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PREFACE
This booklet deals with increased land degradation and
erosion in outfield areas of the West Nordic countries (South- 
and West Greenland, Iceland, Faroe Islands), and in Fenno-
scandinavia (Norway, Sweden and Finland). Through the last 
decades general development marks an increased strain on 
the outlying fields, causing a continuous and growing risk of 
degradation. In order to turn the development into a positive 
direction, lessons already learnt from early signs of changes 
in the landscape are essential, and the necessary expertise 
on how to reduce degradation of land has never been more 
important than nowadays.

The Nordic landscapes offer a wide variety of uncultivated 
grazing grounds. There are areas without degradation, while 
other areas have reached an extreme degree of erosion. 
Degradation in an uncultivated area begins with only slight 
changes in the vegetation. The changes are reactions to the 
strain, man-caused or natural, which is brought upon the 
particular area, such as grazing, land use or change of cli-
mate. Degradation can result in complete destruction, which 
means the disappearance of soil and vegetation, leaving noth-
ing but a useless, sterile or naked cliff.

The present guidelines are based upon studies in several 
Nordic countries and upon the authors’ knowledge of certain 
localities in various Nordic regions. The booklet gives some 
simple instructions on how land users, such as farmers, hunt-
ers and shepherds, can keep an eye on the condition of their 
land by learning to read simple signs from nature. In the sec-
tion on Fennoscandinavia we have also gone deeper into the 
balance in vegetation at various degrees of grazing pressure.

It is our hope that this collection of acquired experience 
will play its part in future development, and that we shall 
constantly make use of each others’ experiences in order to 
keep our eyes open to the condition of the earth and the land-
scape’s reaction to changes. By doing so we can improve our 
understanding of cause and effect, and thereby strengthen our 
ability to read the landscape. 

Reading the landscape
Actual erosion is not highly conspicuous in the Nordic count-
ries in general, with the exception of areas in central Iceland 
and in South Greenland, which are due to their 
specific natural environment.

Why worry about how we use 
uncultivated land in the outfields?
The reason is that even if the soil erosion does not yet show, 
there are tendencies that many Nordic grazing grounds are 
suffering from increased stress. Whether we keep reindeer, 
sheep, horses or other kinds of pasture animals, overgrazing 
seems to be the result whenever modern usage is introduced 
to traditional farming. Animals are being fed during the 
winter, they are vaccinated and given medicine, resulting in 
bigger bodies and larger stock. Also, they are having more 
lambs and calves and fewer animals die from illnesses or 
hunger during the winter.

Moreover, we want to use the outfield areas for other 
reasons such as water supply, hydroelectric power, infrastruct-
ure, different industries, winter sports, hunting, recreation
and other activities. We already do this combined with a ten-
dency to still lesser awareness of the landscape’s early signals 
of stress as a reaction to overexploitation. 

Seen in an historical perspective it is a well known pro-
blem that human beings’ dependency on nature as a resource 
is seldom reflected in respect and understanding of its 
character and sustainability. Erosion is a fact in many places 
around the world, and is not limited to poor regions that 
cannot afford to counteract the destructive development.

Experiences, based upon e.g. United Nations Environment 
Programme teach us that the fight against man-induced soil 
erosion only proves successful when it involves the people 
of the region itself. Every landscape has its own natural 
characteristics, the quality of which local land users have 
the best opportunity of getting familiar with. UN’s plan for 
strengthening the environment in the 21st century, Agenda 
21, is based upon the fundamental idea: “Think Globally, Act 
Locally”. The plan calls attention to the important fact that 
everybody, using the outlying fields, takes up the challenge 
to prevent man-induced long-term deterioration of grazing 
grounds.

Of all the Nordic countries, Iceland has the longest 
tradition in counteracting soil erosion. It started a hundred
years ago, in 1907, when scientific efforts were made in 
order to restore extensive desert areas, covered with light, 
volcanic ashes and characterized by severe erosion, some of 
it natural. The concept of “reading the landscape” has been 
launched as part of this restoration work and calls on people 
to develop thorough knowledge of their own region, hence 
improving their ability to read and understand the landscape’s 
reactions to changes. 

This publication is about reading 
the landscape in the very area you 
frequent.
The mountains, the open uncultivated grounds, the vegetation 
composition, the behaviour of the animals and the condition 
of the soil. By reading the landscape we learn about the 
present state of nature, and the cleverer we are at interpreting 
its messages, the better we become at making decisions on 
which to act with sustainable development in mind when we 
administer our grounds.

This booklet applies to farmers, hunters, shepherds and 
other users of outfield areas as well as everybody, who takes 
an interest in nature and sustainable use of the range lands.

Its purpose is to contribute 
to helping land users:
achieve better understanding of how much the presence of 
human beings affects the appearance of uncultivated land-
scapes

- become better at estimating grazing pressure
- acquire a better understanding of how the grazing 

affects vegetation
- learn to read the early signs of degradation and 

beginning erosion
- get better at reading the landscape
- and to become curious to acquire even more know-

ledge on how to utilize the resources of uncultivated 
land in a sustainable manner for the pleasure and 
benefit of the greatest possible number of people.
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Absalon Hansen: ovdasiidu, 8, 9

Allan Brockie: 18 bajimus gurut

Anna Allard: 29 bajimus olge�, 30
gasku ja 31 olge�, 32 bajit olge��

Ása L. Aradóttir, 22 visot gurutbealde.

Astrid Andreasen: 10 visot, 11, 12 
goappa� gurut, 14 buot, earret vuolimus
olge�, 15, 16 visot, 17 goappa�, 20 visot, 
21 visot bajimusas, 22 visot olge�, 25, 
28 visot, earret bajimus olge��

Færøernes Naturhistoriske Museum
Føroya Náttúrugripasavn: 29 vuolimus
olge�, 37 bajimus gurut

Grønlands Naturinstitut: 43 vuolimus. 

Gunnar Bjarnason: 18 buot, earret 
bajimus gurut,  19 visot, 38 gurut, 39 
visot, earret bajimus gurut.

Hanna Joensen: 36 olge�.

Johan Olofsson: 29 gasku olge�, 30 
bajimus gurut.

Kristjana Guðmundsdóttir Motzfeldt: 
40, 41, 42 visot

Landgræðsla Ríkisins, Ísland: 43 bajimus

Lauri Oksanen: 26 gurut, 29 gurut 33

Lis E. Mortensen: 12 olge�, 13 visot, 
14 vuolimus olge�, 21 vuolimus olge�.

Mats Gerentz: 28 olge��

Norges Naturvernforbund: 43 gasku.

Ólafur Arnalds: 23, 35, 38 visot, 39 visot

Otso Suominen: 32 gurut, vuolit olge��

Stein Rune Karlsen: 31 gurut, 34 goappa��

Suominen ja Olufsson siteren:  Eldar Gaare
ja Öje Danel, Bruk av beiter og områder i
Reindrift i Nordvest-Europa 1998
TemaNord 1999, 510: s. 48: 27 olge�.

UNCCD, United Nations Convention to
Combat Desertification: 44 goappa��

Öje Danell et.al.: Rennäringen i
Nordvästeuropa i Reindrift i Nordvest-
Europa 1998 TemaNord 1999, 510,  govus
2.1, 2.2 og 2.3, heivehuvvon : side 26 olge��

Øyvind Ravna: 46.
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