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D3.2 History of animal husbandry in CHARTER study area 

 
By A. Marin, J.T. Eronen, B. Forbes, J.O. Habeck, T. Horstkotte, K.V. Istomin, T.  Komu, 

R.I. Laptander, M.A. Manninen, S. Rasmus, M.N.Sara, H. Tømmervik, T. Valtonen  
 
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 

The present report outlines a brief history of animal husbandry in the 

CHARTER study area. The majority of the geographical areas where CHARTER 

research is being conducted are represented herein, with insights from sub-arctic 

regions of Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Russia. The type of animal husbandry we 

present is by and large reindeer herding, while some references are being made in 

passing to other types of livestock kept in the region (e.g. sheep and cattle). This is 

because reindeer herding is very important economically, and socio-culturally, for 

many local communities. More importantly, compared to animal husbandry based on 

sheep, goat or cattle, reindeer husbandry is much more tightly connected to the 

environmental dynamics in the region, and in particular to changes in biodiversity 

and climate. 

The aim of this report is to provide a brief synopsis of the history of animal 

husbandry over the last 300 years for selected regions in Fennoscandia and northwest 

Russia, with a special emphasis on the dynamics between reindeer herding and the 

environment it operates within. We take such a long durée perspective with the aim to 

tease out major types of relations between the livelihood and the environment herd size, 

how they have endured and changed, and under which circumstances the integrated 

socio-ecological systems (SESs) of reindeer husbandry are (and have been) more resilient 

to pressures. We do so in order to draw lessons for the current situation these systems 

have to face, whereby an increase in the frequency and intensity of detrimental weather 

events is becoming a reality throughout the region, while at the same time changes in 
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terrestrial and aquatic biodiversity is taking place in the region, and major social, 

economic, and political dynamics are setting the context, often with detrimental effects 

for the practitioners or reindeer herding. At the same time, reindeer husbandry is, or at 

least has the potential, to play an active role in determining environmental dynamics (e.g. 

changes in vegetation, permafrost, microclimates etc.) at local or even regional scale.  

In performing this large-scale synthesis, we aim to contribute to the larger research 

objectives of CHARTER: 

1) Work with Arctic communities to co-develop strategies and policy pathways for 

locally and regionally critical livelihoods, including herding, hunting and fishing, that 

reflect, and enhance adaptation to, the changing Arctic. 

2) Project, and simulate the effects of social-ecological changes for linked indigenous 

and local communities and traditional livelihoods sharing the affected territories, 

especially herding and hunting of large semi-domesticated and wild ungulate herds. 

3) Understand the responses of Arctic terrestrial systems to changes in the 

cryosphere (e.g. permafrost, snow and sea ice cover, and rain-on-snow (ROS) 

events), biodiversity and their feedbacks and interactions, using observations at 

decadal, centennial, and recent time scales. 

More specifically, our implicit argument is that the historical analysis outlined 

here allows us to understand the conditions under which critical livelihoods like 

reindeer herding increase their ability to withstand negative change and take 

advantage of new opportunities.  

Although this synthesis is by necessity granular and inexhaustive, we find that 

by focusing on specific directions of inquiry, we are able to draw fruitful comparisons 

across cases. The three direction of inquiry we chose to focus on here derive from the 

interdisciplinary field of studies environmental history, where they are often referred 

to as clusters of issues (Worster 1988), 1) the natural history of the environments in 

question, 2) a history of land use (how people use these environments), and 3) a 
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history of the ideas people hold about the environments at particular points in time. 

Much of our attention focuses on the latter two analytical level because the academic 

strength among the authors is within the social sciences. However, we draw on the 

competence of some of the co-authors and wider competence in the CHARTER 

project, as well as literature reviews, to outline important elements of the natural 

history of the environments in question. While we briefly refer to earlier history, the 

temporal scale we focus on are the last 300 years (going back to the early 1700s). 

This allows us to present major socio-ecological changes in the region, including the 

transition from hunting to herding and the earliest documentation of large-scale 

reindeer pastoralism. Emphasis is however placed on specific periods and turning 

points in this history: for Russia/Soviet Union centered around the 1850s, 1930s and 

the period after WW2, while for Fennoscandia the mid-1800s marking border closing 

and treaties for cross border migration, post-WW2 social changes, and the 

technological ‘revolution’ marked by the mechanization of herding after 1960s.  

In general, we focus analytically on how reindeer herders are influenced by 

and influence in turn their social and environmental circumstances? In order to do so 

we look specifically in more detail into different historical changes in herding 

practices, property rights and pasture management systems, based on published and 

archival sources, as well as our own primary data based on interviews, oral histories, 

and participant observations among reindeer herding communities. In keeping with 

the CHARTER overall strategy of enhanced co-production of knowledge between 

researchers and locals, we pay enhanced attention to input from reindeer herders and 

indigenous scholars for particular circumstances that they themselves identify as 

turning points or changes (environmental and social) of particular relevance to this 

history. 

The following section discusses historical developments of animal husbandry 

as reindeer herding socio-ecological systems in four case studies corresponding to 
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the current territories of Norway, Sweden, Finland and Russia. We subsequently turn 

to a discussion of the lessons we can draw across these cases, and a conclusion on 

what knowledge and impetus these lessons may contribute to current and future 

development strategies and policy pathways in the CHARTER study area.  
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2. CASE STUDIES 

 

2.1. NORWAY (A. Marin, H. Tømmervik & M.N. Sara) 

 

This section covers the history of reindeer herding in the regions of Norway where 

reindeer herding is most prominent: Finnmark, Troms, Nordland, Trøndelag and 

Innlandet- see Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1. Map of Norway with the regions discussed in the section: Finnmark (1), 
Troms (2), Nordland (3) Trøndelag (4) and Innlandet (5). (Source: The Norwegian 

Mapping Authority- Kartverket (Creative Commons Attribution ShareAlike 3.0); 
edited: A. Marin). 
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Reindeer (Rangifer tarandus) have been used by Arctic indigenous peoples for 

food and other subsistence since the last glaciation (Kofinas et al. 2013).  The origins 

of reindeer herding in Norway are still a matter of academic debate. Archaeological 

evidence shows that a kind of semi-nomadism1 or reindeer herding started as early 

as about 500 AD (Mulk 1987). The broadly accepted historiography, despite 

variations of opinion, is that a long transition occurred between 850-1050 AD from 

mobile hunter-gatherer livelihoods and social organizations, toward more 

widespread and intensive reindeer domestication around the 17th century and that 

these transition processes were similar across Fennoscandia, Russia and Mongolia 

(Bergman et al. 2013). Subsequently different forms of more or less intensive 

reindeer herding, with herds of different sizes are documented across this vast 

region. Reindeer were kept for various purposes: as decoy reindeer to catch wild 

reindeer, as driving reindeer and later as dairy animals (Vorren 1980, Lundmark 

2007). Initially, only a few animals were kept for a long period of time, and probably 

they were far tamer than the semi-domestic reindeer of our time.  

In the North of Norway, the social and territorial organization among the 

North Saami has revolved around the concept of siida, a concept denoting either the 

encampment of people and reindeer (“boplass” or “reinby”), or the herding work unit 

(“arbeidslag”). The concept is document from around 1550 in taxation lists 

concerning Saami living along the coast in today’s Sweden, and the names are 

organized according to the different “villages” (byer) to which the taxpayers 

belonged. These socio-territorial units were what is usually referred to as veidesiida2 

(Vorren 1978) and their economy was based on fishing, hunting (especially of wild 

reindeer) and sheep rearing. It was not until the 18th century, reindeer pastoralism 

                                                        
1 The terms nomadic, nomad etc. are obsolete and sometime misleading. We use them in this report for 
their intuitive suggestive value in popular speech and define them to broadly denote mobile husbandry of 
livestock, or pastoralism. 
2 The term veide is used in Norwegian more broadly to denote early hunter-gatherer social organization. 
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became widespread among the Saami, during which time the siida became 

synonymous with “a particular group of people who camp, work and migrate together 

and also the reindeer owned and herded by these people” (Pehrson 1964:4).  

The transition from hunting reindeer to keeping large numbers of them is 

somewhat contested. The earliest documentary evidence we have concerning 

reindeer domestication are the records of the travels of the Norse chieftain 

Ottar/Ohthere to the West Saxon King Alfred in 890. In this Ottar is referred to as a 

rich man by virtue of his possession of ‘wild animals’ (wildrum3), and that at the time 

of his visit he had 600 ‘domesticated animals’ (tamra deora) which were unsold, 

animals which are called ‘reindeer’ (hranas), of which 6 are called ‘stæl reindeer’ 

(stælhranas) and which are ‘very valuable among the Finnas, since they catch the wild 

reindeer (wildan hranas) with them’ (Bately & Englert 2007, pp. 45-46). These three 

words seem to mirror the distinction made by North Sámi speakers and especially 

reindeer herders between wild reindeer (goddi) and ‘semi-domesticated’ reindeer 

(boazu) /. It is impossible to know with confidence what the term stæl reindeer 

denoted, or what words Ohthere or ‘the Finnas’ (Saami) would have used, but the 

linguistic analysis points to the term likely denoting castrated ox reindeer (North 

Sámi: heargi) kept for transportation.  

Reindeer have been under some form of domestication for a long time. Draft 

working reindeer have been dated to as early as 1300 (Salmi et al. 2021), and a clear 

shift in the intensity of the interaction and scale of operations seems to have occurred 

some time in the 1500s when more intense herding (and milking) and large herds are 

documented.  

Although we cannot attribute such livelihood changes to the environment 

directly, Fennoscandia did witness some environmental changes around the same 

                                                        
3 The original account was written in Latin, translated anonymously into Old English in the early 10th 
century. 
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time. In a reconstruction of summer temperatures based on tree rings analyses, Briffa 

and colleagues (1990, 1992) found that in Northernmost Sweden (around 

Torneträsk), the general cooling period of the Northern Hemisphere known as the 

Little Ice Age (LIA) was in fact a succession of cold periods the last of which occurred 

between 1570-1750 which was quickly followed by a warm period. The two decades 

between 1750-1770 were in fact the warmest for the whole 1400 years under 

investigation (500-1990 AD) (Brifa et al. 1990). Nesje and Dahl (2003) use records of 

glacier extents to show that around the same time (early 18th century), in Southern 

Norway, not only summer but also winters were unusually warm and wet, due to a 

prevailing ‘positive North Atlantic Oscillation (NAO) weather mode’ (p. 142).  

