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Preface 

  First, a few words about my own background and involvement in this work.  

The undersigned was born during the war and grew up in Skoltebyen, which is the core area of the Skolts in Norway. 

Skoltebyen has been one of the most conflict-ridden areas in Finnmark, and discrimination against the Indigenous population 

in the area has persisted into recent times. As a young man, I moved from Neiden in 1960 to pursue schooling, but I visited 

the village every year until I moved back to my home area in 1998. This relocation was a result of cultural engagement and a 

two-year cultural studies program at the University College of Alta (then Finnmark District College). 

  From November 1996 to December 31, 1998, I was employed in the project “Development of East Sami Museum 

Competence.” The aim of this project was to provide basic general knowledge about museum operations. The most important 

criteria for employment were cultural competence, followed by a satisfactory theoretical background. 

Since the border demarcation in 1826, the Skolt population has been subjected to tremendous pressure, and they have been 

displaced from their traditional siida areas.  

  The Skolts in the former Soviet Union (Russia) were, during the Cold War, forced to move from their traditional siida 

territories, while the protection (heritage designation) of Skoltebyen in Neiden1 in the late 1990s also led to the displacement 

of the Skolts in Norway from their last core area in the country. 

  In 1944, the Soviet Union annexed the narrow Finnish corridor and the coastal strip in that region. This led to the 

demilitarization of the Skolt siidas in the area, and the Skolts were given the choice of relocating either to Finland or to 

nearby areas on the Kola Peninsula.  

As a result, some Skolts moved to Finland2 in the 1940s, while others relocated and were settled in collectives on the Kola 

Peninsula. 

  In Norway, the Pasvik skolts were driven from their areas, while the Neiden Skolts were gradually deprived of all rights and 

of the natural resources necessary to survive and preserve their cultural distinctiveness and identity. These displacements and 

losses led to cultural impoverishment and fragmentation among the Skolt populations in the region, and the centuries-old 

cultural community and siida system broke down. One might say that great power politics, social Darwinism, colonization, 

the Russian Revolution, and the Second World War all contributed to these dramatic changes for this unique cultural 

community. 

After the border demarcation in 1826, the Neiden siida was divided in two. The population of the siida remained on the 

Norwegian side. Later, the siidas east of Neiden were evacuated and forcibly relocated to the areas of Nellim and Sevettijärvi 

in northern Finland, as well as to other areas on the Kola Peninsula. This resulted in extremely difficult living conditions for 

the skolts.  

  Today, the skolts live separated and dispersed across the nation-states of Norway, Russia, and Finland. In Norway and 

Russia, the situation for the culture is very marginal, while the cultural situation in Finland is somewhat brighter and must be 

regarded as the heart of the region. The skolts in Neiden have been aware that a similar negative development has taken place 

in Finland and Russia. It was in this context that an initiative was taken to document the current cultural, social, and political 

situation of the Skolts in Norway, Finland, and Russia. In cooperation with Tromsø Museum, an application for project 

funding was submitted in the year 2000. The University Museum of Tromsø has been a central participant in the project. 

The work proceeded in four phases: 

1. Discussion among stakeholders followed by a project application  

2. Preparations and collection and selection of factual material  

3. Interviews conducted in Norway, Finland, and Russia, along with transcription  

4. Review of various source materials, interviews, and report writing  

The undersigned wishes to thank the Unit for Sami Ethnography at Tromsø Museum for valuable assistance and support 

during the project. Special thanks to Johan Albert Kalstad, who was a great support and discussion partner throughout the 

project and who actively participated in the interview work. 

 

 

 

1)In the municipality of South Varanger. 

2)The Petsamo inlet.” 
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Theoretical Foundation and Objectives 

As a theoretical basis, the author has used Väinö Tanner’s book as well as their own master’s thesis from the Cultural Studies 

program in Alta. References to the literature are provided at the end of the report. 

Objectives 

The objective of this report has been to collect information in order to provide an overview of the current cultural, social, and 

political situation of the skolt3 people in Norway, Finland, and Russia. 

At the beginning of the report, the author will highlight certain concepts and theories that many researchers have used in 

describing the indigenous population addressed in this report. Tanner, Niemi, and other researchers have used the terms 

“Eastern Sámi” or “skolts” in their works, whereas the author will use the term “Skolt.” The reason for this is that, during the 

author’s own childhood and youth in “Skoltebyen,” they were always referred to as a “Skolt.” Additionally, the term is still 

used in Finland and has been in use in Norway for over 150 years. 

  Finally, the author will present their own theory regarding the concept of “Skolt.” 

Furthermore, the aim of the report is to provide government authorities in Norway, Finland, and Russia with as accurate a 

description as possible of the current situation of the Skolt people in the three countries. 

ieldwork and Data Collection 

  During interview trips in Skolt areas in Norway, Finland, and on the Kola Peninsula, we received open and sincere accounts 

from informants about both past and present social and cultural conditions under which the Skolt people have lived and 

continue to live. Time and financial resources were determining factors for the scope of the interview work. Nevertheless, the 

interviews conducted are, in our view, a good indicator for describing both the historical conditions and the current situation 

of the Skolt people in the three countries4. 

roader Academic Aim 

  Another objective of the report is to engage research groups beyond archaeology in a future discourse on the diverse Sámi 

cultural landscape of the North Calotte region. The most important goal of this report is to create a constructive reference 

work that provides a realistic picture of a minority culture in the region that is in danger of disappearing. 

Current Situation 

  In both Russia and Norway, skolt culture is in the process of disappearing. The same tendency is present in Finland; 

however, in the core Skolt area of Sevettijärvi, the culture remains vital and alive. In addition to the Skolt population in 

Sevettijärvi, there are still a small number of cultural bearers in Russia and Norway. These individuals are, and will be, 

important resources in future efforts to initiate cultural revitalization in their respective countries. 

equirements for Revitalization 

For a future revitalization of Skolt culture to succeed, the following are necessary: 

1. Government authorities in the respective countries must promptly provide financial support.  

2. Representatives of the Skolt people must receive financial support in order to be involved as key resource persons 

in revitalization processes within their local communities.  

3. Authorities must establish local “cultural centers” in each country so that the Skolt people can have environments 

for linguistic and cultural expression and revitalization.  

4. The Skolts are the original indigenous population of the region, and Sámi activists have led many to believe that 

this area is the cradle of the Sámi. The Skolts are the true indigenous people of the northern Barents region, and 

authorities in Norway, Finland, and Russia must establish measures to assist them during this critical phase.  

 

Only through immediate economic measures by the authorities in the respective countries, along with cultural support from 

the Finnish Skolt Sámi in Sevettijärvi5, can cultural revitalization succeed. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

                 3) Observed and documented by the Indigenous people’s own representative in Norway. 

                4) References to other relevant literature. 

