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Abstract 
With the world becoming more urbanized, discussions about the rural are becoming 

more and more important. Different strategies have been explored related to rural 

revitalization, but can the rural be simplified to one thing? This text explores what the 

rural entails, and takes it to the context of Norrland in Sweden, with its sparsely 

populated vast areas.  

Looking at Norrland, and specifically the county of Västerbotten, majority of the land 

consists of forest, and mainly productive forest. But what is a forest in Västerbotten? 

Even though it is productive, the nature is not only used by companies to produce 

timber products, it is also an environment where people and animals live and exist. 

This text explores what kind of actors and activities co-exist in the forest, to analyze 

where conflicts arise and what they involve. By looking at regulations concerning 

forestry, we understand that some parts are favored in order to make profit, where 

other values concerning ecology and culture are being pushed aside, and how 

academia, through research, is looking into how to manage the forest sustainably. 

After understanding the logistics of the forest, the regulations and how the current 

situation operates, two case studies with alternative management models are 

presented. Extractive reserves in Brazil, and a Model Forest in Vilhelmina, both of 

which work with local communities to keep all values preserved and thriving. The text 

will then discuss another strategy that exists in Västerbotten, as part of a bigger 

network, Biosphere Reserves, which works with sustainability and diversity in terms of 

different projects with a common vision departed from a local understanding.  

To conclude I talk about the importance of understanding the forest as more than a 

productive landscape, and how plugging into a locally developed strategy can lead to 

locally rooted architecture that deals with local issues, and addresses the rural context. 
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Introduction 

With urbanization as a global phenomenon, what happens to the rural? And what 

does rural mean? In Sweden the rural is often associated with nature and forest, 

mainly harvesting natural resources for sustainable use. What happens if those large 

landscapes are left solely to production? Reading about sustainability, Sweden often 

comes up in the top of the most sustainable countries in the world. In 2017 Sweden 

was on third place , but the examples of sustainable Sweden are only from urban 1

areas.  However only 3% of Sweden consists of built environment , meaning the 2 3

country is to a significantly large part consisting of rural areas, making one wonder 

how sustainability is measured. Is social sustainability and justice included in the 

common notion of the word, or are the people in rural areas neglected in favor of 

energy efficiency? Can it be described as sustainable if people and animals are forced 

away from their land, even if it is for green energy and materials?  

With focus on Norrland and the county Västerbotten, this report aims to investigate 

the urban/rural relationship, and how we can work with nature to aim for sustainable 

development on a local and regional scale. In this geographical context, the rural is 

overall consisting of forests, smaller villages, indigenous history and presence, and big 

profit driven companies, all co-existing in the same area, the forest. Forests are the 

dominant ecosystem on earth taking up large areas of land, in Västerbotten it is even 

more evident with the forest taking up 74% of the land area.  But what is the forest in 4

Västerbotten? By understanding that context, architectural strategies can be 

developed to minimize conflicts between actors and raise awareness to the public. 

Starting with broader concepts as sustainability, rurality and Norrland, this report then 

goes on to a deeper understanding of the forest. Investigating values, activities, laws 

and regulations, and the current co-existence of the actors, discussing if the forest 

itself is managed sustainably. Moving on it touches on case studies relating to 

management of natural resources, internationally and nationally. Looking at existing 

initiatives of sustainable development, the notion of a Biosphere Reserve is considered 

a strategy that could be beneficial for architecture to deal with sustainable 

development in rural areas. Focusing mainly on the Biosphere Reserve in 

Västerbotten, with its local actors and interests, I will look at how an architectural 

program can be developed from those strategies.  