This environmental evidence, although not decisive in explaining the 

emergence and transformations of reindeer herding in the region, helps us 

understand better the patterns of land use and the array of possibilities and 

limitations reindeer herders may have had at different points in time. Some 

environmental contexts seem to be stable for long periods of time only to change 

abruptly in the space of a few decades, while other large-scale patterns persist for 

many centuries. While summer temperatures presented large spatial and temporal 

variation at decadal scale (Matthews & Briffa 2005) the influence of Arctic Oscillation 

on summer drought in the Siberian subarctic, which seems to have persisted for 

almost 1500 years (Sidorova et al. 2021). 

Receding attention to hunting from the 1600s has been often attributed to 

excessive hunting of the wild reindeer. Although the evidence pointing to large scale 

extirpation of wild reindeer around the time of consolidation of pastoralism is 

generally accepted, we can only assume that it was because wild reindeer populations 

were significantly reduced and fragmented in the 16-17th centuries, that pastoralism 

emerged (Røed et al 2018). What we do know quite certainly is that a period of 

intensive herding ensued in the 1600s followed in many parts of Fennoscandia by an 
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increase in the size of the herds. Although the patterns of resources use and migration 

varied across the region, in the Northern part of Norway (the county of Finnmark), 

these land use patterns of the Saami appear to continue the previous migrations 

between the coast in the summer and the inland during winter.  

At least from the middle of the 1800s the patterns of land use are intimately 

connected with changes in the socio-political contexts in which the reindeer 

pastoralist systems operate. More specifically, (geo)political and ideological interests 

connected to the (emergent) Norwegian state are of particular relevance. Sara and 

colleagues (2016) identify four distinct periods along these lines. The first, started 

around the 1850 and was largely defined by the international, geopolitical interests. 

The migration patterns of the reindeer keeping Saami at the time was seen as a 

national security problem in Norway. A series of national borders were being 

redrawn and rendered if not impermeable very difficult to cross. In 1852 Finland4 

closed the border for herders coming from the Norwegian side, and in 1889 the 

border to Sweden was also closed for Norwegian Saami who moved illegally through 

Finland (Sara et al. 2016). The Swedish Saami who used areas in Troms County were 

seen as a problem for the emerging agriculture in the area, a problem solved by 

Sweden and Norway by implementation of the so-called Fælleslappeloven (Common 

Saami Law) in 1883 which aimed to regulate this migration pattern. Importantly, the 

rights and migration patterns of the Saami were an essential element of the 

negotiations around the dissolution of the Union between Sweden and Norway, and 

the declaration of independence of the latter in 1905. The ideas governing rights and 

regulations concerning reindeer herding were thus heavily influenced by Norwegian 

nationalism, nation building, security and geopolitical interests. There is some 

evidence of severe losses of reindeer around 1830, and a rapid increase subsequently, 

                                                        
4 The Grand Duchy of Finland was part of the Russian Empire, it was in effect the latter which decided to 
close the border.  
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alluding to a favorable climatic period during the 1830s. At the same time, we register 

an increased interest in counting reindeer and herders on the part of the authorities 

and by the end of the century, requirements to register migration to specific districts. 

With this increased bureaucratization and administrative control, the second 

stage can be identified, one characterized by the tension between agricultural 

interests and reindeer pastoralism. Starting from the Common Saami Law of 1883 

summer pastures in Troms are being divided into districts and herders are required 

to register who and how many reindeer moved to which districts. This was 

presumably done in order to be able to trace who grazed their animals outside their 

allowed tracts and be fined if they caused damage to sedentary agriculture. The 

motivation became formalized in the official communication from the Saami 

Commission (Lappekomisjonen), who declares no less than that reindeer herding is a 

relict of the past which functions as “hindrance to better justified and purposeful 

social interests” (Sara et al. 2016, p. 55). This attitude is perpetuated and made 

implicit in the 1933 Reindeer Herding Law, At least one member of the Commission 

made these ideas explicit in referring to reindeer herding as inevitably doomed to be 

replaced by agriculture on account of ‘the implacable law of development’ (ibid.).  

After the Second World War the reconstruction of the Norwegian society, and 

of Finnmark in particular, initiated a period guided by new ideas. This time the focus 

was on including the Saami reindeer herders into the Welfare State. Although the 

standard of living improved considerably in Norway after the war, it was generally 

perceived that the Saami and in particular reindeer herders, did not benefit from this 

improvement. What was more, there also seemed to be high inequality among the 

herders, something that indicated a problem in the contemporary ideology. As a 

result, armed with the arguments of social and economic equality, the Norwegian 

state saw as its legitimate duty to act on behalf of the herders. A complex system of 

laws, regulations and political negotiations was being gradually put in place to include 
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what was perceived as the last ‘professional group’, the reindeer herders, into the 

state apparatus just like farmers and fishers before. This led to a system that 

regulated down to minute details the number of reindeer allowed in each district, 

who could be a herder, timings and locations of migration routes, etc. This situation 

lasted until the end of the 1970s at which time the regulatory apparatus was 

formalized in a new Reindeer Herding Law, in 1978.  

From the 1980s on reindeer pastoralism in Norway enters the most recent 

phase according to Sara and colleagues (2016), and one which continues today. In this 

period, the framing ideas are centered around the goal of environmental protection.  

The concern with environmental degradation of vegetation connected to grazing and 

trampling by too many reindeer frames both regulations and ideological arguments 

in this period. Combined with an increase in reindeer numbers (which incidentally 

mirrors the same development in Finland and Sweden despite significantly different 

land use systems- see Helle & Kojola 2006) for state regulations aimed at averting 

environmental degradation have become all encompassing. In addition, these 

concerns are also illustrated by the reintroduction and strict management of 

predators in the area and the increase in protected areas, indicates a primary concern 

with protecting biodiversity conservation that is often in opposition with the interest 

and views of the reindeer herders. 

Reindeer husbandry in the counties Troms, Nordland, and the South Sápmi 

areas in Trøndelag and Innlandet developed somewhat differently from the system 

further North in Finnmark, due to different natural conditions. In some areas in 

Nordland, the practice of reindeer husbandry evolved in the same manner as in 

Finnmark, i.e. a development of the ancient Sea-Saami culture to reindeer husbandry 

(Vorren 1980). However, in other areas it was rather the mountain Saami from 

Sweden who settled permanently in Norway and, as a result, an intensive reindeer 

husbandry economy with small herds for meat and milk appeared during the second 



 

 

 
 
 

          

 

 

15 
 

half of the 1700s (Ruong 1954, Falkenberg 1985, Vorren 1998). Their practice of 

reindeer husbandry was nomadic around the 1700s, with regular seasonal 

migrations. Their migration patterns were due to the strong variations in the natural 

conditions which were somewhat different from those pursued by the mountain 

Saami further north. Seasonal pasture use is based on both long and short migrations 

(Kalstad 1982). Unlike in the North, where winter pastures are inland, here the most 

dependable winter pastures were found along the coast of northern Norway 

including Helgeland and Trøndelag, and on the islands along the coast where ice and 

snow conditions were the most favorable. Here, a system of rotation (annual shift of 

winter grazing areas) also appeared in order to have always fresh and good lichen 

pastures (Drake 1918, Vorren 1998) a system also found other places in Sápmi 

(Ruong 1954, Vorren 1980). The number of reindeer in the different herds in the 

coastal areas were limited since the especially the winter grazing areas were limited.    

However, some districts in Nordland found winter pastures in Swedish territories as 

far as the coast of Bothnian Bay and such migrations continue today (e.g. Byrkije 

reindeer herding district in Norway). 

Between the 18th and 20th centuries, intensively managed reindeer husbandry 

with milking and cheese production (Ruong 1954, Lundmark 2007) was dominant. 

This kind of intensive herding often resulted in diseases that killed vast majorities of 

the herds (Riseth et al. 2020). This continued until the early 20th century when 

extensive reindeer husbandry with larger herds emerged (Ruong 1954), a change 

interpreted by some as a strategic measure to avoid disease (Ruong 1954, Riseth et 

al. 2020)  

These migrations have become considerably limited in our days and reindeer 

husbandry has become more stationary in some locations, while almost all reindeer 

owners have a permanent residence. The development of reindeer husbandry the 

20th century has been regionally diverse as a result of geography, topography, climate 
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and the effects of national state policies, international agreements and international 

border closures in Fennoscandia (Riseth et al. 2016). In addition, due to state 

regulations the reindeer Saami and reindeer herding districts in the counties 

Nordland, Trøndelag and Innlandet have lost significant grazing areas since the 1880s 

to farming and forestry (Falkenberg 1985, Vorren 1998, Fjellheim 2005).     

During the 20th century, the reindeer husbandry went through several 

transformations (Hovelsrud et al. 2021). Firstly, there was a shift from subsistence 

economy based on reindeer meat and milk, towards a market economy based on meat 

production. Secondly, a general modernization5 occurred in the first half of the 

century, including ordinary schooling for children and family, hence families had to 

change their dwellings from traditional turf-huts (goahti) and tents (lávvo) to 

ordinary wooden houses like farmers or ordinary Norwegians. Thirdly, a change 

towards increased motorization with snowmobiles, cars and ATV commenced in the 

1960s. Migration by swimming the reindeer to the islands on the coast (Vorren 1998) 

was changed to transportation by ferries or trucks, however, such swimming may 

exist today. In suitable landscapes ATV’s, motorbikes, helicopters were increasingly 

utilized for gathering the herds and trucks for transportation of animals between 

seasonal grazing areas.  

During the last decades increased encroachment and loss of pastures and 

climate change affected the reindeer husbandry. Contemporary reindeer herders are, 

in addition to the effects of natural variability, increasingly feeling the impacts from 

climate change (Riseth et al. 2020, Hovelsrud et al. 2021). Combined, these factors 

significantly contribute to the direct and indirect loss of grazing land for their animals 

(Hovelsrud et al 2021). During the last half-century, these regions have experienced 

temperature increases of 0.3–1.0o C per decade, particularly during the winter and 

                                                        
5 From an indigenous perspective the term ‘modernization’ is disputed and contested. In particular the 
schooling system entailed a traumatic process of forced cultural assimilation whose negative effects are 
currently acknowledged and addressed through a national Commission for Truth and Reconciliation.  
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spring seasons (Vikhamar-Schuler et al. 2016, IPCC 2019). Reindeer herders have 

been and are still dependent upon their traditional knowledge (TK) concerning all 

aspects of their environment, as well as their adaptation skills for their livelihood and 

survival (Guttorm 2011). This includes the knowledge and skills in evaluating 

environmental conditions, climatic change, and clinical signs of the animals to 

prevent disease by adaptive actions. The challenge, however, is to cope with the 

simultaneous combination of pressures brought by loss of pastures, national 

regulations, international conventions, and climatic change.   

