor information 
could be aimed at minimizing disturbance to reindeer herding 
and other Sámi activities. Instead, the second problem representa-
tion—the potential conflict between and need to balance conser-
vation and use, and the prioritization of conservation objectives 
over Sámi rights—appeared more prominent.

Articulations of Participation

The NDA Committee report, the NDA bill, and the 2010 budget 
bill all articulate local participation as central to protected area 
management and Sámi participation as a given in Sámi areas.74 
A closer analysis of these articulations shows that the docu-
ments define, describe, and argue for participation in relation 
to a number of different concepts, problem representations, and 
proposed solutions. Among these, Norway’s commitments under  
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international law, the importance of local knowledge to fulfill 
environmental goals, and issues of legitimacy and conflict resolu-
tion appear as especially salient.

International commitments

The documents articulate Norway’s international commitments 
as central to the issue of local and Sámi participation in protected 
area governance and management. The NDA Committee report 
describes the principle of public participation as “a principle in 
environmental law.”75 The NDA bill refers to how international 
guidelines for sustainable use, and the concept of sustainable 
development itself, emphasize local management and the con-
nection between rights to a resource and responsibility for sus-
tainable use of that resource.76 Both the NDA Committee report 
and the NDA bill refer to the ecosystem approach77 as a guiding 
framework for nature conservation and protected area govern-
ance and management.78 The documents thus position Norway as 
having committed to principles of subsidiarity, decentralization, 
and local participation.

The concept of participation is here linked to involvement, respon-
sibility, and sustainability. It is connected to notions of a holistic, 
ecosystem-based approach and associated with an understanding 
of sustainable development, with social aspects as an integral com-
ponent. The policy problem represented centers on Norway’s com-
mitments under international law and agreements to promote and 
facilitate local and Sámi participation in protected area governance 
and management. This problem representation positions Norway 
in relation to an international discourse where participation in con-
servation and protected area governance and management is desir-
able and necessary. A related representation centers on Norway’s 
obligations under the CBD, including the use of different kinds of 
knowledge to ensure effective management. Here, Sámi participa-
tion is linked to traditional knowledge and sustainable use.

The NDA Committee report, the NDA bill, and the 2010 budget 
bill all underline the right of the Sámi as an Indigenous people 
to participate or be consulted in decision-making procedures 
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on matters of significance to them, as established through Nor-
way’s ratification of ILO 169.79 The documents establish the Sámi 
as holders of traditional knowledge and Norway as having obli-
gations under Article 8(j) of the CBD to acknowledge, protect, 
and make use of that knowledge and to guarantee Sámi consent 
and participation in the process.80 References to Article 27 of the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights81 connects 
the protection of nature and biological diversity to the protec-
tion of the natural resource base for Sámi culture.82 With the 
problem represented to be Norway’s obligations under ILO 169 
and the full and effective implementation of these obligations, 
Sámi participation is articulated as a right held by the Sámi as an  
Indigenous people.

The NDA Committee report makes efforts to define and qualify 
this right. It rejects an interpretation83 of Article 15(1) of ILO 169 
that the right of Indigenous peoples to “participate in the use, man-
agement and conservation” of the lands and natural resources that 
they traditionally occupy and use entails the right to participate in 
decision-making and to be represented in decision-making bod-
ies. The report concludes that such an interpretation would either 
have consequences for the composition of the Norwegian Parlia-
ment and Government, or prohibit these bodies from adopting 
laws or regulations on natural resources in Sámi areas, and that 
this would go too far beyond Norway’s obligations under other 
international law.84

Local knowledge and environmental objectives

The articulation of participation in relation to international com-
mitments relates closely to an articulation of participation as 
important to environmental objectives, particularly to gain access 
to local knowledge relevant for the conservation and sustainable 
use of biological diversity and natural resources. Article 8(j) of the 
CBD and the articulation of the ecosystem approach are central to 
this articulation, which reinforces the linking of participation to 
local and traditional knowledge and sustainable use, here assumed 
to contribute to strong or strengthened management.
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The NDA Committee report concludes that Norway is obligated 
to respect, preserve, and maintain traditional knowledge, and that 
this requires the inclusion of holders of traditional knowledge in 
relevant decision-making and policy processes.85 The NDA bill 
refers to Norway’s obligations under the CBD to promote a wider 
application of traditional knowledge and practices, and stresses 
the importance of letting holders of such knowledge determine 
to what degree it should be shared and used.86 The 2010 budget 
bill establishes the access to and use of local knowledge and expe-
rience as desirable, particularly in protected area management, 
where it can contribute to a strengthened management and add 
value to conservation efforts.87

The problem is represented to be the importance of incorporating 
local knowledge, experiences, and practices in protected area manage-
ment in order to strengthen protected area management and achieve 
environmental goals. Sámi participation is part of the solution to this 
problem, as the use and promotion of traditional knowledge requires 
the consent and participation of traditional knowledge holders. This 
articulation of participation thus includes an acknowledgement of 
the potential contribution of Sámi traditional knowledge and prac-
tices to conservation objectives and links these potential contribu-
tions to issues of influence and participation.