                5)Sevettijärvi = Če’vetjâu’rr in skolts language and means “Swan Lake.” 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
  This report provides a historical account of the prehistory and colonization of the North 
Calotte, followed by a description of the Skolts culture, history, settlement patterns, and 
current situation in Norway, Finland, and Russia. Before 1826, South Varanger was a 
borderless region between Russia, Finland, Sweden, and Denmark–Norway. Due to the area’s 
rich natural resources, the Skolts society was affected by several catastrophes that led to 
dramatic changes for this cultural community. The establishment of borders and the forced 
relocations from the traditional sii’da areas resulted in a cultural catastrophe and the 
dissolution of Skolts society. Whereas the Skolts lived within a shared cultural community 
prior to 1826, they are today separated and dispersed across the nation-states of Russia, 
Finland, and Norway. 
  Russian researchers, including Soja Sokolova (1992, p. 92), argue that Russian Finns 
originate from the Sirtja people. Over time, many scholars have proposed different theories 
about the Skolts and their origins. According to Tanner in The Skolt Lapps (1929, pp. 238, 
290–293) and Hallström (1911, p. 304), several sources refer to the eastern-dwelling Sámi. 
Most researchers in the 18th, 19th, and early 20th centuries believed there was a significant 
difference between the Russian lapps (formerly called Ter Finns or semi nomads) and the 
Norwegian and Finnish Lutheran lapps, although this distinction has been downplayed or 
minimized in later research. 
  As early as the well-known voyage to Bjarmeland, Ottar may have come into contact with 
the Skolt. He reported arriving at a large river, possibly the Tuloma. He described the land as 
largely uninhabited, except for some fishermen, bird catchers, and hunters, all of whom he 
referred to as Finns. Ottar called the area the land of the Bjarmians (Beormas) and the Ter 
Finns. Tanner translated “the land of the Ter Finns” as the “Russian Lappmark,” also referred 
to on older maps as “Terskoi-Loporie” (Tanner 1929, pp. 254–258). In more recent sources, it 
has also been confirmed by the Tsar that the Tuloma River belonged to the Skolts.  
It is therefore possible that the Skolt were the “Ter Finns” mentioned by Ottar. 
The Skolts have also been referred to by various terms in older Danish-Norwegian sources, 
including “East Sea Finns” and “Russian Finns.” The terms “Lapp” and “Finn” have also at 
times been used to describe the Skolt culture. 
  According to Odner, the Skolts sii’da organization has been used to reconstruct the 
traditional Sámi sii’da system. In the book Finns and Ter Finns, Knut Odner raises the 
question of whether the Skolts organizational form represents the original Sámi social 
structure. Skolt culture shares many similarities with Sámi culture in general, but it also 
contains several elements that differ significantly from Norwegian and Finnish Sámi culture. 
The Skolts have previously been described as a minority within the Sámi minority, with 
distinct cultural traits and traditions. Astri Andresen, Einar Niemi, and others argue that the 
Skolt Sámi were—and still are—a distinct minority. In the introduction to The Sii’da That 
Disappeared, Astri Andresen writes: 
“The Skolts is not a part of the Sámi people; among other things, they had their own 
language, their own geographical area, and were Greek Orthodox. They call themselves 
Nuortelazzak (also referred to as Skolts or lapps(they where a semi-nomadic people group).” 
In the newspaper "Aftenposten"(May 24, 1993), Einar Niemi states: 
“The Skolt Sámi, or Eastern Sámi, are in many ways a unique minority. ... What has 
happened to the Eastern Sámi minority is truly unfortunate. ... However, facilitation is 
required, and on this point the Skolt Sámi disagree.” 
  There is a substantial body of source material on the Skolts in both Finland and Russia, but 
due to time constraints and limited resources, it was not possible to gather all relevant 
information within the scope of this project. 
  In addition to written sources, this report is largely based on interviews with informants 
connected to the culture. Personal cultural knowledge and experiences from growing up in 
“Skolt Town” from the late 1940s to the present have also provided an important foundation 
for this work. During the planning phase, it was decided—due to time and practical 
considerations—to divide the areas as follows: 

1)In more recent Sami research, they are often called Skolt Sámi, or in recent years Eastern Sámi. 

2)“On a Journey in Western Siberia” – Published in 1982 – Danish translation – published by Progres in 1987. 

3)“The Siida that Disappeared” (1989) 

• Norway (Neiden sii’daen – Njauddâm-sijdd)  

• Finland (part of the former Njauddâm-sijdd): the Nellim and Sevettijärvi areas  

• Russia (several sii’da areas are described in the report as one region)  
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 The interview work extended over two weeks: approximately one week in Finland and about one 

week in Russia. In addition, some material from earlier interviews with informants from Norway and 

Russia has been used. 

Norwegian informants: 

  Informant 1N (A) is a man aged 83. He was born, raised, and has lived his life in Skoltebyen. He 

married at a relatively late age, had a son in the late 1980s, and currently lives in Copenhagen. 

Informants 2N (B) and 3N (C) are two brothers aged 64 and 66, respectively. Both grew up in 

Skoltebyen and live in Neiden. Informant 4N (D) is a 69-year-old man who has never lived in 

Skoltebyen. He identifies as an Eastern Sámi and is one of several who have renounced rights on an 

ethnic basis. The author’s grandmother and father shared extensive knowledge about the lives and 

everyday experiences of the Skolt Sámi in Skoltebyen in earlier times. The author therefore considers 

themselves an informant. 

Finnish informants: 

  During the interview work with the Skolts in the Sevettijärvi and Nellim areas in Finland, Johan 

Albert Kalstad9 participated. In Sevettijärvi, three informants were interviewed, and in the Nellim area, 

two informants were interviewed. 

• Informant 1F is a woman, born in Petsamo, aged 77  

• Informant 2F is a man, born in Petsamo (family residence), aged 61  

• Informant 3F is a woman, born at Nitijärvi, aged 31  

• Informant 4F is a woman, born at Nitsiärvi, aged 42  

• Informant 5F is a woman married to a Skolt Sámi, living at Käväjärvi, aged 53  

She is not Sámi but has particularly strong historical and cultural knowledge of the Sámi populations 

in northern Finland. She holds a Master’s degree in Administrative Sciences and interviewed all Skolt 

Sámi in the Sevettijärvi and Nellim areas in the 1970s on behalf of the Finnish Ministry of Forestry 

Russian informants: 

 Informant 1R is a woman, approximately 35 years old, and a leader in the administration of Sámi 

affairs in Murmansk. 

Informant 2R is a woman living in Upper Tuloma (Muetke-sijdd), aged 64. She is highly 

knowledgeable about her own culture and language and is one of the most important remaining 

resource persons for cultural revitalization. 

Informant 3R is a woman living in Lovozero (Muekte-/Suenjel), aged 79. 

Informant 4R is a woman aged 62 and president of Sámi associations on the Kola Peninsula. 

Informant 5R is a group of older Skolt Sámi from Tuloma (Nuerthjaur). They explained that it is very 

difficult to be a Skolts in this area and that the culture is in danger of disappearing. 

  All necessary data about the informants and notes from the interviews have been recorded in separate 

forms. Johan Albert Kalstad and Tor Magne Berg conducted interviews with elderly Skolts on the 

Kola Peninsula in 1998 and 2000, and some of this source material has been made available for use in 

this report. 

2.1.0 HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL BACKGROUND 

2.1.1 Theories of colonization 
  According to one theory (Tanner10), humans came to the Kola Peninsula and South Varanger at the end of the 

last Ice Age, approximately 10,000 years ago. At that time, ice covered most of the land areas across northern 

Europe. Geological research shows that the Ice Age ended about 8,700 years ago (Tanner 1929, p. 11). 