 

 

 

  

2.2 SWEDEN (T. Horstkotte) 

 

Early Saami livelihoods combined hunting of wild reindeer and fur animals, fishing, 

gathering with small-scale reindeer herding for subsistence and for paying taxes. 

From the 17th century onwards, reindeer husbandry gradually increased in economic 

and cultural importance, driven in parts by an increasing population size in Northern 

Sweden (Tegengren 1952).  By paying taxes for the lands held by Saami families 

(Lappskatteland), delineated by customary boundaries, to the Kingdom of Sweden-

Finland, the Saami secured private ownership of these lands, for example in court 

cases involving conflicts with farmers (Korpijaakko-Labba 1994).  

As reindeer husbandry increased in economic and cultural importance, also 

herd size increased and early pastoralists adapted to the seasonal migration of 

reindeer, changing the spatial and temporal collaboration between herding families. 

When Sweden engaged in wars in continental Europe in the 1600s, new taxes in form 
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of reindeer meat furthered the increase in herd sizes and reindeer husbandry as a 

dominating livelihood began to spread (Lundmark 1998).  

As the Swedish Crown sought to encourage the colonization and cultivation of 

northern Sweden, tax reliefs were granted to settlers. In 1766, the Lapland border 

(Lappmarksgränsen) was drawn in northern parts of the present Swedish reindeer 

herding area (see Figure 2). Its purpose was to protect the reindeer herders’ rights 

and livelihoods, such as fishing and hunting, from ingression by these settlers, as well 

as to identify who had to pay what form of taxes to the Swedish Crown (Lundmark 

2008). West of that border, no farms were to be established on the taxed Saami lands 

without the consent of the respective Saami landowner. Despite conflicts arising 

between settled farmers and reindeer herders from this time, co-existence and 

reciprocity between these livelihoods also occurred (SOU 2006:17). 

In 1867, a second border, called the Cultivation Border (Odlingsgränsen), was 

drawn first provisionally, enacted by the Swedish Parliament in 1873, and finalized 

in 1890. Any land West of this border was reserved for Saami livelihoods. The border 

approximately separated the forested lowlands from the mountainous areas - in other 

words, areas where agriculture was still possible or not. The ownership rights to the 

reindeer grazing lands by the Saami were confirmed, and no new settlements were to 

be established beyond this border. Reindeer herders had the right to graze their 

reindeer west of the cultivation border all year, and graze them east of the border 

during winter (October – April). Forest reindeer herding was permitted beyond (i.e. 

further East) the cultivation border year-round where it had been customarily 

practiced. This is still the case today. In Jämtland and Härjedalen, a similar legislation 

was adopted in form of the “renbetesfjällen” (reindeer grazing mountains). Jämtland 

had been under Norwegian rule until 1654, and thus was under several different 

jurisdictions (Strömgren 2015). In the early 20th century, Saami herders argued for 

mixed livelihoods by combining farming with reindeer husbandry even west of the 
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cultivation border, including the right to build farms. However, this was rejected by 

the Swedish government, which aimed at keeping “Saami livelihoods” separate from 

“Swedish settler livelihoods” (Lundmark 2002).  

 

 
 

Figure 2. Reindeer herding area in Sweden, including seasonal grazing areas and 
the Lapland and Cultivation borders (design: Tim Horstkotte) 
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In 1883, as noted, Norway and Sweden agreed upon a legislation 

(Fælleslappeloven) that limited the access by herders from Sweden to graze their 

reindeer at the Norwegian coast. This restriction in access has been reformed several 

times, and in parts, remains unresolved to this day (see below).  

The first Swedish Reindeer Husbandry Act was enacted in 1886 and gave the 

sole privilege of reindeer husbandry to the Saami. At the same time, the Act declared 

the traditional Saami lands as property of the Swedish Crown, which was later seen 

as having no legal support (Lundmark 2008, Össbo & Lantto 2011). The Act 

established ‘Lappbyar’6 (today Saami village or herding district), a division of the land 

particularly reserved for Saami land use and comprising several taxed lands held by 

individual Saami families (SOU 2006, SFS 1886:38, § 5.). One reason to establish these 

‘villages’ was to hold reindeer herders liable for damage by reindeer on farmlands 

(Labba 2016). Furthermore, the Act established the conception of “ideal” reindeer 

herding practices, i.e. a nomadic livelihood, which was seen as necessary for the 

cultural survival of the Saami (Lantto & Mörkenstam 2008). At the same time, the idea 

that Saami livelihoods were at a lower cultural level compared to sedentary 

agriculture arose, entailing that Saami were not suited for a Swedish sedentary 

lifestyle (Lundmark 2008:152). The paternalistic efforts to prohibit Saami from 

adopting Swedish culture was seen as a necessary effort for their survival, known as 

the “Lapp shall remain Lapp” politics (Lantto 2004). 

The revised division into villages in the 19th century did not fully respect the 

land ownership codified in the taxed land (Lappskatteland), nor did it reflect the 

customary divisions into Lappbyar that had been documented since the 16th century 

(Lantto & Mörkenstam 2008). However, their formalization collectivized the right to 

own and herd reindeer for the members of a Lapp village (SOU 2006). The same is 

                                                        
6 The term ‘lapp’, while being historically accurate, is also (and has been historically) derogatory for the 
Saami identity. We use the term reluctantly, only where historical accuracy and formal precision are 
deemed important. 
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still valid in the current Act (1971), in which the use of the grazing area with a herding 

district is for “the common needs” of its members (Reindeer Husbandry Act 1971: 

§15). As a consequence, there was (and is) no legislative recognition of siida customs, 

which in some areas may contribute to internal tensions up to the present (Allard 

2016). Nonetheless, the siida and associated norms still fulfil an important function, 

in particular on winter grazing areas. The Act of 1886 confirmed Saami winter grazing 

rights, based on prescription from time immemorial (urminnes hävd) on private land 

east of the cultivation border (Strömgren 2015).  

The previous office of “Lapp bailiffs”, i.e. Swedish government officials, 

responsible for collecting taxes from the Saami population since the Middle Ages, was 

reformed to supervise the Lapp villages – the so-called Lapp Administration. Lapp 

bailiffs oversaw the implementation of laws and regulations concerning the rights 

and responsibilities of reindeer herders, as well as of farmers (Össbo & Lantto 2011). 

The office grew from the 1910 onwards to exercise authority over Saami affairs 

(Lantto 2014). When Saami resistance gained momentum from the early 20th century 

onwards, the Lapp Administration was abolished in 1971 (Lantto 2014). Today, a unit 

within each county administration board handles topics related to reindeer 

husbandry, such as the implementation of maximum permitted reindeer numbers per 

herding district. 

The Reindeer Husbandry Act was revised in 1898. It abolished the rights of 

farmers to own reindeer (herded by Saami herders) in Västerbotten and Jämtland 

County, and thus deteriorated the relationships between farmers and reindeer 

herders (Nordin 2002). In the northern reindeer herding area, the former taxed lands 

now lost all former significance regarding ownership rights (SOU 2006). At the same 

time, additional environmental stressors hit reindeer herders. In 1896, diseases 

decimated reindeer herds severely, followed by difficult grazing winters in 1897 – 

1898 and high predation pressure (Samefolkets egen tidsskrift, SET 1930/4). 
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Border closures between Norway, Sweden, and Russia-Finland in the late 19th 

century (see above), caused by unresolved geo-political conflicts, restricted the 

spatial flexibility of seasonal migrations in the northernmost areas of the Swedish 

reindeer herding area. As herd sizes had been growing during the previous decades, 

the loss of customary grazing areas on the Norwegian coast increased the grazing 

pressure in Northernmost Sweden even further, and alarmed both reindeer herders 

and authorities (Aarseth 1989). To release grazing pressure, state authorities in 

Sweden initiated the emigration of herding families from 1894 onwards from the 

northernmost parts of the reindeer herding area further south. The relocations were 

most often forced, but some moved voluntarily. The last of these migrations took 

place in 1947 (Cramér & Ryd 2012). Herding families migrated southwards along the 

Scandic mountain chain to areas within the Southern Saami herding areas, which 

supposedly had enough space and grazing resources available to receive these 

Northern Saami families and their reindeer. Leaving their customary grazing areas, 

as well as cultural and familial ties, eroded local Saami identities and lead to identities 

created by nation borders such as “Swedish Saami” and “Norwegian Saami” (Koch 

2016). The alternative to relocations was forced slaughter or to abandon reindeer 

herding altogether as a livelihood. Forced relocation of families from the northern 

parts of Sápmi sometimes caused conflicts with local Southern reindeer herders and 

their practices. Apart from speaking a different language, herders in Southern Sápmi 

had smaller herds, tended more closely and milk- and cheese production was an 

important part of their livelihood (Aronsson 1991). The larger herd sizes – and the 

focus on meat production – by the immigrating Northern Saami families finally 

became the dominant form, as coexistence between both was impossible (Park 1924).  
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Figure 3. Major events and change trajectories for reindeer herding in 

Sweden/Norway and Finland (source: Horstkotte et al. 2022) 
 

 

Furthermore, a new convention between Sweden and Norway regarding the 

access to grazing areas was signed in 1919. The convention restricted access of 

herders from Sweden to summer grazing in Norway and allowed some winter grazing 

by herders from Norway in Sweden. This added to the pressure by previous border 

closures and necessitated further emigration from the northernmost part of the 

Swedish reindeer herding area to the south (Lantto 2010). In 1972, renewed 

negations on the access of grazing areas in Norway led to further losses of summer 

grazing areas for herders from Sweden, as well as by herders from Norway to winter 

grazing in Sweden (Anon 2001). The convention was in force until 2005. The Swedish 

state then argued that the Lapp Codicil from 1751 was again valid, but Norway 

refused and drafted its own national laws to regulate access to grazing areas 

(Regeringens skrivelse 2004/05:79). In 2009, a new convention was signed by 

Sweden and Norway, but received opposition by the Swedish Saami Parliament. 
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Therefore, the Swedish Parliament did not ratify the convention and the legal 

situation remains unresolved.   