 Oliver Smith. Mapped: The world’s most eco-friendly countries. The telegraph. 22 April 2017. https://www.telegraph.co.uk/1

travel/maps-and-graphics/most-and-least-environmentally-friendly-countries/ [accessed 6 May 2019]

 Lola Akinmade Åkerström. 7 Examples of sustainability in Sweden. Sweden Sverige. 21 June 2016 https://sweden.se/nature/2

7-examples-of-sustainability-in-sweden/ [accessed 22 April 2019]

 SCB, Markanvändningen i Sverige, sjunde utgåvan. 2019. p. 313

 SkogsSverige. Den svenska skogen. 2011. https://www.skogssverige.se/skog/fakta-om/den-svenska-skogen [accessed 9 Oct 4

2018]
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Later the different aspects of the forest will be discussed, and because of the 

multipurpose of it, the agendas differ between the different actors and users. Since 

the forest is almost always owned by someone, individuals or companies, and at the 

same time is always accessible for everyone, it is important that the public is aware of 

what is happening in the forest and the influence it has on the neighborhood, region 

and world. ”My forest, our nature”  is a saying that deals with the common notion of 5

the forest and how we collectively should feel responsible for the management of it 

since it benefits us all.  

- Could architecture be a tool to raise awareness about nature and environment 

making it a common concern, help solving conflicts and at the same time aid in the 

rural development in Västerbotten? 

- How can human structures be used to make nature more sustainable after the 

continuous impact of human extraction of resources and production? 

Rurality 

The definition of rural is country or countryside, it is also the opposite of urban, or 

city.  However since there are great differences across the globe, there is no universal 6

classification of what is urban or rural, instead each country has its own system.  Due 7

to these differences it is difficult to establish and discuss common strategies that deal 

with the struggles that rural areas are facing, struggles like decreasing amount of 

services and being neglected in town planning.  Since the rural is the opposite of city, 8

it also means that it consists of a lot of nature, forests, mountains, agriculture, and this 

nature is often what provides the cities with food, resources and electricity. 

In Sweden urban is defined as settlements that have a population of more than 200 

inhabitants and less than 200 meters between houses, this is where 87% of Sweden’s 

inhabitants are living.  There are also two guidemarks within urban settlements, cities 9

with more than 10 000 inhabitants and cities with over 100 000 inhabitants, where 

the bigger class only contains the nine biggest cities. In other countries the number of 

inhabitants required to be considered an urban area is much higher, due to a higher 

 Annika Mossing, Head of communication at Future Forests. Study trip 18 February 20195

 Cambridge Dictionary. Rural. https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/rural [accessed 5 May 2019]6

 The World Bank. Rural Population, details. https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/sp.rur.totl.zs?end=2017&start=2017&view=bar 7

[accessed 5 May 2019]

 Dr. Martina Doehler-Behzadi. The Frontier of Mental & Spatial Changes in Swedish & German Countrysides. Umeå School 8

of Architecture. Lecture 27 March 2019

 SCB. Tätorter i Sverige. 2019. https://www.scb.se/hitta-statistik/sverige-i-siffror/miljo/tatorter-i-sverige/ [accessed 5 May 2019]9

 9
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population density in most other countries. Within Sweden 

itself there is a great difference in population density between 

north and south, where all cities with more than 100 000 

inhabitants are located in the southern half.  Rural are the 10

areas outside of the urban areas, bigger in area but with fewer 

inhabitants, in Sweden mostly consisting of forests. Even 

though there is an understanding about the differences in 

rurality, Norrland’s size and sparse population, makes it difficult 

to compare and understand Norrland in relation to other rural 

areas. 

Norrland 
To understand the differences we must understand the 

context, in this case Norrland. It is the top 60% of Sweden’s 

area, but only inhabits 12% of the population.  Norrland also contains a part of Sapmi, 11

the traditional land for the indigenous people of Sweden, the Sami, where they have 

lived for 10 000 years.  Since most of the cities are located along the east coast, this 12

is where the majority of people are situated. In relation to development and city 

planning, the politicians consider the coastal areas more important putting the focus 

there, thus leaving the inland without a clear strategy or political agenda.  13

Despite the fact that the Sami have lived in Norrland for thousands of years, there 

aren’t many visible remnants of their past, since the Sami lived a nomadic lifestyle 

where living in harmony with nature and not leaving physical traces was an important 

aspect. This lack of visible history and cultural, and since the existing remnants are 

scattered across large areas, it makes it difficult to create tourism for these purposes, 

which is common in other rural communities.  There is however an increase of interest 14

in nature tourism, such as going to the mountains or spending the night in the forest. 