Gradually, an ice-free belt emerged from the Black Sea region northwards toward the White Sea. Long before 

the ice had fully retreated, an ice-free coastal strip had formed from Vesterålen to the mouth of the White Sea. 

The climate became warmer, leading vegetation and animals to spread northward. Later studies show that it was 

precisely in these ice-free coastal areas that the settlers established themselves. 

Nummedal’s (1926) important discoveries in Alta demonstrate settlement along the Arctic Ocean coast (the 

Komsa culture). Tanner refers to Nickul, Storå, Tegengren, and others not included in the report, while Niemi 

suggests that there is strong evidence that the sii’da system dates far back into prehistoric times. 
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 In his unpublished article “The Eastern Sámi in Neiden – Resource Adaptation and Rights” (p. 5), Niemi refers 

to archaeological material from prehistoric times (cf. Tanner: 371, Simonsen: 38, Olsen 1984: 110–11, 174f., and 

1983: 321). Bjørnar Olsen at Tromsø Museum describes settlement in South Varanger from the 16th century and 

back to around 600–800 BC, and believes that the area during this period was inhabited by the Skolts.   

Several finds in South Varanger also document this settlement. The oldest finds on Kjelmøya, which are about 

3,000 years old, show clear connections both to the Komsa culture and to settlement around the year zero 

(Bjørnar Olsen 1984: 58f.). According to Bjørnar Olsen, archaeologists believe that the labyrinth patterns have 

such a distinctive form that they could hardly have arisen independently in both South Varanger and in Knossos 

and Pompeii (main source: Knut Odner, Viking, 1961). In an article from South Varanger Avis (22.07.93) titled 

“From Crete to Holmengrå”, the author argues that there must be a connection between Skolt culture and ancient 

Greece. The labyrinths also support a theory once proposed by conservator Sigvald Normann Hanssen of South 

Varanger municipality, suggesting that the Skolts may have had their origins in the Black Sea region. 

2.2.0 THE POPULATION IN THE BORDERLESS “FENNOSCANDIA” 

  Researcher Väinö Tanner describes in the book “The Skolt Lapps” the northern Arctic regions as 

“Fennoscandia,” while modern literature refers to roughly the same areas as “Sápmi” (the Sámi homeland). 

Before 1751, there were still no borders between Norway, Sweden, and Russia. It was only in 1751 that the 

border between Norway and Sweden was established, stretching from southern Norway to a point between 

Polmak and Bugøyfjord (likely up to the boundary marker that marked the border between the Neiden and 

Varanger siidas).  At the same time, the Sámi population in these areas received their “Magna Carta” through the 

Lapp Codicil.  

  It was not until 1826 that the national border between Norway and Russia/Finland was established. 

Before 1826, the Skolts lived in this borderless area, which they regarded as their own. The resource base in the 

Arctic and sub-Arctic regions was not very diverse, but it was sustainable. Hunting-based cultures consisted of 

small groups of local communities that drew their resources from the Arctic environment. For many of these 

communities, trapping, hunting, and fishing formed the main economic foundation, although gathering berries, 

mushrooms, and other plants was also important for their livelihood. 

  For thousands of years, people had their resource areas with their boundaries or “markers,” as described in 

older written sources. These boundaries most often followed watersheds and waterways, which were important 

hunting and fishing areas, as well as key routes for travel in both summer and winter. However, these boundaries 

did not separate different groups of people. The skolts utilized the large resource areas through agreements with 

their neighbours in adjacent siida territories. This region remained borderless until 1826, but since 1326 the rich 

resource base had led to conflicts over the right to tax the area. Over millennia, the distribution and use of this 

land developed from hunting culture and adapted to the available resources. The colonization of the area 

increased pressure on resources, and this gradually transformed wild reindeer hunting into reindeer herding, 

which is still practiced not only in Lapland but across large parts of the region. Originally, the people in this 

cultural landscape were hunters and gatherers, but they had domesticated reindeer, which they used for hunting 

wild reindeer and for transportation. 

  Before the border was drawn through the Neiden siida, both Norway and Russia claimed ownership of the Skolt 

siida territories. The Neiden, Pasvik, and Pechenga siidas formed the so-called Norwegian-Russian joint district 

from the early 17th century until 1826. The entire area and its indigenous population were under Russian secular 

and ecclesiastical jurisdiction, and were only “joint” in terms of taxation. Until 1826, it was the Skolts who in 

practice held the usage rights to this rich Arctic region, but after the border was established, all of the Skolts’ 

traditional rights were gradually transferred to those who colonized the area after 1826. 

9)  Konservator/ amanuensis ved Tromsø Museum 
10) Väinö Tanner: Antropologiska studier inom Petsamo området. Skoltlapparna. Fenni a 49 nr. 4 –1929. 
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2.3.0 The Colonization of the Borderland and the Siida Areas 

  Throughout the vast northern Arctic region, there were no borders, and nature was rich and untouched, with 

abundant game in the forests and rivers and lakes full of fish. Into this resource-rich area of Kola and South 

Varanger, the “Skolts” arrived thousands of years ago. 

The Skolt population grew and gradually spread across large parts of Kola. The skolts had strong influence over 

their territories, something documented in state archives in the respective countries. On several occasions, the 

Skolts refused entry to outsiders who attempted to exploit the rich resources of their lands.  

  According to Einar Niemi, the Skolts repeatedly claimed in the 16th century that intruders could not fish for 

salmon or exploit other resources within their siida territories without their consent. 

During the Russian monastic expansion, the Skolts managed to use their border position to their advantage, and 

the Tsar acted as protector of their rights. At the same time, the Danish-Norwegian authorities behaved 

cautiously in the area so as not to provoke the Russians or risk being excluded. The Russians, for their part, also 

feared that the Skolts might turn westward. As reflected in the common perception of the time, the Skolts were 

considered dominant in the area until the border between Finland/Russia and Norway/Sweden was established. 

2.3.1 Main Features of the Colonization of Skolt Areas in South Varanger 

Until the border was established in 1826, the Skolts were dominant in South Varanger and on the Kola 

Peninsula. Quote from Einar Niemi’s article “The Eastern Sami as Hunters and Reindeer Herders”: 

“Much suggests that the history of the Eastern Sami in South Varanger dates far back into prehistoric times. In a 

Russian tax instruction from 1517, a so-called ‘letter of pardon’ issued by Tsar Vasilij III Ivanovich, Njaudâm is 

mentioned as Russian tax land with a guarantee of Russian ‘support and protection’ against neighbouring 

peoples, who were required to stay away from the lapps subsistence areas ‘in Naifdain’. This was repeated 

several times during the 16th century, and later in negotiations with the Danish-Norwegian authorities.” 

  The common perception at the time was that the area from Bugøyfjord and eastward was more Russian than 

Norwegian. The coastline east of Bugøyfjord was called the “Russian side” or “Raft side,” but according to older 

place names in the Tana Valley, Skolt territories extended further west. 

The Tana Valley and Varangerfjord have in more recent times been regarded as Sea Sami areas, but research into 

place names has revealed a number of Skolt place names in the Tana Valley and around Varangerfjord. 