In 1928, the Swedish Reindeer Husbandry Act was renewed, resulting in 

another major restriction of Saami rights. From now on, all Saami not owning 

reindeer were excluded from their Lapp village and lost rights connected to them 

(Lantto 2004). Saami land use rights thus became tied to the ownership of reindeer. 

One reason was that the number of reindeer was seen as too high and could not be 

supported by the taxed lands any longer (Lantto & Mörkenstam 2008). Furthermore, 

the option to influence regulations and internal affairs within a Lapp village now were 

completely in the hands of the Lapp Bailiffs (SFS 1928:309, § 11). The aim was to have 

an intensive form of reindeer husbandry, with close surveillance of the herds. The 

taxed lands were abolished, and this removed earlier rights to land ownership by the 

Saami (Cramér & Ryd 2012).  

The 1930s marked a challenging period for reindeer herders. Warm winters 

were reported in the years 1931/32, 1932/33 and 1934/35. In particular rain-on-

snow and icy snow prevented access of reindeer to terrestrial lichens (Vikhamar-

Schuler et al. 2016). For example, approximately 3 000 reindeer starved in the winter 

1932/33 in Karesuando, northern Sweden (Samernas egen tidskrift, SET 1933/2). 

Herders commented, “the old northern winters will never come back” (SET 1934/1). 

Furthermore, reports on overgrazed lichen areas, in particular in the mountains, 

increased (SET 1932/3). Other challenges were related to diseases and a feeling that 

“reindeer husbandry is threatened by a flood of wolves” (SET 1921/1) that decimated 

reindeer herds. In the southern areas, some herders therefore felt they were at the 

minimum level of subsistence (SET 1930/3). A further burden where high costs of 

fines paid as compensation to farmers whose hay field were damaged by reindeer 

(SET 1930/1).  
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The beginning of the 20th century saw an increased exploration and extraction 

of natural resources in the Swedish reindeer herding area, including damming of 

lakes for hydropower and an increasing interest in forests for timber production. The 

early exploitation of natural resources was wrought together with colonial attitudes 

by the Swedish state towards Saami livelihoods (Össbo & Lantto 2011). Dammed 

lakes and rivers became unsuitable as migration routes, and herding groups had to 

change their practices and interaction with each other, i.e. when certain migration 

routes could be used by whom   

 (Össbo & Lantto 2011). Only after the Second World War in the 1950s the position of 

reindeer husbandry was strengthened when facing threats of loss of grazing grounds 

by river damming for hydropower (Lantto 2004).  

During the 1920s, selective logging of the largest trees, mainly Scots pine 

(Pinus sylvestris) and natural regeneration was the predominant forest harvest 

strategy in Northern Sweden (Berg et al. 2008). These practices created open 

canopies with sufficient light availability at the forest floor and thus could have 

positive effects on terrestrial lichens as winter grazing resources for reindeer. 

However, the low regeneration rates and slow growth of trees resulted in an 

overexploitation of the boreal forest (Moen & Keskitalo 2010). Therefore, the 

Forestry Law introduced clear-cutting (i.e. removal of all trees of a stand in one 

harvest, also called rotation forestry) and subsequent soil preparation to improve 

growth of tree seedlings in 1948, and made it obligatory in the Forestry Law in 1979 

(Moen & Keskitalo 2010). These practices had strong negative effects on both 

terrestrial and arboreal lichens and strongly reduced winter pastures in quality and 

quantity (Kivinen et al. 2010). Forest stands rich in terrestrial lichens decreased by 

70 % between 1950 and 2015 (Sandström et al. 2016). Other changes in forestry 

practices included the planation of the exotic Pinus contorta in the 1960s due to its 

faster growth. The dense growth of these trees however reduces abundance of 
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terrestrial lichens (Bäcklund et al. 2015) and reindeer herders report these stands to 

hinder movements of both reindeer and herders.  

The Forestry Law requires that the landowner has to take into consideration 

any effects on reindeer husbandry. Similarly, the current Reindeer Husbandry Act 

(1971) specifies that “no considerable disturbances” may be caused to reindeer 

husbandry. However, it remains contested what that means in practice (Brännström 

2017).  

Consultations between state-owned forestry companies and herding districts 

aim to minimize conflicts between these two actors, with regard to pending forestry 

activities and a long-term plan of three to five years (Widmark & Sandström 2012).  

A major challenge remains the planning of forestry activities at the landscape level in 

a landscape that is fragmented in age composition of different forest stands, as well 

as ownership (Johansson 2012, Horstkotte et al. 2014). Furthermore, knowledge 

about the local conditions can increase the effect and meaningfulness of these 

consultations (Widmark et al. 2013, Horstkotte et al. 2014). Today, alternative forest 

management that would better be able to take the needs of reindeer husbandry into 

consideration is increasingly under discussion to halt the functional deteriorations of 

winter pastures. One example is continuous-cover forestry without a clear-cutting 

stage.  

In the 1960s, snowmobiles and later the introduction of all-terrain vehicles 

changed the herders’ mobility as it eased the control of the herds. Changed herding 

practices further altered herd structure and production goals, such as calf slaughter 

to maximize productivity (Rönnegard et al. 2003). Increasingly, reindeer husbandry 

was turned towards modernization and rationalization. The Reindeer Husbandry Act 

in 1971 thus had extensive husbandry as a primary goal, contrasting to the earlier 

focus on intense husbandry with close surveillance of the herd (SOU 2016). The 
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terminology for herding districts was changed from ‘Lappby’ to ‘sameby’ (Saami 

village).  

From the 1960s onwards, Saami rights were strengthened to some degree. In 

the Altevatn case (1963-1968), herders from Saarivuoma and Talma herding districts 

received compensation for lost summer grazing grounds due to hydropower 

development in Norway (Allard 2011).    

Difficult winters followed, such as in 1972/73, and reduced herd sizes (Riseth 

et al. 2016). From a population low in 1974 at ca. 161 000 reindeer, the number of 

reindeer increased steadily until 1990, when a historical maximum of 300 000 

reindeer was reached. The following years, the population decreased slightly and 

stabilized in the last two decades at around 250 000 animals.  

A reason for this stabilization is most likely the increased use of 

supplementary feeding to buffer difficult winters (Uboni et al. 2020). Supplementary 

feeding gained momentum in Sweden as consequence of the Chernobyl accident in 

1986, which polluted winter grazing resources with radioactive caesium, in particular 

in the middle and southern reindeer herding area (Åhman 1999). This increased the 

need to provide reindeer with artificial feed and has subsequently been developed as 

technical remedy during crises of forage availability. Although herders prefer that 

reindeer rely on natural grazing resources and maintain independence in the human-

animal relationships, unavailable grazing resources and landscape fragmentation 

force them to sometimes use supplementary feeding (Horstkotte et al. 2020). 

Compared to most of the reindeer herding area in Finland, however, the application 

of supplementary feeding is rather low in Sweden.  

Major developments in Saami rights emerged by the court cases on the Taxed 

Mountains (Skattefjällsmålet) in Jämtland (1966 – 1981), the Nordmaling-case in 

Västerbotten (2011) and the Girjas-case in Norrbotten (2020). Reindeer herders in 

Jämtland lost the complex Taxed Mountain case, as the Swedish Supreme Court ruled 
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that herders had no right to land ownership based on “immemorial prescription” 

(urminnes hävd). Their land use was not deemed sufficiently intense or exclusive 

enough to grant such rights. However, as an important recognition, the Court affirmed 

that herders could have property rights to land by immemorial prescription, where 

their land use fulfills the criteria of intense, regular and exclusive use, even if these 

areas were not used permanently (Allard 2011). This was included in the amended 

Reindeer Husbandry Act (1993), which clearly expresses that the rights of the Saami 

are based upon immemorial prescriptive rights (Strömgren 2015).   

The Nordmaling court case, where private forest owners sued several herding 

districts in Västerbotten, ruled that reindeer herders have the right (sedvanerätt) to 

graze their reindeer also on privately owned land based on customary law (Allard & 

Brännström 2021). Most recently in the Girjas-case in Norrbotten, the Girjas herding 

community successfully claimed exclusive hunting and fishing rights on their year-

round grazing areas, i.e. west of the cultivation border, as well as control over these 

rights, such as leasing these rights to others (Allard & Brännström 2021).   

Since the 2000s, cumulative impacts of different forms of land use and 

increasingly felt consequences of climate change afflict reindeer husbandry (Larsen 

et al. 2020, Fohringer et al. 2021). In particular, warmer winters lead to difficult snow 

conditions (similar to experiences in the 1930s), such as in winters 2006/07 (Riseth 

et al. 2016) and 2018/19, as well as unpredictable weather during all seasons make 

it more and more difficult to plan ahead (e.g. Horstkotte et al. 2017, Rosqvist et al. 

2021).  

Experiences between only one generation of herders, e.g. with regard to snow 

conditions during winter and the timing of herding practices, therefore can vary 

profoundly. For example, earlier generations were used to cold autumn weather and 

a permanent snow cover forming in autumn, while the generation today is 
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experiencing warmer autumns with freeze-thaw events and high variation in winter 

temperatures (Axelsson Linkowski et al. 2020). 

In response to warmer summers, vegetation structure and composition is 

changing especially in the summer grazing areas above the tree line. Locally, reindeer 

herders report that the tree line formed by mountain birch (Betula pubescencs subsp. 

czerepanovii) is rising, and other woody plants such as willows (Salix sp.) and dwarf 

birch (Betula nana) are getting higher, denser, and invading into new habitats 

(Horstkotte et al. 2017). This change in vegetation structure has been recognized as 

a threat to arctic biodiversity in the Swedish mountains, and the importance of 

reindeer grazing to prevent the shrubification of open tundra landscapes is 

recognized in the Sweden’s environmental goals for a “magnificent mountain 

landscape” (Naturvårdsverket 2019).  

In some areas, the recovery of predator populations, having been close to 

extinction in the mid-20th century, have increased predation pressure to a level that 

is perceived as unsustainable by the affected herders (Åhman et al. 2014). 

Populations of wolves (Canis lupus), wolverine (Gulo gulo), lynx (Lynx lynx), bears 

(Ursus arctos) and golden eagle (Aquila chrysaetos) therefore are again an important 

part of Sweden’s biodiversity, which does incur costs to reindeer herders.  