In interviews with NPB members appointed by the Sámediggi 
(Interview 2) and a municipality (Interview 4), both interviewees 
described access to and use of local and Sámi traditional knowl-
edge as an advantage of local management, but also pointed to a 
lack of effective recognition of traditional knowledge and tradi-
tional knowledge holders in the existing structure. The munici-
pality representative (Interview 4) discussed the institutional and 
organizational structure, modeled on Norwegian municipal and 
state organization, as a potential obstacle for Sámi participation 
and unfavorable for the incorporation of traditional knowledge.

Legitimacy and conflict resolution

A third articulation of participation focuses on public legitimacy 
of conservation policies and protected areas and participation as a 
way to reduce and resolve conflicts both within and across levels.
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The NDA Committee report states that issues of political legiti-
macy have been particularly pertinent to conservation policy 
and establishes delegation as a potential tool to reduce conflicts 
between state and local authorities.88 The report recognizes that 
protected areas may be a source of conflict in relation to Sámi 
use of land and natural resources. It maintains that conflicts over 
protected areas in Sámi territories often relate more to issues of 
rights to, and management responsibilities for, land and natural 
resources than to the actual restrictions or activities in a particular 
protected area, and suggests strengthening Sámi and local influ-
ence in conservation processes as a remedy.89

The NDA bill acknowledges an inherent conflict of interest in 
protected areas, referring to conservation versus use, and points 
to open and inclusive conservation processes and exchanges of 
information as means to reduce conflict and increase acceptance 
for area protection.90 The 2010 budget bill stresses the neces-
sity of increased local affiliation with and sense of ownership of  
protected areas, states this as an argument for increased participa-
tion in protected area management, and articulates Sámi partici-
pation as a prerequisite in Sámi areas.91

Participation is here linked to conflict reduction, conflict res-
olution, legitimacy, acceptance, and affiliation. The problem  
representation centers on a lack of legitimacy and acceptance of 
conservation policies and protected areas, and a need to avoid, 
reduce, and resolve conflicts in relation to area protection. It 
focuses on two principal dimensions of conflict: conflicts between 
conservation and use, and conflicts between authorities, goals, 
and commitments on international, national, and local levels.

The interviewees confirmed notions of participation and local 
management as a way to reduce or resolve conflict, increase 
acceptance of protected areas, and increase the legitimacy of pro-
tected area governance and management. They focused on the 
same dimensions of conflict as the documents—between conser-
vation and use, and between different administrative and political 
levels. A Sámediggi employee (Interview 1) stated that local man-
agement could potentially increase Sámi acceptance of protected 
areas, if it increases the possibilities to influence management and 
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creates new income opportunities for local people. A member of 
the management staff of an NPB (Interview 3) pointed out geo-
graphical proximity and interaction with local people as a factor 
for conflict reduction and as an advantage of local management 
over centralized arrangements.

However, the interviewees also expressed disappointment in 
the functioning of the NPB and described ongoing friction and 
conflict between different sectors and levels. An NPB member 
representing a municipality expressed frustration over the lack 
of space for local discretion and flexibility in the new manage-
ment model (Interview 4). An NPB member appointed by the 
Sámediggi (Interview 2) called for increased Sámediggi involve-
ment, both to support Sámi representatives on the board and to  
influence protected area governance at the national level.

Discussion

The results of this analysis illustrate the potentially different con-
sequences for Indigenous space for agency following from differ-
ent articulations of Indigenous peoples and their rights in relation 
to protected areas. The discourse of the Norwegian reform repro-
duces notions of how decentralization could, or should, make 
management more effective, benefit minorities and marginal-
ized groups, and ensure the appropriate use and incorporation of 
local and traditional knowledge in protected area management. 
However, the relationship between Sámi rights and protected 
areas is articulated in different, potentially contradictory, ways, 
and central concepts remain open for different ascriptions of 
meaning. This may open up discursive struggles where histories 
of marginalization and remaining unequal power relations can 
work to limit Sámi space for agency in protected area governance  
and management.

On the one hand, the documents articulate an understanding of 
protected areas as a potential means to secure Sámi culture and 
rights. This articulation could enable space to argue for initiation 
of conservation efforts or protected areas, as well as against them, 
depending on the perception, interests, and strategies of concerned 
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Sámi communities. On the other hand, the documents express the 
relationship between protected areas and Sámi culture and use as 
potentially mutually beneficial, but also potentially conflicting. 
This articulation reproduces the prioritization of conservation 
objectives over Sámi rights. Its consequences could include Sámi 
rights, traditions, or knowledge being recognized only when they 
correspond with or contribute to conservation objectives.