  Examples of such Skolt place names in the Tana Valley include Masjok and Sirma. Tor Frette writes about 

place names in an article and argues that there are no North Sami word stems beginning with máske, and that this 

stem exists only in Skolts language. In Skolt language, the word máske means a bay or bend/curve. The name 

Masjok therefore means a winding river, which corresponds to the river’s shape, according to Frette. 

  Another Skolt place name in the Tana Valley is Sirma. Sirma means “the gray,” which is a Skolt pseudonym 

for wolf. Earlier place-name research12 suggests that there was most likely once a Skolt settlement in the Tana 

Valley, but that it later disappeared or was assimilated by new settlers who colonized the valley. 

  In the author’s opinion, this indicates that archaeological findings in the Varanger area (the Nesseby area) 

document an earlier skolt settlement rather than a sea lapps settlement. The author expresses surprise that more 

recent research does not provide information about this place-name research in Tana13. During the Russian 

monastic expansion, the Skolts managed to take advantage of their border position, and the Tsar acted as 

protector of their rights. At the same time, Danish-Norwegian authorities behaved cautiously in the area to avoid 

provoking the Russians or being excluded. 

The Russians, on their side, also feared that the skolts might turn westward. 

 
11) Article by Tor Frette: “A Little About Sami Place Names in Tana.” In the book Samiske kulturminner (Sami Cultural 

Heritage), published in 1991. 
12) This place-name research, which confirms earlier Skolt Sami settlement, is scarcely mentioned in other sources. 
13)The author became aware of this information by chance through local informants in Tana. 
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 The common perception at the time shows that the skolts were dominant in the area right up until 

1826, when the border between Finland/Russia and Norway/Sweden was established. After the state 

border was fixed, a colonization of the Arctic Ocean coast began, first by Kvens, Norwegian mountain 

lapps, and later by Norwegians. It was only after iron ore was discovered in Bjørnevatn in 1902 that 

Norwegian colonization gained real momentum. From the 1830s–1840s, Kven colonization began to 

increase in the (Njaudâm)Neiden Valley. The skolt14 settlement in Njauddâm (Neiden) had originally 

been a summer settlement, but the border establishment and Kven colonization led to it becoming a 

year-round settlement for the Neiden skolts. 

  Already in the 18th century, Norwegian authorities encouraged Norwegian Sami to settle within the 

siida areas of the Russian semi nomads(skolts), and some did so. However, it was not until the 19th 

century that a number of factors began to seriously threaten traditional Skolt culture. Economic 

practices were adjusted to the new situation, but the traditional way of life did not begin to break down 

until the first half of the 20th century. 

  The first immigration15 from Finland to Northern Norway began as early as the 16th–17th centuries, 

but increased during the Great Northern War. Most immigrants came from the Tornio Valley to 

Lyngen, Skjervøy, and the Alta area, though some also settled in other parts of Finnmark. 

In the 18th century, immigrants were mainly farmers, while in the 19th century there were two waves 

of labor migration. The first wave came around 1810 to East Finnmark, and the second after the 1830s, 

when Kven colonization of the Neiden Valley also began. 

  In general, immigration to East Finnmark increased after the 1820s, and North Varanger and the 

Vadsø area became the main centers after the 1860s. According to Einar Niemi, the Norwegianization 

policy and an ideological shift in attitudes toward ethnic minorities in the second half of the 19th 

century contributed significantly to the devaluation of the Skolts and their culture. Not least, the 

establishment of large-scale industry in the municipality increased pressure on their culture. 

  A concrete example is how the hydropower potential of the Neiden river was considered so important 

that the land around “Skoltefossen”(the name of the waterfall) was made available for possible transfer 

to a mining company. This led to the dissolution of the old common16 land and its division into 

individually owned private properties in 1903–1904 as part of this planning process. According to 

Professor Niemi, this development reflects a shift in legal thinking at the end of the 18th century. This 

shift meant that the protection of exclusive rights based on long-term traditional use was replaced by 

securing the needs of the local community, where formally equal rights for all members of a 

community became the guiding principle. 

2.3.2 Main Features of the Colonization of Northern Lapland in Finland 

  Around the year 1000 AD, there was no settlement in Northern Finland—today’s Lapland—other 

than skolts settlement. The sami arrived relatively late from the south and became neighbours with the 

Baltic finns, adopting their language. After moving further north, the language developed again, and 

the sami lived by small-scale reindeer herding, hunting, and fishing. In winter, they gathered in 

smaller groups of 10–12 families (“villages”), living in turf huts. 

  From the 12th–13th centuries, colonization from southwestern Finland and Karelia began to move 

into Lapland. In the first phase, this included hunters and tax collectors; in the next phase, agricultural 

colonization (slash-and-burn farming) began. The Kvens(names of the Finns who immigrated) came 

from the region around Tampere, while the Karelians came from the Ladoga area. 

  Toward the end of the 13th century, the Kvens settled along the lower reaches of the Kemi and 

Tornio rivers. The Sami were forced to move further inland, except for those who were assimilated by 

the Kvens. The areas were rich in fish and fur-bearing animals. A group of wealthy farmers, known as 

Birkarls, gained exclusive rights to trade with and collect taxes from the Sami. 

  Later in the 13th century, some Karelians settled around Oulu. By the end of the Middle Ages, the 

Finnish population had spread to the Rovaniemi and Pello areas. 
 
14) Newer name for the Skolts’ summer settlement. 
15) “Finnish Settlement in Northern Norway.” Kven Seminar in Rovaniemi in 1980 – lecturer Jokipu Mauno. 
16) The area is known as “Skolt Town” and has been the Skolts’ summer settlement for centuries prior to 1826. 
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  In the 16th century, a large number of Savonians (Savolax people) from southeastern Finland moved 

into and settled in the forest areas of Northern Finland. The lapps around the Kemi River and in Inari 

continued during the 17th century to live as before, relying on hunting and fishing, while the lapps in 

Enontekiö and Utsjoki had already transitioned to reindeer herding in the 16th century. 

  Around 1630, some Finnish farmers moved into the forest lapps settlement areas north of Rovaniemi, 

toward Kittilä and Kemijärvi, increasing pressure on lapps (groups of people who were nomads) 

culture in the region. From the late 17th century, there was significant immigration of Finns from 

Ostrobothnia into the lapps districts in what are now the Posio and Kuusamo regions, and they quickly 

became the majority in these lapps areas. Finnish agricultural colonization reached the Inari area in the 

19th century, likely influenced by the foreign policy situation between Russia–Finland17, Denmark–

Norway, and Sweden. This immigration led to strong population growth in the Inari area during the 

19th century. 

   At the same time, years of crop failure and food shortages led to seasonal labour migration and 

emigration to Northern Troms and Finnmark (approximately 10,000 Finns immigrated to Norway). 

Demand for timber and tar in the Gulf of Bothnia area from the late 19th century increased labor 

migration, and industrialization led to the founding of the city of Kemi in 1869. This created a large 

demand for labour, which in turn almost halted emigration to Norway and America. People from 

southern Finland were drawn north by opportunities in forestry. This led to overpopulation in the 

Bothnian region, worsening conditions, and renewed emigration. 

  After independence in Finnish independence 1917, Finland received the Petsamo area in 1920, which 

had an ice-free harbour. However, a lack of capital and poor infrastructure in the north created 

difficulties. The Petsamo nickel works was therefore leased to a Canadian mining company, which 

established mining operations and created the basis for new labour migration and population growth. 