With Sweden’s aim to become the first fossil-free welfare state by 2045 

(Ministry of the Environment and Energy 2018), wind power development is 

increasing in the reindeer husbandry area - 80 % of wind power development in 

Sweden takes place in the Northern region (Svensk vindenergi 2020). These 

developments encroach on grazing grounds and can lead to avoidance behaviour of 

reindeer of formerly preferred habitats (Skarin et al. 2018). 

While the number of reindeer is not decreasing in response to these 

challenges, the grazing pressure on the shrinking pasture is increasing, as well as the 

financial and psychosocial burdens carried by the herders (Uboni et al. 2020).  
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2.3 FINLAND  
(T. Valtonen, T.  Komu, M.A. Manninen, S. Rasmus, J.T. Eronen & B. Forbes) 
 
 

The wood- and peatland dominated Finnish Lapland is part of the northern 

boreal vegetation zone, except for patches of alpine tundra in the altitudinally highest 

lying areas close to the Norwegian and Swedish borders in the north, and the south-

western corner of the area that belongs to the middle boreal vegetation zone 

(Elmhagen et al. 2015: Fig. 4). The Finnish Reindeer husbandry area covers the 

Lapland region and parts of the Kainuu and Pohjois-Pohjanmaa regions, that is, 

roughly 40% of Finland. Subsistence activities in this area during the 18th to 20th 

centuries consisted of hunting, gathering, fishing, animal husbandry (reindeer, cattle, 

goat, sheep) (Itkonen 1948) and small-scale cultivation (especially in the south) 

(Massa 1983). In the northern part of the area, a wider range of food sources seems 

to have provided a better buffer against bad years caused by annual climatic variation, 

compared to the southern agricultural areas (Helle & Helama 2007). 

 

Animal husbandry in the 18th century   

In terms of 18th century animal husbandry, the area can be divided into three 

major subregions:  two to the north of a line drawn through the present-day 

municipalities of Sodankylä and Kittilä, and one to the south. In the southern 

subregion cattle dairy-farming utilizing natural flood meadows and bogs was the 

main subsistence strategy, supplemented with minor sheep and goat husbandry, 

fishing, and hunting. In the western and eastern halves of the northern region 

(including most of Kittilä and Sodankylä) reindeer husbandry was the most 

important form of animal husbandry.  
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Figure 4. The contemporary reindeer husbandry area in Finland and some relevant 

places and borders mentioned in the text. Historical Kemi Lapland included all 
contemporary municipalities in northern and central Finnish Lapland except for 
Enontekiö, Utsjoki and the municipalities adjacent to the Torne River. (Design: T. 

Valtonen, T.  Komu, M.A. Manninenm P. Burgess) 
 

 

Reindeer husbandry in the North-Eastern subregion mostly followed a form of 

reindeer husbandry characterized by the keeping of only a few reindeer (as year-

round draft animals and as decoys for wild reindeer hunting), as well as some sheep 
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for wool, milk, and meat. The main sustenance nevertheless derived from hunting, 

fishing, and gathering. In the mid-18th century small numbers of cattle-herding 

settlers started to move to the largest river mouths even in the northernmost areas 

and thus started a new way of life in the area, that grew in importance over time 

(Itkonen 1948; Schnitler 1742–1745).  

In the North-Western subregion, the Saami adopted large-scale nomadic 

reindeer pastoralism, a cluster of innovations that spread to the area already in the 

early 17th century. One owner could have tens, sometimes hundreds of reindeer, and 

reindeer husbandry became the main economic strategy. Reindeer were herded year-

round, and they were milked. The herding and migration followed well-established 

seasonal routes oriented between summer pastures at the coast of the present-day 

Troms and Finnmark county and winter pastures located in coniferous forests in the 

present-day municipalities of Enontekiö, Muonio, Kittilä, Inari, and Utsjoki in Finland. 

These winter woodland lichen pastures were often overlapping with areas settled by 

dairy-farmers (Itkonen 1948; Schnitler 1742–1745). In the Torne River Valley, along 

the Swedish border, migrating Saami pastoralists and more locally based Saami 

groups tended the local farmers’ reindeer in exchange for compensation (Kortesalmi 

2008). 

The earliest mentions of non-Saami reindeer owners, that used reindeer for 

example as draft animals, go back to the 14th century. In the southern subregion 

reindeer herding was beginning to be practiced also by Finns and other non-Saami 

ethnic groups (e.g., Karelians) at the end of the 17th century. Incoming agriculture, 

demographic changes, and cultural exchange caused the groups to gradually adapt 

their subsistence strategies to the changing situation. By the late 18th century, a new 

form of reindeer husbandry was well established in the southern parts of historical 

Kemi Lapland and regions south of it. It was practiced alongside sedentary farming 

and mixed economies regardless of the ethnicity of its practitioners. The herding 
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techniques were adapted based on the local indigenous reindeer herding adaptations, 

but new innovations were also developed, such as a new type of sleigh that increased 

the potential to use reindeer for transport (Kortesalmi 2008). 

Land-use was based on customary law, for the most part respected also by 

state institutions. However, the Swedish Crown prioritized the needs of settlers, a 

practice that sometimes led to local conflicts. When the border between Norway 

(Denmark) and Sweden (including Finland) was demarcated in the 1751 peace treaty 

of Strömstad, an additional protocol, the so-called Lapp Codicil, was signed to 

guarantee the right of the Saami to migrate across the border with their reindeer. Due 

to the small number of animals, the significant ecological impact of animal husbandry 

was limited to the southernmost areas and close to villages where grazing caused 

open vegetation types to become more common (Massa 1994). 

 

Animal husbandry in the 19th century   

The 19th century saw a continuing increase in the importance of dairy-farming 

up to the northernmost Deatnu (Tana) and Ohcejohka (Utsjoki) river valleys, where 

it was practiced by the local Saami (Fellman 1906). Forested areas, bogs, and natural 

meadows were used as cattle, sheep, goat, and horse pasture, while variable 

resources were intensively collected and preserved for winter fodder. This led to 

rapid growth of open vegetation types also in the river valleys of the northernmost 

parts of the area. 

Large reindeer herds were owned by a few families in the northern subregions 

as the large-scale reindeer pastoralism slowly spread eastwards during the first half 

of the 19th century. Small-scale reindeer husbandry and keeping of draft reindeer was 

still widespread in the whole of present-day Finnish Lapland. (Itkonen 1948).  

After the Finnish war (1808–1809) the area of today’s Finland became part of 

the Russian Empire. The seasonal reindeer herding routes between the Norwegian 
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coast and the woodland areas nevertheless persisted until 1852 when the border 

with Norway was closed. The closing of the border caused a major disruption for 

herds and herders used to crossing the border, in the same way it did in Sweden and 

Norway. New pastures were sought to replace grazing areas left on the Norwegian 

side, resulting in conflicts over pastures, increasing grazing pressure on remaining 

land, large-scale reorganization of the herding system, and probably also contributing 

to the extinction of the wild reindeer in Finland. (Enbuske 2008.) 

From the mid-19th century onwards, the Skolt Saami in the north-easternmost 

parts of Finnish Lapland gradually took up small-scale reindeer husbandry in tandem 

with the disappearance of wild reindeer, to supplement a livelihood mainly based on 

hunting and fishing (Nickul 1954).  

Finnish settlers started to increasingly move into northern Finland from the 

south after a famine caused by a sequence of bad years in 1857–1868. The new 

settlers meant an increase in dairy-farming especially in central Finnish Lapland. In 

northern parts of the region this led to disputes over land rights and forced local 

Saami to establish farms in their old hunting and fishing territories and pasturelands, 

the use of which was previously secured by customary law. (Massa 1983.) 

The closing of the Swedish-Russian border in 1889 caused further turmoil in 

the reindeer herding systems, leading to fast expansion of large-scale reindeer 

pastoralism within Finland. Many herders with large herds started to relocate in 

search of new pastureland, and herds were moved from Enontekiö in the west to 

Sodankylä and Inari in the east, and from Utsjoki and East Finnmark to western and 

northern Inari. In part, these herds took over areas previously grazed by the wild 

reindeer, but also pastures used by local small-scale herders. In many areas the total 

number of reindeer increased. (Nahkiaisoja 2016.)   

In 1898 a state regulated herding organization (Fin. paliskuntajärjestelmä) 

was established and all reindeer herders needed to become members of official 



 

 

 
 
 

          

 

 

35 
 

reindeer herding districts (paliskunta) with defined borders (Komiteanmietintö 

1905). This system was based on the way reindeer herding was organized in the 

southern subregion, where reindeer husbandry was practiced alongside farming. The 

new system deviated greatly from the way large-scale reindeer pastoralism was 

organized (Kortesalmi 2008; Lehtola 2012). Furthermore, the state regulated herding 

organization was mainly motivated by the state’s need to manage the practice of 

reindeer herding and the conflicts between herders and other land users. Limitations 

to the highest permissible number of reindeer were first set in 1916 by the Senate of 

Finland (Nyyssönen, 2004; Parpola & Åberg, 2009).  

There were at times great differences in how a herder’s right to utilize 

pastures was understood in the locally evolved herding communities versus in the 

state regulated herding districts. From a legislative point of view, all district members 

had equal rights to all pastures within the district and common responsibilities, e.g., 

to pay tax and damages made to farmers and forest owners (Komiteanmietintö 1952). 

In some of the traditional systems each working unit (e.g., siida or family), had 

exclusive rights to its own pasture areas and was only responsible for the actions of 

its members and animals. The traditional borders within herding districts are not 

acknowledged in Finnish reindeer herding law but may still be maintained even to 

this day within the system. 

At the end of the 19th century reindeer herding in Torne River Valley was taken 

over by Finns who had gained the herding knowledge by working as hired hands for 

the Sami and through family relationships in interethnic families (Heikkinen 2002; 

Kortesalmi 2008). In more eastern areas the previously ethnically mixed population 

was gradually encultured in Finnish language and culture during the first half of the 

19th century. Unlike in Norway and Sweden, restrictions for non-Saami ownership of 

reindeer were never made, and for example in the early 1990’s, circa 60% of all 
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reindeer in Finland were in herds located outside the official Sami Homeland region 

(Massa 1994).  

At the end of the 19th century herd sizes grew and reindeer herding in general 

began to be characterized by large herds and meat production. This was connected 

with the transition to a monetary economy. In the northern subregions the herders 

transported meat to the coast of Finnmark-Troms and traded it there. In the southern 

subregion reindeer were most often taken to central villages and slaughtered there. 

Some meat was sold locally (Itkonen 1948; Kortesalmi 2008). 