The concept of participation appears as a central point in 
Norwegian protected area discourse. Participation is ascribed 
a variety of meanings, each of which could potentially shape 
and direct Sámi space for agency. The analyzed texts articu-
late participation as a requirement following from Norway’s 
international commitments on both conservation and Indig-
enous rights; as a contributor to the fulfillment of environmen-
tal objectives; and as an instrument for reducing, resolving, or 
avoiding conflict. Participation is defined through its links to 
involvement, responsibility, and sustainability; Indigenous rights; 
traditional knowledge and sustainable use; and conflict reduction, 
legitimacy, acceptance, and affiliation. While the different mean-
ings invested in the concept of participation are not necessarily 
mutually exclusive, they may not always correspond well, and 
they each potentially shape the space for agency of participants 
in protected area management.

The articulation of participation as a right pertaining to the 
Sámi as an Indigenous people, following from Norway’s commit-
ments under ILO 169, positions the Sámi as rights-holders and 
Norway as having obligations to protect those rights. By compari-
son, the articulation of participation in connection to the merits 
of local and traditional knowledge, following from Norway’s obli-
gations under the CBD, gives a more instrumental value to Sámi 
participation, thus qualifying the participation of Sámi subjects in 
protected area governance and management on their position as 
holders of traditional knowledge.92 The focus on Indigenous peo-
ples’ contributions to conservation objectives and ability to man-
age natural resources sustainably has often proved a fruitful way 
to advance Indigenous rights, but it also entails a risk of reproduc-
ing stereotypes and colonial constructs of Indigenous peoples.93
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The articulation of participation and local management as a tool 
to access and make use of traditional knowledge could potentially 
strengthen Sámi influence or serve as an argument for alternative 
management structures, based on Sámi organizational knowl-
edge and practices. However, there appears to be a discrepancy 
between this articulation and the space for local and Sámi tradi-
tional knowledge in the established local management structures. 
The articulation of participation in relation to conflict reduction 
and legitimacy appears to be open enough for actors on the local 
level to interpret it as a promise of local discretion and opportu-
nities to prioritize in ways that benefit the municipality and its 
inhabitants, while authorities on the national level see it as a tool 
to implement national goals.94

The construction of participation in the discourse of protected 
area management makes the concept possible to integrate into the 
existing structure without fundamentally changing or challenging 
dominating relationships of power, divisions of responsibilities, or 
objectives for management.95 My results indicate the hegemony of 
a discourse that structures conduct and agency as “participation” 
within a rather inflexible system modeled after traditional, cen-
tralized organizational structures. Articulations of protected areas 
as instruments to safeguard Sámi culture and rights could open 
up for protected areas based on Sámi priorities and use, protected 
areas with restrictions on other land uses but not Sámi use, and 
management structures based on Sámi organizational knowledge 
and practices. Such effects are not visible in the material I have 
analyzed here. Participation under the reform is organized largely 
through arrangements modeled on conventional, centralized gov-
ernance and management structures, and the results of this study 
suggest that environmental objectives and the conservation of 
biological diversity continue to take priority over Sámi rights to 
control their traditional territories.96

Concluding Remarks

Discourses of decentralization and local protected area man-
agement in Norway shape the conditions for Sámi influence 
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and participation in ways that both enable and restrain Sámi  
space for agency in relation to protected areas. Articulations 
that connect to international Indigenous rights law and pro-
mote Sámi rights within existing structures enable space for 
Sámi agency through consultations and consideration. Articu-
lations of Sámi participation that stress their contribution to 
conservation objectives enable space for Sámi actors to protect 
and promote their traditional knowledge. Nonetheless, these 
articulations also work to obscure alternative understandings, 
and they restrict Sámi space for agency by shaping it according 
to hegemonic discourses.

Norway’s organization of protected area governance and 
management provides arenas for Sámi influence both through 
consultation and direct participation. All representations and 
articulations analyzed in this chapter acknowledge Sámi politi-
cal and procedural rights and underline the importance of safe-
guarding Sámi culture and rights. In this regard, the Norwegian 
case could serve as an example for protected area governance 
and management on Indigenous lands elsewhere. However, the 
discourses analyzed mainly concentrate on Sámi rights within 
existing governance and management structures and do not 
necessarily enable the space to question those structures. The 
failure to radically reconsider the fundamental assumptions 
of discourses of protected area management risks upholding 
or reinforcing asymmetrical relationships of power, reproduc-
ing stereotypes, and hindering decolonization efforts.97 Fur-
ther research should continue to scrutinize the hegemonic 
discourses governing these arenas and explore alternative 
approaches to Indigenous peoples’ rights and participation in 
relation to protected areas.
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