This development led to the creation of Lapland province in 1938, with Rovaniemi as its 

administrative center. After the Winter War, the Petsamo region was returned to the Soviet Union. 

The skolts living in the Petsamo area were given the choice of remaining in the Soviet Union or 

moving to Finland. All skolts had to leave their homes in this region. Some moved to collective 

settlements further east on Kola, while most chose to relocate to Ostrobothnia in Finland. After the 

war, the skolts could not return to their original areas because the Soviet Union had restricted 

(demilitarized) the Pasvik, Pechenga, and Suenjel siida areas.  After World War II, the Finnish state 

granted the skolts access to forest areas north of Lake Inari18, where they still live today, relying on 

reindeer herding and fishing. 

2.3.3 Main Features of the Colonization of Kola (formerly Ter) 

  The colonization of Kola and Northern Russia took place along two main routes: via Novgorod and 

from the Rostov region. Already between the 11th and 14th centuries, Tatar-Mongol pressure pushed 

Russian populations northward toward Arkhangelsk.  

  This led to the founding of the trading center Kholmogory in 1533, and subsequent population 

growth contributed to the establishment of the port city of Arkhangelsk in 1583–84, the first Russian 

port with direct connections to foreign harbours. 

  On Kola (Ter being the older Russian name for the region), the Russian lapps19 lived alone for 

centuries before the Nenets arrived as the first colonists. However, monasteries played a central role in 

the thousand-year history of Christian Russia, with power comparable to feudal lords elsewhere in the 

country. Up until the mid-18th century, monasteries on Kola were central to most developments in the 

region. Monastic colonization began roughly at the same time as settlers from Novgorod began 

establishing themselves along the White Sea during the 13th and 14th centuries. 

 
17) By the Treaty of Frederikshavn in 1809, the easternmost areas of the Torne Lappmark were separated from Sweden and 

became part of the Grand Duchy of Finland under Russia—an example of the foreign policy situation at the time. 
18) The Skolt area extends from the Norwegian border to Lake Inari. 
19) The present-day “Skolt area” in Northern Finland (half of the former Njauddâm siida). 
20) In the 19th century, the Skolts were referred to as “Russian Lapps.” 
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  Up until the mid-18th century, the monasteries on Kola were at the center of most development in the 

region. Monastic colonization began roughly at the same time as people from Novgorod started 

settling along the White Sea in the 13th and 14th centuries. The Novgorodians partly displaced and 

partly assimilated the local population, which consisted of Karelians, Chudes, and those formerly 

called Kola Lapps. The population in this area maintained their personal freedom at all times, unlike 

the peasants in Central Russia, who in the 16th century became serfs under landowners. 

  In the Pomor regions, towns gradually grew up around the monasteries. Novgorod was conquered in 

1478 by the Grand Prince of Moscow, who by 1499 gained control over the northern territories and 

Kola. This led to increased power for the monasteries, which began missionary work in the 16th 

century and the construction of monasteries and churches. The monasteries were allowed to expand 

because the nobility did not engage in these regions. 

  In the 1570s, the town of Kola was founded in the Kola Fjord, which led to increased Russian trade 

with the Skolts from the late 16th century. During the 1500s, the Pomors began traveling to the 

Murmansk coast in the spring to fish and returned in the autumn. This became the origin of the Pomor 

trade, and the monasteries developed new industries in their areas. They were the first to construct 

buildings in stone, replacing wooden structures. Factories were built to produce bricks, other building 

stone, and lime. 

  The monasteries engaged architects and builders from outside and trained the local population in 

stone construction. They owned estates spread throughout the White Sea region, and in each larger 

village there was a steward managing the estate on behalf of the monastery20. Large monasteries had 

their own goldsmiths, woodcarvers, and often their own icon-painting workshops. For example, the 

Solovki Monastery in the White Sea was an important and powerful institution, where people received 

training in agriculture, construction, and learned to read and write. Some monasteries also provided 

education in mathematics, physics, astrology, and more. The Solovki Monastery and other large 

northern monasteries had their own garrisons to defend their interests. 

  Books were copied at the larger monasteries from the latter half of the 16th century, mainly for local 

distribution. From the late 18th century, monasteries in the northern regions weakened after Catherine 

II confiscated their landholdings in 1764. 

  After the 17th and 18th centuries, several other larger and smaller population groups moved into the 

Kola region. The first tax collectors from the Russian side were the Ladoga men, who had previously 

travelled north to Kola to “tax” the Sami and Nenets. Later, Novgorod took over tax collection in the 

“Ter” area after the Solovki Monastery was founded in 1436. 

  In 1860, the Tsar of Russia permitted Norwegian colonization on Kola, and Norwegians who moved 

there were granted privileges to trade with Norway. This colonization sparked interest from the 

government in St. Petersburg in the Kola Peninsula21. There were few or no Russians living along the 

Murmansk coast before the mid-19th century, and only in 1899 was the port town Alexandrovsk, north 

of present-day Murmansk, established.  

  The border settlement in 1826, nationalism, and later the Russian Revolution (1914–17) led to 

collectivization and industrialization, also on Kola. This development resulted in labour migration and 

new colonization of the Kola region after the revolution. After 1920, Finland gained independence and 

retained a corridor to the Arctic Ocean, later known as the Petsamo corridor. The Russian Revolution, 

collectivization, and the Winter War between the Soviet Union and Finland forced the Skolts in the 

Petsamo area to choose between moving to Finland or being forcibly relocated and incorporated into 

collective farms on Kola. The Petsamo corridor was demilitarized and remains a restricted area to this 

day. 

 
 
20) The monasteries were economic pioneers in the north. 
21) Norwegian colonization took place in Vajdaguba and in Tsypnavolok. 

    Stalin’s purges in 1936 had serious consequences, also for the Norwegians on Kola. 
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2.4.0 NORWAY, RUSSIA22 AND THE JOINT DISTRICT BEFORE 1826 

  What relationship did Norway and Russia have with the joint district, the skolts, and the lapps in the 

area? This topic is discussed by Oscar Albert Johnsen in Finnmark`s political history, where he 

examines Norwegian–Russian border issues from the Middle Ages up to 1826. 

Until the 17th century, the joint Norwegian-Russian tax district stretched from the Kola Peninsula to 

Lyngen in the west. When the Swedish king began collecting the so-called “Russian tax” from the 

Sami along the coast of Finnmark and Troms, the Tsar prohibited Norwegian tax collection on the 

Kola Peninsula. 

  A corresponding Danish-Norwegian ban was imposed on Russian tax collectors in Finnmark and 

Troms. Negotiations in Teusina between Russia and Sweden regarding taxation and borders led to the 

peace agreement of 1595. Later, the Kalmar War and its peace negotiations provide evidence that the 

Skolt Sami of Neiden were economically well off (Niemi 1989, p. 7). They were even highlighted as a 

model for others. 

  Around 1790, during debates about trade in Finnmark and extensive credit systems, the Danish 

government economist Carl Pontoppidan argued—based on thorough analysis—that credit systems 

could be avoided. The Skolt Sami managed well without credit despite heavy taxation. His 

investigations in Finnmark showed that the “Russian Finns” demonstrated that credit arrangements 

were unnecessary. 

