
NORWAY, RONDANE NATIONAL PARK 

 

Efforts to ‘protect’ nature are accelerating world-wide.  The United 

Nations list of National Parks and Protected Areas in 1993 included 9,832 sites and 

more than nine million square kilometres, a land area equivalent to that of the United 

States (Furze et al., 1997).  The majority of these sites are located in mountain regions.  

The continuing growth in the number of sites and in the total area protected is also 

causing increases in management issues and conflicts.  One of the overarching 

problems, especially germane in the developing countries and countries in transition, 

is that the inspiration behind the drive to protect ‘wilderness’ or ‘nature’ is based on 

Western philosophy, usually emanating from an urban and lowland elite.  The first 

national park to be created (Yellowstone, USA, 1888) was perceived as a ‘wilderness’ 

and the American-style national park philosophy envisages such areas being 

preserved with only minimal impression of human activity and large areas to remain 

essentially ‘pristine’.  This approach, although now being modified, has challenged 

long-standing common property rights of indigenous peoples, frequently mountain 

peoples, and in some instances has led to conflicts at various levels. 

While the issue of common property rights and national park designation, in 

the first instance, brings to mind conflicts in the developing world (e.g. the 

Karakorum national parks, Pakistan; Ruros National Park, Nepal -- see also the case 

study on the Khumbu, pp. 87-95), equally significant problems arise in the well 

established countries of Western Europe.  The situation facing the Rondane National 

Park, Norway, is introduced in this case study as an example of changing mountain 
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land use, common property rights, and the increasing demands of urban dwellers for 

recreational access.  It is adapted from a detailed study undertaken by the Eastern 

Norway Research Institute supported by a grant from the Norwegian Research 

Council (Kaltenborn et al., 1999). 

Norway has created a national park system that is almost entirely located in 

its mountainous hinterland.  Most of its parks are on state-owned land of low 

productivity, much of which is regarded as ‘wilderness’ by the urban and lowland 

populations who, in a democratic system, represent a national majority.  

Nevertheless, these state-owned lands also represent the local environment for many 

rural highland communities and have been used for generations, in the minds of the 

users, with care such that today they are far from being ‘wilderness’ areas but are 

special cultural landscapes.  Currently, the Norwegian Ministry of Environment 

(1992) is planning significant expansion of the protected areas system and this has 

become a contentious situation as many of the stakeholders remain uncertain about 

the motives for expansion. Efforts are under way to achieve increased integration of 

local interests in the planning process.  A vital part of this is to ensure a better 

appreciation of the perspectives of the affected rural and highland communities. 

The movement to establish national parks in North America during the late 

19th century was quickly taken up in Europe and in other parts of the world.  

Sweden (1909), Finland (1922), and Iceland (1928) were early examples.  Poland 

actually made one of the earliest attempts to establish a national park in the Tatra 

Mountains although the political situation delayed the establishment until after the 

end of World War II.  Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa also established 
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national parks.  Norway designated 21 national parks between 1962 and 1990 

including the high arctic archipelago of Svalbard. 

Two dominant factors seem to have influenced this world-wide process of 

park establishment.  One is the specialness of the environment concerned;  the other is 

the relatively limited degree of conflict associated with the provision of new and 

stricter management regimes.  Specialness implies landscape aesthetics, or 

‘wilderness’, as perceived by non-rural groups and/or a particularly rich degree of 

biodiversity.  The second factor has led to the frequent establishment of protected 

areas in economically marginal regions; by definition, these have been 

overwhelmingly mountain, desert, and arctic.  In the past, local populations were 

rarely consulted and were sometimes even regarded as obstacles to the interests of 

the greater society. 

The sponsorship for new protected area designations has usually arisen from 

special sectors of society, such as urban elites and scientific experts who could be 

categorized as the rich and influential, or privileged, in contrast to the traditional 

rural and/or indigenous user groups.  Protected areas, therefore, are instruments of 

society created by politically influential forces.  Thus, conflicts are inevitable, and it is 

this that has produced extensive re-thinking.  The broader issues of defining 

‘wilderness’ and ensuring a more equitable approach to human rights constitutes a 

major topic beyond the scope of this case study.  Nevertheless, mountain conflicts 

arising from protected area designation, with their conspicuous highland-lowland 

interactions, will only be assuaged as these issues are more fully recognized, if only 

from a pragmatic point of view.  Kaltenborn et al. (1999) explore these issues more 
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fully and include a number of relevant references.  They make the important point 

that “What scientific ecology describes as a well functioning environment may not 

match what ‘ordinary’ people, such as mountain farmers, perceive to be sustainable 

use of natural resources.” (Kaltenborn et al. 1999: 53). 