Examples of this is for instance the tree hotel outside of Luleå where architects made 

tree houses that are suspended in the pine forest with a view over the landscape. 

Other strategies of reinventing the rural could be through Regional Smart 

Specialization, an understanding of strengths and weaknesses of the region, and using 

 Figure 1: SCB, Karta över tätorterna och storlek, Tätorterna i Sverige. 2019. https://www.scb.se/hitta-statistik/sverige-i-siffror/10

miljo/tatorter-i-sverige/ [accessed 5 May 2019]

 Norrland. Wikipedia. https://sv.wikipedia.org/wiki/Norrland [accessed 5 May 2019]11

 Samer, Med naturen som skafferi. http://samer.se/fangstfolket [accessed 6 May 2019]12

 Po Tidholm. Po Tidholm om sin nya bok: Läget i landet. Umeå University, Lecture 27 October 201713

 Dr. Martina Doehler-Behzadi. The Frontier of Mental & Spatial Changes in Swedish & German Countrysides. Umeå 14

School of Architecture. Lecture 27 March 2019
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those strengths as branding. Either on a county or a municipal scale.  This could 15

include nature tourism as a strategy but preferably it would be more specific than 

that, creating possibilities for work, tourism and activities on that theme to thrive. 

Since the main branding currently relies on nature tourism or activities relating to 

nature in different ways, we understand that the actual land itself is very important. 

The nature of Norrland consist to large parts of mountains and forest, with forest 

taking up 74%, which is why a greater understanding of the forest is needed to secure 

a sustainable development, both socially, economically and environmentally. 

 Madeleine Eriksson, The Frontier of Mental & Spatial Changes in Swedish & German Countrysides. Umeå School of 15

Architecture. Seminar 27 March 2019
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Values in the forest 

The activities occurring in the Swedish forests can be divided in three different 

categories depending on main users, agenda or gain. These categories are 

sociocultural, economic and ecological, however some activities are overlapping the 

boundaries. What is helpful with categorizing the activities though, is to be able to see 

which values are connected to which actors, what and how they differ, and if they 

clash with each other.   

Sociocultural values 
In this category we have activities that are important for the Swedish culture and 

socially for human well-being. This includes; 

• Hunting 

• Mushroom and berry picking 

• Recreation - exercising, walking or enjoying nature 

• Mental health - The positive impact nature have on people’s well-being 

• Children’s learning - Improvement of motor skills, concentration and creativity 

• Reindeer herding - Cultural importance for Sami, dependent on forest  16

What is also important for the sociocultural valuable forest is that it is aesthetically 

pleasing, letting the sun shine through the tree tops, not too dense between the trees 

and so on. According to Clas Fries, views are an important factor when it comes to 

peoples’ involvement with the forest.   17

Economical values 
The economical activities are of course activities that are dependent on an income for 

their work, since this is the common factor the activities themselves are quite different 

and have different agendas and users, however all dependent on money to survive. 

• Timber production - 10% of Swedens’ exports  18

• Energy production - Wind and bioenergy 

• Tourism - Nature tourism, mostly in mountain area 

• Reindeer herding - 4600 people, 250000 reindeer 

Ecological values 
This category entails activities that want to keep nature intact so that ecosystem 

services work and to stabilize the occurring climate change: 

• Biodiversity 

 Dan Rydberg. Skogens social värden. Jönköping, Skogsstyrelsen. 200116

 Anna Sjöstrand. Utsikter - så långt ögat når. Umeå, Skogsmuseet i Lycksele. 201717

 Skogsindustrierna. Statistik om skog och industri. https://www.skogsindustrierna.se/skogsindustrin/branschstatistik/ [accessed 5 18

Jan 2019]
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• Climate stability 

• Cultural heritage  19

The values are quite different from each other, and conflicts arise when different 

activities don’t take the other ones into consideration. One common conflict occur 

when timber production clear cut bigger areas, that have been important to people, 

preserve biodiversity, or reindeer herding. There are of course regulations for forest 

management to prevent it from happening on large scales, but sometimes it is the 

only perceived possibility for the forest owner.    