  The skolt siida areas of Petsjenga, Pasvik, and Neiden were, from the early 1600s to the early 1800s, 

regarded as a joint Norwegian-Russian tax territory (also known as the “joint district”). 

Until 1813, the skolts paid taxes both to Russia and to Denmark-Norway, but they were under Russian 

secular and ecclesiastical jurisdiction. Between 1814 and 1826, Norway-Sweden did not demand taxes 

from them. From the late 18th century, the bailiff in Eastern Finnmark undertook a journey every third 

year (the last in 1813) to Malmis to protest lost tax revenues. Until the late 18th century, Denmark-

Norway maintained a claim that the entire joint district should fall under Norway. 

  Russia believed it had a stronger claim to the joint district because the Russian lapps (skolts) were 

Russian citizens and subject to Russian jurisdiction. In addition, they had received privileges from the 

Tsar, and their most important trade routes had always been oriented eastward. 

  Under Christian IV, Denmark-Norway claimed sovereignty over Kola, which was considered old 

Danish-Norwegian land. After the king’s death, this claim faded from practical politics, and the Kola 

Peninsula gradually came to be regarded as exclusively Russian. However, tax claims were maintained 

through the so-called “Malm journeys.” After visiting Neiden in 1802, Martin Rathke gave a warm 

and enthusiastic account of the skolts there, praising their cleanliness, which he associated with their 

religious practices (Tanner, pp. 219–220). 

  Historians Einar Niemi and Astri Andresen23 argued that all evidence suggests that the skolts of 

Neiden were still economically well off at the beginning of the 19th century, even though much of 

Finnmark’s population experienced poverty and hardship. 

3.0    LAND AREAS, LIVELIHOOD AND SOCIAL LIFE 

3.1.0 THE SKOLT SIIDA AND THE SIIDA SYSTEM 

3.1.1 The siida areas in the former Ter region 

  From the early 14th century, there was conflict between Norway and Novgorod, which led to a tax 

agreement in 1326. This resulted in all skolts siidas becoming a joint tax territory for several states, 

though under Russian legal and ecclesiastical jurisdiction. Negotiations following the Kalmar War 

(1611–1613) led to the siidas of Neiden, Pasvik, Petsjenga, and Suonjel becoming a joint Danish-

Norwegian and Russian tax district, while still remaining under Russian legal and church authority. 
 
22)  Sovjet unionen mellom 1917 og 1990. 
23)  ”Sii’daen som forsvant” - hovedoppgave i historie – utgitt 1989 
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  This tax-based joint district is described in the Samerettsutredningen (section 7.2.1) as representing 

the former siida areas of the Skolts24. The report therefore contributed to creating greater uncertainty 

regarding the skolts siida areas on Kola. 

  Among Norwegian, Finnish, and Russian researchers, there has been some disagreement about how 

many skolt siidas there actually were. Even before the border was established in 1826, there was 

uncertainty about which of the siidas could be considered the traditional skolt siidas on the Kola 

Peninsula.  

  The westernmost was the Neiden siida, and the easternmost may have been the Ter siida. 

However, there has always been some uncertainty about this, so I will list all the siidas that, according 

to Tanner (29, pp. 85–86) and Dr. Itkonen, have at times been regarded as Skolt siidas25 (see map 

overview on the next page): 

  1.  Njauddâm (Sks) (Neiden) sijdd       2.Paaččjokk (Sks) (Pasvik) sijdd 

  3.  Peäccam (Sks) (Petsjenga) sijdd   4.  Mue´tkk (Sks) (Muetke) sijdd 

  5.  Suõ´n`jel (Sks) (Suenjell) sijdd    6.  Nuõ´ttjäu´jäu´rr (Sks) (Nuortijärvi) sijdd 

  7.  A´hkél (As) (Ah´kel) sijdd   8.  Sââ´rvesjäu´rr (As) (Hirvasjärvi) sijdd 

 9.  Ču´kksuâl (As) sijdd   10. Kiillt (Kld) (Kildin) sijdd  

11. Koarrdõgk (Kld) sijdd   12. Lejjaa´vvr (Kld) sijdd   

13. Aarsjogk (Kld) sijdd   14. Luujaavv`r (Kld) sijdd 

15. Maaziell`k (Kld) (Masel`ga) sijdd  16. Jofkyj (Ts) sijdd     

17. Kuõddemjaavvre (Ts) sijdd  18. Lyymbes (Ts) sijdd 

19. Pyõnne (Ts) (Ponoi) sijdd  20. Sosnyõffke (Ts) sijdd 

21. Kiintuš (Ts) sijdd  

 

 

 

 
24) In section 7.2.1 of the Samerettsutredningen, the number of skolt siidas is stated to be four, but this is not correct because 

these siidas are part of the so-called joint district. 

The negotiations following the Kalmar War led to the establishment of this joint tax district. The siidas of Neiden, Pasvik, 

Petsjenga, and Suonjel then became a joint Danish-Norwegian and Russian tax area, while still remaining under Russian 

legal and ecclesiastical jurisdiction. 
25) Names of the siidas in Skolt language and Norwegian/Finnish. 
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           The skolt siidas according to Karl Nickul – Ottar 4/97. Cf. the siida overviews on pages 12 and 14. 

 

   The three most frequently discussed siidas in the Petsjenga area—where Tanner spent most of his fieldwork in 

connection with the book Skoltlapparna—were the Petsjenga, Pasvik, and Suenjell siidas. The least described is 

the Nuortijärvi siida. According to Tanner, the extent of the Skolt siida areas was difficult to define. He wrote in 

his book that both the regional distribution and the siida territories of the Skolt language very imprecise, and that 

the area was extremely difficult to delimit. 

  He also wrote that the skoltish were Greek Orthodox, and that in this context one could probably not simply 

regard all Greek Orthodox lapps in the joint district as Skolts. Tanner further refers to Amund Helland 

(Finnmarkens Amt, Vol. II, p. 6), who argued that all Greek Orthodox semi nomads people west of the 

Kolamandra line should be considered Skolts. Tanner also refers to Dr. T. I. Itkonen, who wrote that the 

Murmansk Finns referred to the Kildin lapps as Skolts, and that the Kuolajärvi Finns held the lapps view 

regarding the Ahkél lapps. In earlier times, all Lapps on the Kola Peninsula were referred to as Kola Lapps, Ter 

Finns, or as Russian Finns / Russian Lapps. 

  The siidas on Kola shared the lapps social way of life, religion, and organization, and all participated during the 

19th century and earlier in the large Kola Sobbar (assembly). The greatest distinction in more recent times has 

been linguistic development, which, in the author’s view, does not necessarily constitute a cultural divide. In 

modern times, especially linguists have begun to draw distinctions between the groups that in the 19th century 

were referred to as Russian Lapps or Russian Finns. Among others, the North Sami linguist Pekka Sammallahti 

has discussed this in an interesting research report26, “The semi nomads (lapps) languages and their main dialect 

areas” (see map of the language area on the next page). 

