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Key message 

A sustainable Arctic policy requires the European Union to recognise Sápmi as a coherent 
Indigenous territory and to develop its Arctic policy in partnership with Sámi communities, with 
full respect for Indigenous rights, knowledge systems and relationships to land and water. 

 

A South Sámi perspective on sustainable development, Indigenous rights and land use in 
the Arctic 

 

Summary 

This policy input presents a South Sámi perspective on the EU’s Arctic policy and emphasises 
that sustainable development in the Arctic must be grounded in Indigenous rights, knowledge 
systems and relationships to land and water. For Sámi communities, the landscape of Sápmi is 
not merely a resource but a lived cultural landscape and a living archive of language, knowledge 
and history. Nature, culture, language and traditional livelihoods are closely interconnected, 
meaning that climate policy, natural resource governance and regional development must be 
designed with respect for these relationships. 

The EU’s Arctic policy should therefore recognise Sápmi as a coherent Indigenous territory, 
ensure meaningful Sámi participation in decision-making processes in accordance with the 
principle of Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC), and integrate Sámi traditional knowledge, 
aerpimaahtoe, into policy development and natural resource governance. 

 

Introduction 

The Arctic is not only a geographical region but also a region where Indigenous peoples have 
developed societies, knowledge systems and relationships with nature over long periods of 
time. The traditional territory of the Sámi people, Sápmi, extends across several state borders 
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and includes both Arctic and sub-Arctic regions. From this perspective, Arctic policy must be 
developed with respect for Indigenous rights, knowledge systems and societal perspectives. 

This policy input presents a South Sámi perspective on the EU’s Arctic policy. A sustainable 
Arctic policy is not possible without recognising Indigenous rights, knowledge systems and 
relationships to land and water as fundamental to the region’s future development. The Arctic is 
therefore not an uninhabited resource frontier but a lived landscape where Indigenous peoples 
have developed societies, knowledge and sustainable relationships with nature over 
generations. Experiences from Åarjelsaepmie illustrate why a South Sámi perspective is 
important for the development of the EU’s Arctic policy. 

 

Sápmi and Åarjelsaepmie in an Arctic perspective 

Sápmi is the traditional territory of the Sámi people and extends across large parts of the Arctic 
and sub-Arctic regions of Northern Europe. Åarjelsaepmie represents the southernmost part of 
Sápmi and includes Sámi areas in central Norway and Sweden. 

Åarjelsaepmie clearly illustrates that the changes addressed by EU Arctic policy — climate 
change, natural resource extraction and land use — affect the whole of Sápmi, including the 
South Sámi areas. For Sámi communities, Sápmi is a lived landscape where culture, language, 
knowledge systems and traditional livelihoods have developed in close relationship with land 
and water over generations. From this perspective, the Arctic is not only a geographical region 
but also an area where Indigenous relationships with nature form a foundation for societal 
development and sustainable natural resource management. 

Climate change, increasing land-use pressures and the ongoing green transition are already 
affecting the conditions for Sámi culture, language and traditional livelihoods in Åarjelsaepmie. 
EU Arctic policy must therefore be developed in ways that are grounded in Indigenous rights, 
ensure Sámi influence in decision-making processes and recognise Sápmi as a coherent 
cultural and historical territory. 

From a South Sámi perspective, societal development rests on three fundamental principles: 
relationships with nature and land, traditional knowledge (aerpimaahtoe), and balance between 
humans, animals and nature. These principles have guided the use of resources and the 
development of communities in Sápmi for generations. 

For Sámi communities, land is not merely an economic resource but also a carrier of culture, 
language, identity and traditional knowledge. Sámi development is based on relationships 
between humans, animals, nature and landscapes, where long-term balance and responsibility 
towards future generations are fundamental principles for how resources are used and societies 
develop. 

From a Sámi perspective, Arctic policy must also be understood in relation to questions of 
power, participation and equality. Sámi perspectives have historically been underrepresented in 
regional and national policy development, which has contributed to decisions on land use and 
societal development being made without sufficient understanding of Sámi conditions. A rights-
based Arctic policy must therefore follow the principle “Nothing About Us Without Us” — 
decisions affecting Sámi communities must be made with Sámi participation and influence 
throughout the decision-making process. 
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Experiences from Åarjelsaepmie demonstrate that Sápmi is not a homogeneous region and that 
different parts of the Sámi territory have distinct conditions in terms of land use, demographics 
and societal development. In the South Sámi area, several forms of land use often overlap while 
the Sámi population is smaller and geographically dispersed. 