Regulations 

Since the forest is such a big part of Sweden, both in size and culture-wise, there are 

laws and regulations that control the management of it. There are mainly three laws 

that are directly connected, but the forest management is also mentioned and 

affected by other laws. 

Skogsvårdslagen  
”1 § The forest is a national asset and a renewable resource which is to be sustainably managed to 

provide good produce, as well as keep biodiversity. Other public interests should also be taken into 

account in the management.”  20

This law is the main one concerning forest management, and it is the Swedish Forest 

Agency together with the Nature Protection Agency that make sure that, mainly 

forest owners are following the regulations so that the biodiversity and climate 

aspects are followed as well as the production goals. However the law has very few 

imperative rules, and the forestry acts more as freedom with responsibility, where 

each forest owner can have their own set of goals for their individual forest, as long as 

they respect the social and ecological values as well.  21

 
Allemansrätten 
This is not a law by itself but is written in one of the Swedish fundamental laws, and 

also in Miljöbalken. It makes sure that all people in Sweden are allowed to use and be 

in nature, independent on who the land owner is. You’re allowed to: 

• Walk, cycle and ride almost everywhere, not too close to residential houses, and 

always close gates behind you 

• Spend a night in a tent, for more nights the land owner must be contacted. 

 Katarina Hallberg. Conflicts in the forest. Bachelor thesis, Karlstad universitet, 2007. 19

 Skogsstyrelsen. Skogsvårdslagstiftningen: gällande regler 1 april 2017. Jönköping, 2017. https://www.skogsstyrelsen.se/20

globalassets/lag-och-tillsyn/skogsvardslagen/skogsvardslagstiftning-2017.pdf [accessed 7 Jan 2019]

 Skogsstyrelsen. Frihet under ansvar. 2017. https://www.skogsstyrelsen.se/aga-skog/du-och-din-skog/frihet-under-ansvar/21

[accessed 5 Jan 2019]
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• Pick flowers, berries and mushroom 

• Fish along the coasts, with fishing and casting rods 

• Carefully and safely make a small fire, preferably on allocated places 

Of course there are also responsibilities, as not harming the nature by walking on 

cultivated grounds, driving different vehicles, harm the trees or bushes, making fires 

when it is too windy, hunting or disturbing animals and their habitats or leaving any 

trash.  22

 
Levande skogar - Living forests 
This is one of Sweden’s 12 environmental goals that are supposed to be achieved by 

2020, goals set by the government that the Swedish Forestry Agency and each 

county have responsibility over. In Västerbotten the goal with living forests will not be 

achieved by the coming year: 

”The Swedish Forest Agency estimates that it is not possible to reach the environmental quality 

target by 2020. The situation for many forest-living species is still critical. Forests with high natural 

and cultural values are still harvested. Existing strategies and/or resources are not sufficient to 

reverse the development as a whole.”  23

Current situation 

A lot is happening in the forest, and a lot of different users are using the forest. This 

means that a lot of activities are overlapping and sharing land, creating much room 

for conflicts, mostly conflicts regarding timber production. The situation in the 

Swedish forests today is that the different values don’t always co-exist in a sustainable 

way, instead some values or activities take up more importance and space, pushing 

other factors aside. The most evident activity in the forest is the timber production 

since it is such a big part of Sweden’s economy. Since basically all other activities are 

dependent on the forest and its trees, timber production tends to come in conflict 

with the other when trees are cut down, especially by clear cutting large areas.  