 

  

 
26) Cf. page 64 regarding Professor Beckman’s article. 
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“Among others, the North Sámi linguist Pekka Sammallahti has discussed this in an interesting 

research report, ‘The Saami Languages and Their Main Dialect Areas.’ (Map of the language area on 

the next page).” “Below is a list of the 8 sii’da areas, which in recent years have been regarded as the 

traditional Skolt sii’das (the report deals with these sii’das): 

 

 

“Below is a list of the 8 sii’da areas, which in recent years have been regarded as the traditional Skolt 

sii’das (the report deals with these sii’das):  

1. Njauddâm (Sks) (Neiden) sijdd      2. Paaččjokk (Sks) (Pasvik) sijdd 

3. Peäccam (Sks) (Petsjenga) sijdd        4. Suõ´nn`jel (Sks) (Suenjel) sijdd 

  5. Mue´tkk   (Sks) (Muetke) sijdd           6. Nuõ´ttjäu´jäu´rr (Sks) (Nuortijärvi) sijdd 

   7. A´hkél     (Sks) (Ah´kel) sijdd               8. Sââ´rvesjäu´rr (Sks) (Hirvasjärvi) sijdd 

 

All 8 siidas speaks the same language.  

 

 

 

 

 

Above the so-called common district, the four skolt sides with seasonal settlements.  

(Based on Tanner 1929/Vorren 1989). 

 

“The Pasvik and Petsjenga sii’da borders the Varanger region and the Kola Fjord. These sii’das, 

together with the Neiden sii’da, were in the 19th century regarded as coastal Sámi sii’das, while the 

Suenjel, Nuettjaur, Muetke, Ah’kel, and Sarve sii’das were regarded as forest Sámi sii’das. 

The sii’das Njauddâm, Paaččjokk, Peäccam, and Suõ’nn’jel were for a period considered a shared tax 

area and were later known as the “common district” (cf. sii’da overview, page 13).” 

 

 

 

 

 “In winter, all the Skolts moved to their winter settlements. Those who lived near the coast moved in the 

summer to the Varanger area and the Kola Fjord, while the others moved to summer settlements by the large 

lakes on the Kola Peninsula. Various historical sources describe that the forest lapps (the Skolts) had more 

reindeer than the coastal lapps/Skolts on the Kola Peninsula, but these sources are uncertain. There are still today 

old leudder (reindeer-related cultural remains) in some of the inland sii’da areas, which may support these 

sources about the former reindeer wealth of the sii’das. Often, the Skolts along the coastal zone were considered 

the wealthiest due to the fish-rich fjords and the large salmon rivers, in addition to inland resources. 

  Before the borders were established between Russia/Finland and Sweden/Norway, the sii’da areas (territories) 

were under the control of the Skolts27. The Skolts in the common district were very prosperous before the 

borders were drawn, but the border settlement led to drastic changes for this population on the Norwegian side. 

  The Norwegian authorities facilitated rapid colonization of the area, which resulted in the Skolts being deprived 

of all their previously established rights. Quite soon, the Skolts on the Norwegian side became a minority, and 

they were quickly pushed away from their traditional fishing grounds in the fjords. Those who colonized the 

Pasvik and Neiden valleys received government support to take over all Skolts rights in these areas. The Pasvik 

skolts were allowed to use some of their resources on the Norwegian side until 1924, but when the Norwegian 

authorities paid 12,000 gold kroner to the Finnish state as compensation to the Skolts, cross-border movement 

came to an end. This was essentially the end of the Pasvik Skolts28’ use of resources on Norwegian territory. 

3.1.2 The sii’da system 

  The term sii’da refers to a defined geographical area along with the group of people who have the right to use 

it. The Russian (Novgorodian) term for this group was pogost (meaning parish, congregation, district, and/or tax 

unit). In this Russian administrative system, adapted to Skolt conditions, the smallest organizational unit, the 

pogost, corresponded to the sii’da organization. Three sii’das formed an electoral alliance led by a starosta 

(“elder of three sii’das”). This elder, together with representatives from the pogosts, acted as an intermediary 
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between the state and the sii’das. Otherwise, the sii’da assembly or council—called Norrâz in Skolt language 

had free authority to manage the internal affairs of the sii’da, as they had done since ancient times. 

  The administration of the Skolt sii’da, the Norrâz, allocated fishing waters and hunting grounds within the 

sii’da territory to individual families according to size and need. At the same time, the Norrâz was responsible 

for resolving disputes and judging minor offenses or crimes. 

  The Norrâz convened in winter in the winter village, and each family was represented. The representatives 

elected a leader of the assembly for a period of time. Two of the Skolt sii’das were previously referred to as 

forest lapps sii’das, namely Suenjel and Nuortijärvi sii’das. The other sii’das had regular contact with the coast 

and could not be described in the same way (Tanner: pp. 345–346). 

  According to Tanner and Vorren, the sii’da organization of the old hunting period was simple in structure and 

based on family units. Each head of a family, man or woman, had a place in the sii’da council. This council then 

elected a leader, called oaivolmmai (headman). 

  In the 19th century, the so-called volost system was also introduced in these sii’da areas. 

Knowledge about the Skolts and their sii’da organization is very good thanks to the work of Väinö Tanner, and 

in broad terms, the sii’da organization of the Norwegian lapps has been reconstructed based on knowledge of the 

Skolt sii’das (Odner 1982, p. 42; Vorren). 

  The outer coastal strip in Neiden, Pasvik, and Petsjenga was long regarded as a shared common area. During 

the 18th century, the boundary appears to have been somewhat fluid between Neiden and the Varanger lapps 

settlement, in the sense that the Varanger lapps were permitted to practice reindeer herding within the Neiden 

sii’da. An excerpt from the Vardøhus district court records shows that two witnesses at a court session in Vadsø 

on 12 August 1653 claimed to have heard that the Neiden River had belonged to the Varanger lapps.  

Quote from the protocol (the term sami first came into use in the 1960s):” 

 

27) “Locally under the Norrâz of each individual sii’da, but subordinate to the collective organization ‘Kola Sobbar.’ 
28) Some Pasvik Skolts who moved to Sevettijärvi in Finland continued to use their fishing grounds until the mid-1960s.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Old people, their leaders, as well as the Varanger lapps, have heard that the aforementioned Neiden river in 

earlier times had been used by and belonged to the Varanger lapps; the same river was ceded to the Neiden 

lapps(skolts).” 

Quotes from Tanner’s book Skoltlapparna: 

“It thus appears to me fairly likely that the Neiden Skolts have inhabited the area shown, for example, on 

Schnitler’s map (fig. 6 in the book Skoltlapparna), since ancient times. Around the turn of the 19th century, 

Njaudämöz probably spent the winters in the Räkkijäyr area in the northeastern part of the Inari parish, and 

they likely also moved toward Kessivuono Bay at Lake Inari (Rosberg, p.126).” 

Tanner (1929, pp. 216–219) refers to Niels Knag’s description of the Neiden Skolts (Dansk Magazin, p. 275), 

quote: 

“On 21 December 1690, according to reports, all the Neiden lapps were still gathered in their autumn villages. 

Whether these villages were located within the above-mentioned areas, which is likely, unfortunately does not 

appear from Knag’s account. The Neiden Skolts seem to have managed fishing quite well; in 1790 

(Pontoppidan: De Finmarkske Magazins Samlinger, p. 234), the industriousness of the Greek-Catholic Lapps, 

including those of Neiden, is highlighted as a difficult example for the rest of the population in Finnmark to 

emulate.” 