 

Animal husbandry in the 20th and 21st century   

During the first half of the 20th century the seasonal long-distance migrations 

ended in Finland; first in the north-eastern subregion, where herders built houses in 

the river valleys and at lake-sides, while starting to supplement reindeer husbandry 

with cattle, and by Second World War also in north-western subregion. The number 

of reindeer fluctuated heavily in many areas, factors ranging from overgrazing caused 

by closing of the borders, large disease outbreaks, harmful weather conditions, and 

general turbulence caused by the World Wars (Itkonen 1948).  

After the First World War industrial utilization of Lapland’s natural resources 

intensified greatly, and the intensification continued after the Second World War due 

to the need to rebuild the country after the war and to pay war reparations to the 

Soviet Union (Valkonen 2003). Between 1920 and 1980 the land area covered by old 

growth coniferous forests, the most important winter pastures for reindeer, 

decreased by half due to logging (Massa 1994; Turunen et al. 2020).   

The Second World War affected reindeer husbandry through military 

operations, a shortage of labor, and an increase in predator numbers. Evacuations and 

destruction of the civilian infrastructure affected herding communities. Some 

districts lost pastures because of cession of Finnish territories to the Soviet Union. 
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The total number of ca. 200 000 reindeer in the 1930’s was reduced to less than 100 

000 during the war (Massa 1994). However, as a result of this, the general condition 

of many reindeer pastures improved. The recovery of the livelihood to its pre-war 

level took at least ten years (Turunen et al. 2018).  

Returning war evacuees brought with them new cattle breeds, which required 

more and better fodder (e.g., Saressalo 1982). This led the state to promote the 

clearing of new meadows and dairy-farming in general. In turn, the keeping of other 

livestock, especially sheep, started to decline, as did the use of natural meadows. The 

use of forest pastures for cattle, sheep, and horses started to decrease in the 1960’s 

due to intensified hay cultivation and improved preservation methods, while at the 

same time the importance of dairy-farming started to decrease. Decreased grazing 

caused transition from open vegetation types to shrubs and reduced the suitable 

habitat for herbaceous plant species. Since the 1970’s dairy-farming has become a 

specialized livelihood with only a few practitioners and consequently without major 

impact on local flora or fauna in Finnish Lapland. (Massa 1994.) 

Reindeer, on the other hand, were increasingly herded, instead of by walking 

and skiing, with the aid of both snowmobiles since the 1960’s, and quad bikes since 

the 1980´s. Motorization helped to control larger herds with fewer people, and to 

travel longer distances, but increased the costs of herding. Various aircrafts and 

helicopters, along with GPS collars, are the newest technological additions (Helle & 

Jaakkola. 2008; Pelto et al. 1968).   

Large-scale forestry and pastures lost to state-built water reservoirs, led to the 

initiation of winter feeding first in the southern reindeer herding districts during the 

1960’s. Since that, the continuous intensification of land-use, for example logging, 

hydropower plants, wind farms, infrastructure, tourism, and mining, has decreased 

the areas suitable for reindeer pastures. This has caused the winter-feeding practice 

to spread to all districts and become more and more common and increased in 
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volume. Winter feeding has raised the costs of herding and increased the workload of 

herders. (e.g., Pyhäjärvi et al. 2011; Turunen et al. 2020.)  

Since 1898 the state has managed and regulated the reindeer herding systems 

by implementing new legislation, in 1932, 1948 and 1990, and by setting a maximum 

allowed number of reindeer. The maximum allowed number is set by the Ministry of 

Agriculture and Forestry, every ten years (Reindeer Husbandry Act 848/1990; 21 §). 

The maximum number is set both for each reindeer owner and herding district.  

Looking at the past 60 years, the maximum allowed number of reindeer has 

varied between 187 700 and 228 900 reindeer. The actual number of reindeer peaked 

in the late 1980’s due to favorable weather for many consecutive years and market 

disturbances making selling the meat difficult (Heikkinen, 2002). In some areas this 

led to overgrazing and trampling. Winters with difficult grazing conditions in the 

1990´s led to reindeer population collapses in some districts. The numbers stabilized 

in 2000 close to the allowed maximum of 203 700 reindeer. Among the reasons for 

the stabilization are the more intensive supplementary winter feeding, and possibly 

also the subsidy policy promoting the stabilization of herd sizes close to the allowed 

maximum (Landauer et al. 2021). This development is analogous to the one described 

from Sweden.   

Reindeer affect northern ecosystems through consumption of plants, 

trampling and fertilization, to name a few examples. The overall impacts of 

supplementary feeding are so far unclear, but possibly a new source of concern. The 

most prominent effects on fauna are connected to intensive predator management. 

The populations of predator species have been kept very low, but for some species a 

recovery in population size has been seen during the past decades (Mykrä & Pohja-

Mykrä 2015; Mykrä et al. 2005). On the other hand, environmental changes have 

transformed herding practices, with feedback to ecosystems as well. An illustrative 

example is the deforestation process that took place following a mass appearance of 
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the autumnal moth (Epirrita autumnata) in Inari and Utsjoki in the 1960’s. (Lehtonen 

& Heikkinen 1995, Forbes et al. 2020). 

Extreme weather events have always caused problems for reindeer and 

herders, especially when it comes to winter. Before fixed borders and declension of 

pasture quality, in case of bad winter conditions herders were able to move to new 

areas with better pasture conditions.  When ground lichen was not available, reindeer 

could feed on arboreal lichen, which is nowadays more difficult to find due to the loss 

of old-growth forests. Nevertheless, more or less regular die-off winters were 

experienced also in the old days (Helle 1980). This meant significant winter mortality 

or low calving success during the spring. Although present day reindeer owners in 

Finland are more prepared to feed reindeer than earlier, the 2019–2020 winter 

demonstrated that serious losses can still happen.  

During the past decades, winter conditions with deep or icy snow have been 

experienced more frequently (Turunen et al. 2016). And coping with these has 

become more difficult for herders, because of reduction and fragmentation of 

pastures, consequences of overgrazing and disturbances to grazing peace caused by 

human activities and increased predation pressure. It is now common for herders to 

give hay and pellet fodder to reindeer either periodically in corrals or by feeding free-

ranging reindeer on the open range. In some areas calving takes place in corrals to 

cope with bad pasture conditions and increasing predation.  

Nevertheless, reindeer herding continues to be based on free grazing semi-

domesticated reindeer, with a yearly rhythm of seasonal pasture use and movement. 

Lives and herding activities of herders still need to follow these, as well as additional 

variation brought by seasonal weather conditions, pasture conditions, and predation, 

among other factors. 
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2.4. RUSSIA (North-Eastern Europe and Western Siberia)  
(K. Istomin, R. Laptander & J.O. Habeck) 
 
Reindeer herding in Russia can be grouped into three geographic zones, which differ 

in the history of reindeer herding, its technological traits, social organization, 

ecological preconditions and trends of modern development: the Nenets and Izhma-

Komi zone, the Tungus zone, and the Chukchi-Koriak zone (Klokov 2020: 57–59). Our 

focus is on the first zone (see Figure 5), which includes the whole North7 of the 

European part of Russia (henceforth: NE Europe) and NW Siberia; that is the territory 

between the White Sea and the Yenisei. Different ethnic groups of Samoyedic and 

Finno-Ugric background have been engaged in reindeer herding, but the Nenets have 

been involved much earlier than the Komi. The complex relations between Nenets 

and Izhma Komi are closely connected to the development of reindeer herding. 

 Similar to both Fennoscandia and the rest of Russia, in this region one should 

comprehend the sequence from the domestication of reindeer as part of livelihoods 

based on fishing and hunting (e.g. hunting wild reindeer), with tame reindeer serving 

as transport or decoy animals (Krupnik 1976, 1993), and – significantly later – the 

development of reindeer pastoralism for production of meat, skins, blood etc. for 

domestic consumption and, frequently, trade. As to domestication, various theories 

exist (Dolgikh 1970; Ingold 1986, Losey et al. 2021; Røed et al. 2008, 2020; cf. 

Golovnev 1995). In any case, the keeping of (semi-) domesticated reindeer in this 

region can be traced back to - very roughly- 1000 AD, first among Samoyedic-

speaking groups, precursors of the present-day Nenets. Later the practice of keeping 

reindeer and using them for transport was adopted by adjacent groups: Khanty, 

Mansi, Izhma Komi (who first appeared in the region in the 15th century, see below) 

                                                        
7 The development of reindeer herding in Kola Peninsula follows a particular trajectory, about which more 
below.  



 

 

 
 
 

          

 

 

41 
 

and Selkup (who migrated to the region in the 18th century). All local groups use the 

same types of reindeer sledges and of the conical nomadic tent (chum), similar types 

of clothes made of reindeer fur, similar techniques of harnessing reindeer, of sledge 

driving and of using herding dogs.8 There is a striking similarity in reindeer-related 

terminology, mostly borrowed from Nenets. This allows to speak about the region as 

a distinct and coherent zone in terms of reindeer herding.  

 

 

 
 
Figure 5. Overview map of North-Eastern Europe and North-Western 

Siberia, indicating important reindeer-herding areas in this part of Russia. (Design: 
J. Otto Habeck and Jens Bussewitz).   

 
 
 

                                                        
8 In contrast to the Saami, Nenets did not practice milking reindeer. 
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In the Nenets language there are two different names for wild, semi-domestic 

and domestic reindeer. Wild reindeer is ilebts (‘life-giving’). The general name for 

domestic reindeer is ty (‘reindeer’). They can be defined according to gender, age, 

shape of horns, colour(s) of skin, behaviour and character. Over time, a system of 

reindeer categories has emerged; for example, productive male reindeer are called 

khora; castrated males are khabt, they are also mainly used for transport. Female 

reindeer are yakhadei, unproductive female reindeer are khabtarka. There are also 

awka ‘[very] tame reindeer’. Usually these are orphans and grow up by eating bread 

and fish soup (Laptander 2010).  