Another factor that makes the timber production the most influential activity in the 

forests, is related to politics and the understanding that financial gain is the most 

important, above biodiversity, ecosystem services, reduced climate change and well-

being for citizens by natural means. Timber production is dependent on cutting down 

trees to make money to survive which is a huge driving force. The other values on the 

other hand, don’t make any profit in the same sense. In fact the two of the biggest 

actors for sociocultural and ecological values, Friluftsfrämjandet and 

 Naturvårdsverket. Allemansrätten - på lätt svenska. Stockholm, 2011.22

 Miljömål. Når vi Västerbotten läns miljömål? - Levande Skogar. 2017 https://www.miljomal.se/Miljomalen/Regionala/Regionalt/?23

eqo=12&t=Lan&l=24 [accessed 7 Jan 2019]
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Naturskyddsföreningen, are non-profit associations where members pay to keep it 

going. This means that when these associations can’t practice their activities, no 

money is involved, it is ”only” the people’s and animals well-being that is affected. Due 

to this, some of the laws that are supposed to be neutral to all values, tends to instead 

favor timber production and energy production since that is most economical: 

”Despite the forest being a national asset by law, the forest industry is, in practice, run by a few 

companies which makes hundreds of millions kronor each year.”  24

If we were to stop timber production all together, would that be better for the social 

and ecological values? Probably not. The other values, and the other activities within 

the economical, are dependent on a managed forest; climate stability needs younger 

trees that can absorb a lot of CO2, recreation and berry picking needs clear paths to 

walk on, reindeer don’t like forest that are too dense and so on. The biggest problem 

is the clear-cutting method, and that the freedom with responsibility policy for the 

forest owners is hard to control. 

Academia 
In contrast to companies with their own agendas, focusing on making profit, forest 

academia and research is a sector that have an overview of different aspects of the 

forest, and is researching topics that tend to all values and activities.  

Academia relating to the forest is quite big and well established in Sweden with the 

Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences, SLU, operating in over 30 different 

Swedish cities, however mainly in Umeå, Uppsala, Skara, and Alnarp. The university 

works with education, research and environmental analysis, focusing on sustainable 

use of natural resources on land and in water. The main part of the forest sciences are 

located in Umeå where different aspects are researched, as well as education in 

forestry, to become an expert of the forest.  Since Västerbotten as mentioned 25

consists in large parts of forest, the university uses parts of the land solely to their 

research, with different test sites and experimental forests.  

The areas of research are broad stretching from the psychological impact of forest 

and nature, to how forests should be managed in the best way for different or 

combined uses, and down to the genetics of different plants. There are also parts of 

the university that have a bigger perspective, for example Future Forests: 

”The Future Forests program leads the interdisciplinary scientific development of forest governance and 

management science in Sweden. The program started in 2009 in recognition that sustainable management 

 Naturskyddsföreningen. Dags för en ny skogspolitik. https://www.naturskyddsforeningen.se/vad-vi-gor/skog/vart-arbete/svenska-24

skogen/dags-for-en-ny-skogspolitik [accessed 13 Nov 2018]

 SLU, Umeå. 2018 https://www.slu.se/om-slu/orter/umea/ [accessed 6 May 2019]25
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of forest is a major societal challenge, where decision-makers must be able to merge scientific knowledge 

with differing perspectives on sustainable forest management.”  26

The use of the forest has been different throughout history and there is no definite 

guide on how to manage it sustainably since our wants, needs and aims for the forest 

is always changing. Due to the lack of reference in history, Future Forests’ research is 

important to unravel the functions of the forest, and they are investigating to see if 

there is any undiscovered potentials of the forest.  Since a lot of developments are 27

taking place within the forest arena, the research in this field is important and useful 

for the owners and users of the forest.  

Case Studies 

Some initiatives have been taken on how to preserve all the different values, and both 

these two cases are doing that through local and traditional knowledge. 

Extractive reserves 
These reserves are protected areas in Brazil where the access, usage and natural 

resource extraction are allocated to the local communities. The people make a 

livelihood from it and have traditional knowledge of the nature in the reserve, 

managing it sustainably in terms of keeping biodiversity and at the same time 

harvesting products. The land is most often owned by the state, since it is also the 

state that makes it a protected area, all aligned with the law.  Apart from ensuring a 28

sustainable use of the natural resources, it also makes it possible for these smaller 

communities to use their traditional knowledge, keeping the culture and legacy alive. 