In 1962 Rondane became the first national park in Norway;  it covers an area 

of 580 km2 and consists mainly of state-owned land above timberline.  It is 

surrounded by privately-owned alpine and forest lands.  Historically, the local 

communities, which date back for at least 300 years, have used all these lands 

(private and state-owned) for harvesting various resources by hunting, gathering, 

forestry, summer grazing, and even small-scale mining.  Many of these activities are 

still important in the buffer zones surrounding the park.  Traditionally, these areas 

comprised common property lands with a management regime that is much less 

strict than that within a formally designated national park. 

Today, Rondane National Park is used extensively for recreation and tourism.  

It contains a trail system and lodges, although motorized vehicles are excluded.  

Second homes, hotels, and other tourist facilities have been developed in the 

surrounding areas.  Current plans involve expansion of the park onto private lands 

but will have little impact on several of the traditional activities, such as summer 

grazing and use of existing cabins.  Nevertheless, forestry and mining will be 

prohibited as well as construction of new roads and outdoor recreation and tourist 

facilities. Realizing the possibility of conflicting reactions, the planning authorities 

presented alternatives during 1996 and 1997 and held a series of meetings with 

representatives of the local communities, individually and in groups. 
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The attempts to explain management planning to the local communities met 

with difficulty.  In general, ‘outside’ managers were not held in high esteem.  Almost 

unanimously, the local communities stated that management of the protected areas 

should be based locally.  There was a low level of trust and a feeling that local 

competence was regarded as irrelevant and/or inadequate.  New park rules were 

considered unnecessarily rigid and bureaucratic.  Management was perceived as 

something impersonal and relatively abstract.  However, while many of the local 

informants knew the area well in a practical sense, they had limited knowledge 

about the actual nature of a national park.  Most had problems in distinguishing 

between national parks and other categories of protected areas. 

The managers, most of whom were ‘outsiders’ and employed by environment 

management institutions far from the park area, were perceived as less informed 

about the area and its qualities than the local people.  They were also seen as 

stereotypes representing urban and lowland interests.  The rural communities 

anticipated conflicts on issues such as welfare subsidies, agricultural policies, 

infrastructural development, and centralization of the school systems.   

Predator control was an especially contentious issue.  Norway has an 

international obligation to secure sustainable populations of bears, wolves, lynx, and 

wolverines, and large areas are defined as core habitats for these species (Ministry of 

Environment, 1992, 1997). Protection of wild animals conflicts with sheep farming.  

There is no resolution in sight and the problem appears to be intensifying ( see also 

pp. 29).   
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Tourism and its promotion and management presented another set of issues.  

However, the basic question was whether or not the park extensions were necessary 

and legitimate.  The local representatives frequently asked why a large national park 

should be extended when the buffer zones are already well managed through other 

types of legislation?  There were many conflicts over management styles and over 

the goals and intentions of the park, its benefits, and who should bear what 

proportion of the costs 

This case study demonstrates the very significant extent of problems 

stemming from different educational, social, and cultural backgrounds within a 

single national identity.  Even language, emphasized by the reaction of the local 

people to what they perceived as the managers’ use of jargon, came to the fore.  It 

was concluded that participatory planning for protected areas requires the 

integration of fundamentally different values.  Diverse values cannot be measured 

along a common scale, although they can usually be compared and ranked.  

Kaltenborn et al. (1999) conclude that, in these kinds of situations, it is essential to 

understand the complex relationships and emotions the local people develop with 

their surroundings so that negotiation over contested issues will be facilitated. 

Given realization of the complexity of these issues in a small country like 

Norway with a single national language and homogeneous population, how much 

greater will be the problems of incorporating ethnic mountain minority communities 

into decision making over establishment of new national parks.  Such localities as the 

Pamir Mountains and the highlands of Papua New Guinea come to mind; in areas 

such as these the planning process will have to contend with many ethnic minorities, 
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languages, religions, and enormous contrasts in cultural and socioeconomic 

background.  Nevertheless, the lessons learned from tackling difficulties such as 

these in relatively tractable areas should be extremely valuable in terms of their 

potential for wider application. 
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