The pre-pastoralist phase lasted into the 18th century. According to Khomich 

(1995), in the 18th century large herds of wild reindeer still existed in the region 

under study; only a few domestic reindeer were kept, whose main purpose was 

transport. Meat and skins were provided by hunting wild reindeer; back then, 100 

(semi-) domesticated reindeer constituted a large herd, and the owners of 40 heads 

were considered rich (Georgi 1799: 7–8; Koz'min 2003; Kolychev, cited in Khomich 

1995). The pastoralist phase itself started after the gradual integration of this region 

into the Russian state(s).9 This process of subjugation of the region to the Russian 

state(s) took place from the 13th to the 16th century (Forsyth 1992; Miller 1750, 

Slezkine 1996). Since the primary aim of the conquest was to ensure access to furs 

(Etkind 2011), Russian rule and the yasak taxation system partly endorsed the 

hunting economy and probably somewhat delayed the transition to reindeer 

pastoralism (Slezkine 1996). Another effect of the Russian conquest and the “fur 

rush” accompanying it was the northward migration of the Izhma Komi, currently the 

second largest group of reindeer herders in the region. Komi initially lived from 

hunting and (mostly slash-and-burn) agriculture; they were Christianized already in 

                                                        
9 This process was started by the Novgorodian Republic and completed by the Kingdom of Moscow. 
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the late 14th century and later took active part in the Russian conquest and 

colonization initiatives in NE Europe and Siberia. Those Komi who settled in the 

region around 1500 were already mostly commercial trappers producing furs for the 

Russian market. Having moved from the taiga to the forest tundra, they built 

permanent settlements along the rivers Izhma – hence the name Izhma Komi – and 

later Pechora and Usa (Konakov & Kotov 1991; Lashuk 1958).10  

A further important change in environmental conditions took place in the early 

17th century: probably because of overhunting, many fur-animal populations were 

depleted. Most strongly affected were the Izhma Komi, whose economy was based on 

commercial trapping. Izhma Komi adopted reindeer transport and reindeer herding 

from their Nenets neighbours around 1650, probably because they were trying to 

compensate falling productivity of trapping by extending the hunting territory 

(Islavin 1847: 20–21; Istomin 2004). There are continuing attempts to relate the 

transition to reindeer pastoralism in the region to the crisis in fur hunting. As to the 

Nenets, the increase of reindeer herds and the extension of migration routes may be 

explained by the Nenets’ attempt to avoid control of tax-demanding Russian 

authorities (Golovnev & Osherenko 1999; see Istomin 2004 for similar processes 

among the Izhma Komi).11 Whatever the reasons, the transition to pastoralism in the 

region commenced in the early 18th century, first in NE Europe and then in NW Siberia 

(Krupnik 1976, 2002). This transition started with an increase of reindeer herds 

belonging to individual households. The onset of the practice of slaughtering (semi-) 

domestic reindeer for food and other products followed 30 to 50 years later (Krupnik 

1976); while the tundra-taiga  (North-South) system of migrations, which currently 

represents an essential trait of reindeer pastoralism almost throughout the region, 

                                                        
10 The Komi migration northward may also be connected to the Little Ice Age (Zherebtsov 2010;  Grove 
2001), which worsened the preconditions for agriculture in the boreal zone. 
11 As a caveat, there was a gap of approx. 100 years between the onset (whatever gradual) of the hunting 
crisis and the transition to pastoralism. More research is needed to analyse this gap.  
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took shape in the mid-19th century (Istomin et al. 2017). The transition occurred in 

the tundra and forest tundra among both Nenets and Izhma Komi, but not in the taiga, 

where Khanty, Mansi, Selkup and Forest Nenets continued to keep reindeer mainly 

for transport well into Soviet times.  

As a result of the transition, two basic patterns of pastoralist economy 

emerged in the region by the late 19th century. One was “subsistence economy: herds 

were kept mostly for consumption inside the household; trading reindeer and their 

products was primarily aimed to obtaining those goods of consumption that the 

herders could not produce themselves. This pattern existed mostly among Nenets and 

northern Khanty, particularly in the eastern (Siberian) part of the region. The second 

form, common among the Izhma Komi, was a commercial economy: reindeer were 

kept predominantly for selling their meat, skins (processed to suede), and other 

products and the basic purpose of the trade was monetary income. In comparison to 

the “subsistence” pastoralism, this form of reindeer pastoralism presupposed much 

larger herds and reliance on hired labour. The two patterns of pastoralism differed 

not only in their general economic aims and workforce, but also in herding 

techniques: in commercial pastoralism, herding was typically more intensive, herds 

were constantly observed and animals “packed together” (Istomin et al. 2017). This 

minimized reindeer losses, but also weakened reindeer and made them more 

vulnerable to diseases (Dwyer & Istomin 2006). In the late 19th century, NE Europe 

was hit by several waves of anthrax, each of them killing 30 to 60% of the total 

reindeer population there.12 Based on Kertselli (1911: 78), we estimate that under 

favourable conditions, the number of reindeer reached 450.000 in NE Europe and 

300.000 in adjacent NW Siberia around the year 1900. Khomich (1995) reported that 

the average size of a Nenets reindeer herd was c. 200-300 animals, with a range from 

                                                        
12 By that time there were hardly any wild reindeer in this region – in contrast to regions in central and 
eastern Siberia.  



 

 

 
 
 

          

 

 

45 
 

c. 10 to 3,000 reindeer, which indicates that significant economic inequality was 

already underway. 

There can be little doubt that the spread of commercial pastoralism there was 

one of important factors – if not the main factor – causing these epizootics (Dwyer & 

Istomin 2006). The epizootics as well as the deficit of pasturelands in the European 

tundra caused out-migration of herders. The migration westward to Kola Peninsula 

(the Russian part of Sápmi), triggered by the anthrax outbreak of 1882 (Konakov 

1986; Konakov et al. 1982; Took 2004) – was perceived by the local Saami herders as 

an “invasion”, and itprofoundly changed the practice of reindeer herding among the 

Russian Saami. Larger albeit less known were the migrations across the Urals 

eastward to NW Siberia (Povod 2006). Around 1880–1915, hundreds of Komi and 

European Nenets reindeer-herding households arrived in Siberia, which led to the 

spread of commercial pastoralism there. Simultaneously, regular waves of anthrax 

came to affect NW Siberia, too. Already from Islavin (1847) and again from Kertselli 

(1911) we know that reindeer herders (Nenets and Izhma Komi) perceived the 

tundras of NE Europe as crowded, that reindeer herding produced significant income, 

and that the resulting wealth was distributed unequally. Several legal projects 

regarding rights over pasturelands were drafted between 1900 and 1915 (Habeck 

2005: 68).  

The Communist Revolution (1917) and the civil war that followed had 

complex and mainly negative impacts on reindeer herding. By c. 1929/30, the 

communist government had established some control over the whole region. Almost 

immediately – that is since the early 1930s – campaigns for changing the lives of 

reindeer herders and making them fit the new socialist realm started. The most 

important of them in the context of reindeer herding was the “fight against kulaks”, a 

campaign against rural wealthy owners (kulaks) conducted throughout the Soviet 

Union. In reindeer herding, the status of kulak was administratively given to any 
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household meeting at least one of the following criteria: selling regularly its 

production on the market, using hired labour, having significantly more reindeer than 

the average count per capita for the given administrative unit. Consequences in the 

region under study were less dire than elsewhere in the country: only a few of the 

Russian13 and Izhma Komi reindeer owners were taken all their property and exiled 

(Kolovangina, 2009: 122–134). Instead, a special “solid tax” (tverdyi nalog) was 

imposed on kulak households. The size of this tax was such that a household was 

unable to pay it even in a poorer-than-average year. Failure to pay was punished by a 

confiscation of the whole herd. The confiscated reindeer were either slaughtered or 

given to special state-owned enterprises (sovkhoz) which that time mostly belonged 

to industrial companies or GULAG.14 Rapid losses were caused by incompetent 

managers, whose priority was to use reindeer extensively for achieving what they 

considered to be the main aim of their enterprises (providing transport for geological 

investigations, providing food to prisoners, etc.) 

Another campaign of the 1930s was collectivization – that is, confiscation of 

private assets and organizing individual rural households into collective farms 

(kolkhoz). Collectivization in the Russian Far North was less violent and slower than 

in the south of the Soviet Union. The reason was the belief that reindeer herders were 

“backward” and needed careful and patient teaching and development before they 

could benefit from the socialist way of production (Alekseeva 2011, 82–94; Habeck 

2005: 69–74; Sergeev 1955).15 Notwithstanding, the first years of “socialist 

                                                        
13 While the predominant majority of reindeer owners were Nenets and Komi, some Russians (e.g., in 
Ust'-Tsil'ma) also held reindeer. 
14 Despite the sovkhozes hired reindeer herders, quite often the former owners of their reindeer, who, 
their herds having been confiscated, did not have any other options but working for the sovkhoz for food, 
they experienced huge losses of reindeer (Istomin et al. 2016). For example, Nadymskii sovkhoz of 
Glavsevmorput, which was organized in 1932 to manage 40,000 reindeer confiscated in the Yamalo-
Nenets National Okrug, had only 10,000 reindeer just 4 years later, when it was re-located to the lower 
Pur River.  
15 The 1920s saw a change in the way the wider public perceived reindeer herding and the tundra: in the 
preceding decades, rich Komi reindeer herders were seen as commercially successful, constituting a 
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reconstruction” were experienced as particularly hard by reindeer herders on Yamal 

Peninsula (and elsewhere), with the state attempting to make nomads sedentary 

(Bol’shakov, 1936). According to the results of the Polar Census of 1926–27, the 

number of reindeer of the territory of the Obdorsk District (which constitutes the bulk 

of today’s Yamal-Nenets Autonomous Okrug) amounted to 262,500, all of them were 

privately owned. The first reindeer-herding sovkhoz of NW Siberia was organized in 

1929 with c. 5,000 reindeer. More state farms and collective enterprises were 

founded in the following years (Mukhachev et al. 2010: 10); however, it was only by 

the late 1950s (NE Europe) or early 1960s (NW Siberia) that private reindeer herders 

completely disappeared from the statistics (Istomin et al. 2022). Similar to sovkhozes, 

kolkhozes faced high reindeer losses. As a result of these two campaigns, the number 

of reindeer decreased by approximately one third by the late 1930s. Occasional open 

resistance was crushed by the state.16 

However, the impact of the new political system on reindeer herding was not 

only negative. Certainly, the most significant achievement of the early Soviet 

government was the organization of veterinary services with mass vaccinations of 

reindeer against anthrax, which had taken its toll in preceding decades (Alekseeva 

2009). The next (rather local) anthrax outbreak happened only in 2016, resulting 

                                                        
tundra bourgeoisie; from 1930 onwards, reindeer herding had to be “backward” to legitimate state 
interventions and policies of “socialist construction”. Politicians and planners described the tundra as a 
hostile but resource-rich environment, to be “opened up” (osvoeno) for the sake of the Soviet economy 
(Habeck 2005).  
16 It is necessary to mention uprisings of the aboriginal population in the region: the Kayzm uprising of 
Khanty (1931–34) and two uprisings (so-called mandaladas) of Nenets: in Yamal Peninsula (1934) and in 
Ural just on the border between Europa and Siberia (1943) (Laptander 2014, 2020: 65; Leete 2004, 2007). 
Although these uprisings are sometimes named “uprisings of reindeer herders against collectivization”, 
collectivization as such played some role only in the second uprising of Nenets. The Kazym uprising was 
caused mostly by communists’ repressions against Khanty shamans and their attempt to destroy a highly 
respected holy place, while the Yamal mandalada was triggered by the fight against kulaks and the 
confiscations of reindeer in response to failing the solid taxes. All the uprisings were cruelly suppressed by 
the Russian administration and did not cause any significant change in the Soviet policy towards reindeer 
herders. 
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either from deficient veterinary services after the collapse of the Soviet Union, or from 

permafrost degradation and reactivation of spores of cadavers buried in the ground, 

or from both.   