Model Forest 
Model forest is another case study I looked into that work with sustainable forest 

management and more inclusively than how it is run today. It is an international 

network so there are model forests all over the world, including Vilhelmina 

municipality in western Västerbotten.  A Model forest is a large geographical area 29

that represents all the values mentioned above, it is a neutral forum where all sorts of 

stakeholders are welcome, and their common interest is sustainable management of 

natural resources and the forest.  One important aspect that the Model forests work 30

with is to educate people involved in forestry and the public in new ways to use and 

 SLU, About Future Forests. 2016 https://www.slu.se/en/Collaborative-Centres-and-Projects/future-forests/about-future-forests/ 26

[accessed 6 May 2019]

 Annika Mossing, Head of communication at Future Forests. Study trip 18 February 201927

 Extractive Reserve. Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Extractive_reserve [accessed 5 Jan 2019]28

 Vilhelmina Model Forest. Kort om VMF. http://www.modelforest.se/index.php/om-vmf/kort-om-vmf [accessed 8 Jan 2019]29

 International Model Forest Network. What is a model forest? http://imfn.net/what-model-forest-0 [accessed 8 Jan 2019]30
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cultivate the forest, where we can meet the environmental goals, and support all 

values and activities in the forest. It is run by all actors in consensus-based decision 

making. This way the different interests are addressed early in the planning stage 

where all critical points can be dealt with, instead of afterwards when something is 

almost decided and other interests are seen as ”complaining”.  

The Vilhelmina Model Forest (VMF) have actors that include representatives from the 

Swedish Forestry Agency, Vilhelmina municipality, to reindeer herders, Umeå 

University, Forest owners SCA and Sveaskog, Nature Protection Association and so 

on. These work together to arrange workshops, site visits with other actors that are 

involved in forestry and local schools. For the public different demonstration areas are 

arranged around the municipality with brochures about the different places. In 

Vilhelmina there is also a showroom that is used to demonstrate what VMF is working 

with, it is also used as a gathering point when making site visits. For meetings with 

bigger groups, Folkets hus or the Swedish Forestry Agency’s space is used.  31

Unfortunately though, according to Ursula Neussel from the Swedish Forest Agency, 

the VFM isn’t as active as it has been, and the future depends on how the municipality 

decides to proceed with it. One of the main difficulties is the financing, since they 

don’t have anything stable at the moment, so their hope is to get permanent financing 

and a person from the municipality working with VMF.  32

 Ursula Neussel, Forest consultant Swedish Forest Agency. Email. 8 Jan 201931

 Ursula Neussel, Forest consultant Swedish Forest Agency. Email. 8 Jan 201932
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Image 3: Vindelälven, Johanna Lindström, 2018
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Biosphere Reserve 
”The biosphere reserve concept serves as a uniting tool for professionals, politicians and volunteers to find 

solutions for local development in combination with preservation of cultural heritage, biodiversity and 

recreation possibilities.”   33

The initiative came from UNESCO in 1968 to determine how governments should work 

towards increasing global awareness about human impact on the environment, this 

led to their Man and Biosphere Program (MAB) in 1970.  Biosphere Reserves are 34

areas promoting a balanced relationship between people and nature, focusing on 

conservation of biodiversity as well as developing new ways of sustainable use of 

resources, research and living, as well as supporting local and regional development 

within the area. This involves concepts like interdisciplinary work, conflict prevention 

and managing interactions between social and ecological systems. In Sweden the 

process of becoming a Biosphere Reserve usually starts with local initiatives by 

municipalities or counties, with the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency 

promoting the work by financially supporting candidates, and also managing them 

once the reserves are established.   35

All reserves consist of three zones; the core zone, the buffer zone and a transition 

area. Comparing this to the Model Forest concept, one of the main differences is that 

the core zones are nationally protected nature areas, meaning that those areas are 

reserved for promoting and conserving social and ecological values and activities.  36