For the South Sámi society of Åarjelsaepmie, representation and the ability to express our 
perspectives in political processes are essential. Equal participation is not only about being 
heard but about Sámi communities having real opportunities to influence decisions affecting 
our lands, our culture and our future. Ensuring that the EU’s Arctic policy listens to and includes 
these experiences is therefore an important step towards more rights-based and sustainable 
development in the Arctic. 

 

Principles for Arctic policy from a Sámi perspective 

Sustainable development in the Arctic requires Arctic policy to be developed in accordance with 
the following principles: 

1. Indigenous rights as a foundation 

Arctic policy must be based on the recognition of Indigenous rights, including the right of the 
Sámi people to influence decisions affecting their lands, natural resources and living 
environments. 

2. Sápmi as a coherent Indigenous territory 

Political and geographical definitions of the Arctic should recognise Sápmi as a coherent 
cultural and historical territory extending across several state borders. 

3. Sámi knowledge and balance as guiding principles 

Sámi traditional knowledge and the principle of balance between humans, animals and nature 
should guide the development of Arctic policy, natural resource governance and climate 
adaptation. 

 

A Sámi perspective on sustainable development in the Arctic 

For Sámi communities in Sápmi, sustainable development cannot be reduced to climate 
targets, energy transition or economic growth. Sustainable development concerns the ability to 
maintain and develop language, culture, knowledge systems and traditional livelihoods in 
relation to land and water. 

When relationships between humans, animals and ecosystems change, this affects not only 
economic activities but also cultural continuity, language and knowledge systems. Societal 
development must therefore take place with long-term perspectives and respect for the carrying 
capacity of ecosystems and cultures. This is also a prerequisite for resilient societies in the 
Arctic. 

Sámi philosophy of life is based on a worldview in which humans, animals and nature are 
mutually dependent parts of the same system. Sustainability therefore means not only reducing 
negative impacts but living and developing in balance with nature and with responsibility 
towards future generations. 
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The EU’s Arctic policy should therefore adopt a broader understanding of sustainability in which 
ecological, cultural, social and economic dimensions are treated as mutually interdependent. 

 

Arctic policy must include the whole of Sápmi 

Political and geographical definitions of the Arctic do not always correspond to the Sámi reality. 
Sápmi forms a coherent cultural and historical territory extending across both Arctic and sub-
Arctic regions. 

Åarjelsaepmie is formally included in the EU’s Arctic policy, yet the specific conditions of the 
South Sámi region have received limited attention in the broader political discussion on the 
Arctic. For the EU’s Arctic policy to be relevant and sustainable, it must therefore be developed 
with a clearer understanding of Sápmi as a coherent Indigenous territory and with perspectives 
from the entire Sámi region, including the South Sámi areas. 

In Åarjelsaepmie, reindeer herding areas are often more affected by other forms of land use and 
are therefore more fragmented than in northern parts of Sápmi. This makes South Sámi grazing 
areas particularly sensitive to additional pressures and to changes in climate and land use. 

Experiences from Åarjelsaepmie demonstrate that Arctic changes do not only affect the 
northernmost parts of the region but the whole of Sápmi, including South Sámi areas where 
land-use pressure is often significant. 

 

Climate change threatens Sámi ways of life 

Changes in snow and weather conditions directly affect the possibilities for reindeer herding. In 
South Sámi areas, climate change has led to more frequent ice layers within the snowpack and 
increasingly unpredictable winters, which affect grazing conditions and migration routes. 

These changes affect not only economic activities but also cultural continuity and knowledge 
systems. Climate change in the Arctic is therefore also an issue of Indigenous rights and of the 
ability to maintain traditional ways of life. 

 

The green transition must not take place at the expense of Indigenous peoples 

For Sámi communities, land forms the foundation of culture, language, knowledge systems and 
traditional livelihoods. Land is more than a resource for reindeer herding. The landscape of 
Sápmi is a lived cultural landscape where nature, culture and society are closely 
interconnected. Land and water are not only grazing areas but also homes, cultural 
environments and places where language, traditional knowledge and historical experiences 
have developed over generations. 

The landscape also functions as a living archive of Sámi history and knowledge, where place 
names, cultural traces and land use practices carry the stories of earlier generations. When 
landscapes change through different forms of exploitation, this therefore affects not only the 
conditions for reindeer herding but also cultural heritage, identity and the transmission of 
traditional knowledge between generations. 
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From a Sámi perspective, it is therefore crucial that the Arctic and Sápmi are not primarily 
viewed as new resource frontiers for energy and raw material extraction. Long-term stability and 
security in the Arctic cannot be understood solely in terms of geopolitics or resource supply. It 
also depends on viable local communities, functioning ecosystems and respect for Indigenous 
rights and ways of life. 