 In the late 1940s and the early 1950s the number of reindeer in the region 

started to grow again. This growth was caused by the stabilization of the collective 

reindeer herding economy and by significant investments of the state. In NE Europe, 

reindeer numbers grew particularly rapidly, but rampant food-and-mouth disease 

(yashchur) killed almost half of the reindeer there in 1954–55 (Istomin 2019; 

Laptander 2018). In NW Siberia, which was less affected by this epidemic, reindeer 

numbers went generally upward throughout the period 1954-1991, with numbers 

ranging between 320,000 and 420,000 in the Yamal Nenets region (Mukhachev et al. 

2010: 10).   

The Soviet zeal for modernisation and industrialisation also brought about 

new – and more centralized – patterns in the reindeer economy (Habeck 2005: 75–

82), the tundra now virtually turning into an “open-air factory floor” for meat 

production (Vitebsky 1992: 242). From the mid-1950s onwards, the reindeer-

herding enterprises of the region went through amalgamation (ukrupnenie) and 

sovietization (sovetizatsiia) – small kolkhozes were merged into large state-owned 

enterprises (sovkhoz). This process significantly improved the life of reindeer 

herders: they started receiving their salary in cash rather than in “working days 

certificates” (trudodni), which they could exchange to a limited number of goods in 

the kolkhoz shop.  

Notwithstanding full collectivisation and sovietization, reindeer herders were 

allowed to have a limited number of “personal reindeer” (lichnye oleni), which were 

kept together with kolkhoz/sovkhoz reindeer and differed from them by their 

earmarks. These “personal” reindeer were tolerated by the Soviet state, whereas 

“private” reindeer constituted an unwanted vestige of the pre-collectivization past 
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(Istomin et al. 2022). The number of “personal” reindeer per household was officially 

limited. On Yamal, the percentage of “private” and “personal” reindeer decreased to 

29.8 in 1965. But then, in the 1970s, the number of “personal” reindeer in the region 

under study grew significantly in contrast to other regions and reached 39.6 per cent 

in 1985 (Mukhachev et al. 2010: 11).   This would explain why in those years many 

Nenets returned to reindeer-herding work (Laptander 2020).  

The collapse of the Soviet Union and of the Soviet sovkhoz system in 1991 had 

negative consequences for reindeer herders. Credit and financial relations with 

agricultural enterprises of various forms of ownership were not regulated during this 

period. The procurement and marketing system of earlier decades fell apart. The state 

stopped paying subsidies for the support of reindeer husbandry and for the sale of 

reindeer herding products. Reindeer herders did not receive salaries or received 

them with delay. The practice of shooting predators (wolves) from helicopters was 

stopped. Almost all reindeer herders came to live below the poverty line (Mukhachev 

et al. 2010). Still, in contrast to other regions (particularly the Far East of Russia), NE 

Europe did not experience a large drop of the number of reindeer and reindeer 

herders. Both decreased by 5 to 10 per cent in the 1990s, but then increased from 

2000 onwards (Istomin 2020). At the same time, a re-distribution of reindeer from 

sovkhozes to herders took place. The sovkhozes morphed into agricultural 

cooperatives and municipal enterprises; but the number of reindeer belonging to 

them decreased significantly, while the number of reindeer belonging to herders 

increased (be they employees or fully private herders) (Istomin 2020). In NW Siberia, 

private reindeer started to dominate in the total count in the early 2000s and the 

number of herders also started increasing (Yuzhakov 2020).  

Reindeer dynamics are exceptional in the Yamal-Nenets Autonomous Okrug: 

within the framework of the economic reform carried out by local municipal 

enterprises, large reindeer herding enterprises were preserved and the private 
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reindeer husbandry sector was supported (Mukhachev et al. 2010). As of 2016, the 

number of reindeer in the Okrug reached almost 900,000 – more than twice the 

number of late Soviet times. In NE Europe, there was no such a significant growth, but 

the decrease of the 1990s was mostly compensated and currently the number of both 

herders and reindeer is about the same as it was in the late Soviet Union. It can be 

said that, in contrast to regions further east, reindeer herding between the White Sea 

and the Yenisei has adapted rather well to the new conditions of the market economy. 

Currently, NE Europe and NW Siberia represent the largest reindeer herding 

region of the world. The total population of (semi) domesticated reindeer here is 

more than one million (c. 850,000 of them in the Yamal-Nenets Autonomous Okrug); 

that means that every third (semi-) domesticated reindeer in the world lives here 

(Istomin 2020). The proportion of reindeer herders living in the region is even more 

significant. Heavy grazing (some speak of “overgrazing”) occurs in large parts of the 

region, particularly on Yamal Peninsula. In the last decade, rain-on-snow events, icing 

of pasturelands, and lack of access to alternative pastures have been causing severe 

crashes in the reindeer economy (Volkovickij & Terëchina 2020; Zuev 2020). Despite 

this, in NE Europe and some parts of NW Siberia, the number of reindeer seems to be 

still below, but rather close to the maximum as officially defined by carrying capacity. 
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3. Discussion and conclusions 

The history of reindeer husbandry presented above illustrates that, despite 

obvious differences between the cases, many commonalities exist across temporal 

and spatial scales. Throughout the long and eventful history of this essential Arctic 

livelihood what stands out is an extraordinary ability of these socio-ecological 

systems (SESs) to adjust to changing circumstance and endure- at times struggling 

and at others thriving. In response to major environmental shifts like the end of the 

Little Ice Ace, changes in major weather systems like North Atlantic Circulation, and 

changes in populations of major predators, reindeer herding SESs have changed in 

several ways, adapting to local circumstance. For instance, the variants of herding 

practices in Finland and Russia show the ability to keep the essential elements 

constant (pursuing variable, seasonal resources through mobility and close 

interactions between people and reindeer) while adjusting herding strategies in 

terms of intensity of interaction and ‘domestication’ of animals, extents and timing of 

migrations, herd composition, etc.  

Another insight that emerges from an analysis across cases is that reindeer 

pastoralism has since very early times (at least the 1700s in Fennoscandia and even 

earlier in Russia) had to adjust to larger social and geopolitical contexts. Whether they 

had to deal with taxation, political struggles of state formation, open conflict and 

geopolitical posturing and negotiation in frontier zones, and more recently 

international conventions, reindeer pastoralists have had to adapt to circumstances 

they usually had little or no influence upon. Often the outcome of this engagement 

with the larger contexts was successful, the system managing to remain resilient (i.e. 

keeping its identity as a traditional livelihood) despite changes and losses in the 

process.    

However, reindeer pastoralism also suffered draw back and damages that 

have rendered it more vulnerable to both environmental and social stressors. For 
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instance, the closing of borders between the nation states discussed here, and 

especially between Norway, Sweden and Finland, has resulted in vulnerabilities that 

are felt even today, almost two hundred years later. The loss of access to varied 

seasonal grazing resources that would be beneficial under different environmental 

conditions was one such negative effect. When forested winter pastures in Sweden 

and Finland became inaccessible to herders on the Norwegian side of the border, they 

lost an important key grazing resource, otherwise reliable even when most open 

ranges were covered in hard-packed snow or an icy casing. Similarly, for herders in 

Sweden and Finland, losing access to the Norwegian coast considerably reduced their 

flexibility in the face of fluctuating weather. As a result, the systems here adapted in 

the only ways that were still available, either by becoming more stationary, more 

market-oriented, or – recently - by relying on supplementary feeding.   

The cases explored here also illustrate that reindeer pastoralism has had to 

deal for several hundred years with external ideas and ideological framings that have 

at least misunderstood, if not antagonized, them. Often these ideas have approached 

these resilient and often thriving systems as problem, hampering progress toward 

agriculture, toward the soviet labour ideal, and toward environmental protection. 

The current situation has improved in terms of participation in consultations, 

protection of rights to land and resources in part due to international conventions 

(e.g. Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention ILO 169). However, the long lines 

endured: reindeer pastoralists, their livelihood and aspirations are still framed from 

the outside, and real participation in governance and planning is limited.  

What emerges, then, is a picture of an inherently adaptable system, with 

numerous variations, but whose resilience depends heavily on circumstances at 

broader scale. At the same time these systems are exposed to a suite of multiple and 

novel stressors that span the environmental (especially recent climate change) and 

the socio-political domain. More recently, a new extractivist rush to the Arctic has 
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seen interests connected to oil and gas, rare metals, and green energy being 

prioritised in the region, often resulting in encroachment and fragmentation of the 

resources reindeer pastoralism depends upon. Biodiversity conservation in many of 

these areas also can, and sometimes does, add further limitations and pressures in 

the form of predation on reindeer herds. The discouraging detail in this situation is 

that, once again, these limitations and stressors are often seen as necessary and 

inevitable on the way to ‘modernization’ and ‘sustainability’. All the while, a system 

based on vast skills, knowledge, and adaptability, like reindeer pastoralism, is 

hindered in implementing own framings of development and modernity, and is being 

forced to adjust, rather than thrive. 

If there should be scope for breaking with the long history of marginalization, 

assimilation, and mistrust of authorities persistent in the region, arenas for real 

participation in knowledge formation, resource co-management and democratic 

development pathways need to be created. The CHARTER research project therefore 

aims at contributing to such arenas by both co- producing relevant knowledge and 

creating spaces for cooperation. 
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