The other two zones are more focused on the human impact of the environment and 

can facilitate research on economically and ecologically sustainable use of natural 

resources, education, tourism etc. These are also the zones where different actors 

should work together with managing the resources, all benefiting the local community 

and the people working in the area.  37

Vindelälven-Juhtatdahka - Biosphere Reserve Candidate 
In Västerbotten there is a candidate to establish a Biosphere Reserve along 

Vindelälven, an already protected river going through the county, from the mountains 

in the west to Umeå and the coast in the east. In this context the biosphere reserve 

 Maria Thorell, Elisabeth Undén, Olof Olsson. Nordic Biosphere Reserves: Experiences & Co.operation. Nordic Council of 33

Ministers. Copenhagen, 2005. p.11

 Maria Thorell, Elisabeth Undén, Olof Olsson. Nordic Biosphere Reserves: Experiences & Co.operation. Nordic Council of 34

Ministers. Copenhagen, 2005. p.15
34 Göran Blom. Biosphere reserves for man and nature. Naturvårdsverket, 2018. http://www.swedishepa.se/Enjoying-nature/
Protected-areas/Biosphere-reserves/ [accessed 27 Feb 2019]

 UNESCO. Biosphere Reserves - Learning Sites for Sustainable Development. http://www.unesco.org/new/en/natural-sciences/36

environment/ecological-sciences/biosphere-reserves/ [accessed 6 May 2019]

 Maria Thorell, Elisabeth Undén, Olof Olsson. Nordic Biosphere Reserves: Experiences & Co.operation. Nordic Council of 37

Ministers. Copenhagen, 2005. p.17
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aims to become a model area for sustainable development, departing from local 

initiatives and actions, leading to spreading the knowledge to similar contexts. All the 

while keeping the aspects of biodiversity, cultural heritage and recreation in the 

protected areas.  38

The area along Vindelälven is chosen by the county as a biosphere reserve because of 

its rich history, culture and nature, encapsulating all three values, and also many of the 

activities mapped in the forest chapter. The river has always been a vital area and 

transportation route for animals and humans, and traces have been found from 10 

000 years ago. It is still important as a route for the migration of reindeer, which also 

entails an important diversity, the indigenous Sami and the Swedish culture. With 

these aspects taken into consideration, the biosphere reserve, in addition to 

biodiversity and other natural values, aims to deal with notions as identity, cultural 

heritage, sustainable land use and management of resources.   39

Although the reserve is still only at the stage of 

being a candidate, the work of making the are 

more sustainable has already started. This is 

mostly done through projects, either by the 

organization of  the biosphere, or individuals with 

the organization partially or fully supporting 

economically. To ensure the projects are suitable 

for the biosphere, they have to be responding to 

the values, visions and goals of the biosphere 

reserve.  

To use biosphere reserves as part of architectural 

strategies would be beneficial because of the organization being locally rooted with 

knowledge and actors. The visions set out by the biosphere reserve serve as 

guidelines for program development, users and actors. Other parameters concerning 

focus on what parts of sustainability are also discussed, making it possible and 

important to in an early stage to take position and consider what kind of processes 

and materials that could be used. In the case of Vindelälven, much focus is put on the 

nature and culture of Västerbotten and Norrland, which then could lead to an 

architecture that has its roots in the area. 

 Vindelälven-Juhtatdahka Biosfärkandidatur. Vårt Område. https://vindelalvenjuhtatdahka.se/vart-biosfaromrade-ny/ [accessed 38

6 May 2019]

 Vindelälven-Juhtatdahka Biosfärkandidatur. Vårt Område. https://vindelalvenjuhtatdahka.se/vart-biosfaromrade-ny/ [accessed 39

6 May 2019]
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Vindelälven-Juhtatdahka 
Vision
Diversity of nature and culture as a spring for
development, experiences and quality of life

Together support, preserve and develop the
rich nature and culture to ensure possibilities
to live, experience and feel good in both the
urban and rural areas, today and in the future