Against this background, the development of EU policies on critical raw materials and strategic 
natural resources is of particular importance for Sápmi. 

The EU’s increasing focus on critical raw materials, strategic natural resources and energy 
supply is generating growing interest in exploration and potential extraction of minerals and 
other natural resources in Arctic and sub-Arctic areas. This takes place, among other things, 
within the framework of the EU’s policies on strategic autonomy and critical raw materials. In 
Sápmi, including Åarjelsaepmie, this risks increasing pressure on Sámi lands and ecosystems. 

At the same time, many Sámi lands are already affected by other forms of land use. In large parts 
of Åarjelsaepmie, forestry, tourism and outdoor recreation play particularly significant roles. 

In Sámi areas, forest landscapes are crucial for winter grazing in reindeer husbandry, which 
makes changes in forest structure and land use particularly significant. For reindeer herding in 
South Sámi areas, boreal forests containing arboreal lichen and ground lichen are essential for 
winter grazing. Changes in forest structure caused by intensive forestry can therefore directly 
affect the ability of reindeer herding to maintain functioning winter grazing areas. 

In large parts of Åarjelsaepmie, forestry is one of the most extensive forms of land use. Intensive 
forestry may affect the availability of lichens, alter forest structures and contribute to the 
fragmentation of grazing lands. For reindeer herding, this results in poorer winter grazing 
conditions and increased difficulty in maintaining migration routes. 

In Åarjelsaepmie, reindeer herding is a central form of land use in the mountain landscape 
during the snow-free season and depends on access to continuous grazing areas and grazing 
peace for the reindeer. 

Tourism and outdoor recreation are important activities in the region but may also affect the 
ability of reindeer herding to use these lands, particularly during sensitive periods such as 
calving and migration between grazing areas. Jämtland Härjedalen is one of Sweden’s largest 
mountain tourism regions, with extensive hiking tourism, skiing and recurring mountain events. 
The increasing use of mountain areas during both winter and summer seasons may lead to 
disturbances for reindeer during sensitive periods, particularly during calving and migration 
between grazing areas. 

At the same time, there are examples of how dialogue between tourism actors and Sámi 
reindeer herding communities can improve consideration for reindeer husbandry. In the 
mountains of Jämtland, cooperation between the Swedish Tourist Association (STF) and Sámi 
reindeer herding communities has led to adjustments in activities and visitor information in 
areas such as the Triangle Trail (Triangelleden). The aim has been to reduce disturbances to 
reindeer herding while maintaining opportunities for outdoor recreation in the mountains. 

These experiences demonstrate that Sámi knowledge and local dialogue can contribute to 
solutions that reduce conflicts arising when different forms of land use intersect within reindeer 
herding landscapes, thereby supporting a more sustainable use of mountain landscapes. 
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Major transport corridors also affect Sámi cultural landscapes. The east–west transport corridor 
along the European road E14 and the Mittbanan railway, together with the north–south corridors 
along E45 and the Inland Railway (Inlandsbanan), pass through Åarjelsaepmie and cut across 
reindeer grazing areas on the Swedish side of Sápmi. 

Together, these transport corridors create barrier effects in the landscape and affect the ability 
of reindeer herding to use grazing lands and maintain migration routes between seasonal grazing 
areas. 

As transport infrastructure in northern Europe becomes increasingly important for regional 
development, cross-border transport and preparedness considerations, increased traffic and 
further development of these corridors are also being discussed. Such developments may have 
significant consequences for reindeer herding and other traditional Sámi livelihoods. 

Planning and development of transport infrastructure in Arctic and sub-Arctic regions must 
therefore take into account Sámi rights, the need for continuous landscapes for reindeer herding 
and the cumulative effects that arise when several forms of land use interact. 

Åarjelsaepmie also contains a growing number of wind power installations, with additional 
projects planned. Wind power developments often involve roads, technical installations and 
changes in land use in landscapes that are important for winter grazing. 

The expansion of wind power is also often followed by new power lines and upgrades of the 
electricity grid in order to transport electricity from production areas to other parts of the 
country. Such energy infrastructure may affect the ability of reindeer herding to use grazing areas 
and maintain migration routes between seasonal grazing lands. 

In many Sámi areas, impacts occur through several forms of land use simultaneously: forestry, 
transport infrastructure, tourism, energy development such as wind power and power lines, 
mining activities and other forms of exploitation. 

The combined effect of these pressures may gradually alter the functioning of the landscape and 
thereby the conditions for reindeer herding and other traditional Sámi livelihoods. 

In Åarjelsaepmie, reindeer herding areas are often more fragmented than in northern parts of 
Sápmi, making them particularly sensitive to additional pressures. Impacts often arise through a 
growing number of projects in the form of forestry, tourism and outdoor recreation, energy 
development and other infrastructure. 

Each individual intervention may appear limited, but together they can lead to fragmentation of 
grazing lands, disturbances along migration routes and cumulative effects that gradually 
undermine the conditions for reindeer herding and other traditional Sámi livelihoods in the 
region. 

The green transition and the development of renewable energy must therefore be carried out in 
ways that do not undermine the conditions for Sámi livelihoods and ways of life. 

The EU’s Arctic policy must ensure that development in the region takes place with respect for 
Indigenous rights and that decisions on land use and natural resources take account of 
cumulative effects on Sámi lands, reindeer herding and traditional livelihoods. 
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Long-term stability and sustainable development in the Arctic require that Indigenous rights, 
knowledge systems and relationships to land and water are respected and integrated into the 
design of regional policies and resource governance. 

 

Sámi institutions must be equal partners 

An Indigenous perspective in Arctic policy cannot be reduced to consultation. Sámi 
organisations and institutions must be equal partners in the design of Arctic policy and in 
decisions concerning land use, natural resources and societal development in Sápmi. 

This requires decision-making processes to follow the principle of Free, Prior and Informed 
Consent (FPIC) in matters affecting Sámi lands, natural resources and traditional livelihoods. 

Historically, Sámi perspectives have often been absent from regional development strategies, 
contributing to decisions being made without sufficient understanding of Sámi conditions. 

Sustainable development in Sápmi therefore requires that Sámi communities are given real 
opportunities to define development goals and priorities. 

Arctic policy must therefore aim to achieve real equality between Indigenous peoples and 
majority societies, where Sámi institutions are not merely consulted but participate as equal 
actors in decision-making processes. 

 

Aerpimaahtoe in policy and planning 

Sámi traditional knowledge, aerpimaahtoe, is both a knowledge system and a process through 
which knowledge is developed and transmitted between generations. 

It is based on long-term observations of natural cycles, ecosystem dynamics and relationships 
between humans, animals and landscapes. 

Sámi traditional knowledge is not only historical experience but a living knowledge tradition that 
combines the experiences of generations with contemporary innovation and development. It 
therefore constitutes an important source of knowledge for societal development, sustainable 
natural resource management and climate adaptation in the Arctic. 

Aerpimaahtoe should therefore not be regarded merely as a complement to scientific 
knowledge but as part of the principles guiding decision-making and natural resource 
governance in Sápmi. 

Integrating aerpimaahtoe into policy and planning strengthens work on biodiversity, climate 
adaptation and sustainable natural resource management in the Arctic. 

In the Sámi languages, there are also concepts and descriptions of natural conditions that have 
no direct equivalents in other languages. Sámi traditional livelihoods, languages and culture are 
closely connected to the land. 

In Åarjelsaepmie, the South Sámi language is particularly vulnerable. Changes in land use 
therefore also affect cultural heritage, language and knowledge systems. 
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The EU’s Arctic policy should therefore contribute to ensuring that development in Arctic regions 
takes place with respect for Indigenous rights and that project assessments consider 
cumulative effects as well as Sámi land use, culture and traditional Sámi livelihoods. 

 

Policy implications for EU Arctic policy 

From a South Sámi perspective, the EU’s Arctic policy should in particular: 

• Recognise Sápmi as a coherent Indigenous territory, including the South Sámi parts of 
the region. 

• Ensure meaningful Indigenous participation in decision-making processes in 
accordance with the principle of Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC). 

• Strengthen requirements for assessing cumulative effects when developing energy 
projects, infrastructure and the extraction of strategic natural resources in Sámi areas. 

• Ensure that Sámi representatives from different parts of Sápmi, including South Sámi 
areas, are provided with stable and structured opportunities to participate as equal 
partners in the development of the EU’s Arctic policy. 

A rights-based and sustainable development in the Arctic is not possible unless Indigenous 
knowledge systems, societal structures and relationships to land and water are recognised as 
fundamental principles guiding development in the region. 

 

 