Goal

Values
- Preserve and develop unique values of the area, 
and mediate the identy of the landscape to local 
inhabitants and visitors
- Support research and practice, and unite 
research findings with local knowledge and ways 
to implement it
- Practical application to social, economical and 
ecological values by implementation in projects
- Local solutions to global issues
- Common platform for researchers and practi-
tioners, governments, NGOs, companies and 
individuals
- Increase knowledge about Sami culture and 
reindeer herding
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Image 4: Aboda Klint Nature Reserve, Johanna Lindström, 2014
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Conclusion 

With the county of Västerbotten consisting of 60% forest, and only 1,3% of the land 

have being built environment, how does the future development look? Is it possible for 

rural Norrland to become more than a profitable productive landscape? With climate 

change being a big challenge for us all globally, I think it is important to take into 

consideration how forest should work in more ways than providing wood products. 

While it is better to build in wood rather than concrete since the trees absorb carbon 

dioxide instead of producing it, it is important to see the bigger picture of how these 

trees are produced, what kinds of species there are, and how the surrounding of the 

trees gets affected. Since there are alternatives to the common clear-cutting method 

and monocultural forests, those alternatives should be explored and implemented 

even more in the landscape. If the forest is supposed to be a common asset to all 

citizens in Sweden, the social values should be promoted, and if a mass extinction of 

species is happening, we should promote ecological values. Research from SLU show 

that these values can be combined with the economical aspect as well, it’s just a 

matter of a gap between knowledge and implementation, and this is where 

architecture can come to help bridge the gap. 

To be able to intervene in this context I believe it is important to understand the local 

context, history and culture, as well as understanding the existing networks on a 

regional and national scale. Since Norrland is such a vast landscape with very small 

villages, the local is very specific for each village and differs throughout the landscape, 

making it quite difficult but important to understand the roots of the place before 

intervening. The issue of depopulation in the inland does not benefit from the sizes of 

the villages since there aren’t that many people who can fight for the survival of the 

place. Combining that with the importance of the forest industry in Sweden, it is even 

more difficult since the villages are little islands in the big sea of the profitable 

production forest. 

By understanding the forest in more detail, as more than the productive landscape, we 

see that there is a great variation of activities and values that has the potential to be 

thriving in this landscape, as long as the production doesn’t take out the other values. 

This is where sustainability strategies can play an important role, to raise awareness of 

the lack of social and ecological values in production forests, and how the balance 

could be restored with different alternatives; changing policies of forest ownership, 

more members in associations promoting biodiversity, prioritizing forest issues in 

politics, and an overall interest from the public to be able to affect their own 

surrounding nature in sustainable ways. The case studies of the Vilhelmina Model 
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Forest and the extractive reserves, are departing from local initiatives, but are part of 

networks that could have a bigger national impact. My forest, our nature sets big 

pressure on the forest owners to manage their forest in the most sustainable way, and 

if the public is more involved it could be easier to collectively work towards the most 

sustainable environment we can achieve. 

The Biosphere Reserve concept also departs from the local, and is more elaborate on 

an overall strategy to deal with sustainability, and acts as a platform to gather 

different kinds of projects, but is still able to set the agenda and have a clear vision of 

where to go. Since architecture has such an impact, on people, nature and history, it 

could also have a big impact in raising the awareness of the overall strategy, as well as 

focus on specific issues in its program and architecture itself. 

When developing my own architectural project, I departed from Vindelälven-

Juhtatdahka Biosphere Reserve, to plug in to an existing network that work with 

sustainability in this context. The participation now, even before its official biosphere 

reserve status, is quite high with different sizes of projects. By proposing an 

architectural project in this landscape I wanted it to focus specifically on the forest 

since that is what the biggest part of the county consists of. Through understanding 

the imbalance of values, and the importance and progression of academia, the 

proposal is a forest research center, that exhibits new findings to the public and forest 

owners, as well as creating a common platform for sharing knowledge and 

experiences, which is mentioned in the visions for the biosphere reserve. 
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