  Tanner (1929, p. 219) further refers to Rathke, who visited Neiden on april 1, 1802, and described Skolt life at 

that time: 

“Neiden had the appearance of a small farming village with about half a dozen small timber houses standing 

close together. These are inhabited only in winter and are deserted in summer, when the inhabitants move a 

couple of miles further out toward the sea coast to carry out fishing and collect eiderdown.” 
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  Rathke’s description also shows that the Neiden Skolts were very religious and strictly observed fasting. 

During fasting periods, the Skolts ate fish, while guests were served meat. 

3.1.3 What happened to the skolt siida communities and the Skolts who remained on the Norwegian side 

The Neiden siida (Njauddâm sijdd) was the westernmost of the Skolt siidas (Niemi, Vorren).  

It bordered: 

• to the east: the Pasvik siida, which in turn bordered the Petsamo (Pechenga) siida  

• to the south: the forest Sámi Inari siida  

• to the west: the Sea Sámi Varanger siida  

  Along the coast, Bugøyfjord formed the western boundary and Kjøfjord the eastern boundary, with the western 

side of Skogerøya belonging to the Neiden siida. To the southwest, the boundary at times extended to the lakes 

Garsjøen and Diergejavre. 

  The siida areas generally followed a watershed principle, although there were deviations from this rule. Other 

written sources indicate that the Skolt siidas extended as far as the Tana Valley29, though this is not elaborated 

further in this report. The Skolts in the Neiden, Pasvik, and Petsamo siidas were considered very prosperous 

before the border settlement in 1826. The Danish government economist Erik Pontoppidan wrote around 1790, 

during debates about trade in Finnmark and extensystems: 

“Based on thorough investigations in Finnmark, the ‘Russian Finns’ demonstrated that credit systems could be 

avoided.” 

  This shows that the Skolts managed well without credit, despite heavy taxation. They paid taxes to three states: 

Russia/Finland - Sweden/Norway - Denmark  

  The Neiden, Pasvik, and Petsamo siidas were part of a Norwegian–Russian joint district established in 1612, 

which lasted until the border was fixed in 1826.  However, the Skolts had used this area since time immemorial 

and, on that basis, believed they had the right to determine how resources should be managed. 

The Skolts were under Russian jurisdiction. 

 
29) “Sirma is a Skolts place name, and there are several place names in Tana that document an earlier Skolt settlement   

    in the valley. This suggests that the Skolt siidas extended further west than researchers have indicated.” 

 

 

 

 

 

  They are/were semi-nomads (Vorren30), with permanent dwelling sites, and their mobility meant that 

they could not maintain constant control over who was “exploiting” their areas. These conditions led 

to both major and minor conflicts between Skolts, Lapps, Kvens, and Norwegians during different 

periods, but the conflicts increased after 1826. 

  The Neiden Skolts chose to remain in the Neiden Valley after the border was established, because the 

most important resources ended up on the Norwegian side. These included fjord fishing in the 

Varanger Fjord and the rich salmon fishing in the Neiden River during the summer. However, the 

border settlement also meant that the Neiden Skolts lost the right to travel on the Finnish-Russian side, 

and they therefore became completely dependent on the resources on the Norwegian side of the 

border. 

  Legal disputes in the 19th and 20th centuries led to them losing their exclusive rights to salmon 

fishing in the Neiden River, and later also their domesticated reindeer herd, which was their last basis 

for survival as a cultural people. Court rulings on fishing rights in 1848 and 1930, as well as the 

salmon commissions (“lakseting”) in 1864 and 1891, had negative consequences for the Neiden 

Skolts’ economic adaptation. 

  In practice, it was the 1908 ruling that led to the dissolution of the Neiden Skolts’ special rights to 

seine-net fishing31. In 1929, the two main Skolt reindeer herders were dismissed, which led to the 

collapse of Skolt reindeer husbandry. Later court cases concerning fishing rights and reindeer 

husbandry in 1930, the 1950s–60s, and the 1980s–90s did not rule in favour of the Skolts, either 

regarding reindeer husbandry or other livelihoods in Neiden. Several of the Neiden Skolts have 

maintained their own legal understanding that the resources belonged to them. 
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  These differing legal interpretations have, over the years, led to numerous conflicts and court cases 

involving the Neiden Skolts from the border settlement in 1826 up to the 1980s, but they lost all of 

these disputes. Several Norwegian informants believe that their ancestors had authority over all 

resources within the Neiden siida, but that these rights were gradually taken from them after the border 

settlement. 

  According to Tønnesen32, both the “Swedish” and the “Russian” lapps(Skolts) had their own defined 

territories, to which the siidas held ownership rights. According to Tønnesen, the Skolts and lapps had 

exclusive rights to the resources that were relevant to exploit—namely hunting, fishing, and grazing 

rights. Before the border settlement and the colonization of the siida area, they had full control over 

their own resource territories. According to their own local understanding, they had the right to refuse 

outsiders permission to settle within the siida area. 

  Erik Solem writes in his dissertation “Lappiske rettsstudier” (“Lapp Legal Studies33”), quote: 

“Among a primitive people who sustain themselves through hunting and trapping, there is in itself no 

need for ownership rights in the modern sense. The need for such ownership arises only when land is 

in some way worked, either through settlement or cultivation. At the stage of development, the Lapps 

were then in, it was not ownership rights but the right to engage in hunting that was of importance. 

Based on the available information, I also believe that the usage rights which an individual Lapp or 

Lapp family had to their ‘land’ were not unconditional.” 

  After the border settlement in 1826, the Skolts in practice had to relinquish control over their siida 

territory and all resources to the Norwegian state. Solem argued that, in the transition to Norwegian 

rule, the Neiden Skolts’ understanding of customary law should have been respected. This would have 

been in accordance with Norwegian legal principles requiring protection of rights based on long-

standing use (“immemorial usage”). 

  Tønnesen34 also wrote in his dissertation that during the first 25-year period after kven colonization, 

the skolts’ established rights based on long-term use were not recognized by the state authorities 

31 Reindeer husbandry and nomadism in the Varanger area 
32 Livjelak fishing (using nets/seine) 
33 Lapp Legal Studies – 1970 
34 The Right to the Land of Finnmark – 1979, p. 122  

 

 

  Professor Einar Niemi thought the same and wrote that for the Norwegian government, it was entirely unthinkable to 

recognize the Skolts’ rights, because the most important priority was to secure a fixed border in the security-political 

situation against the “Russian threat.” 

3.1.4 What happened to the Skolt siidas and the Skolts in the Petsamo area 

   The Skolts in the Pasvik, Petsjenga, and Suenjel siidas lived a relatively carefree life until the winter war broke out between 

Finland and the Soviet Union in 1939. The Russian Revolution and collectivization had no consequences for the Skolts in the 

Petsamo area, but the winter war forced them to choose whether to move to Finland or remain in Russia. 

  All the Skolts in the Petsamo area were forced to relocate, either further into the Kola Peninsula or into Finnish territory. 

Most chose to move to Finland, while some moved deeper into Kola. 

After the war: The Petsamo and Pasvik Skolts ended up in the Käväjärvi area, specifically in the Nellim region in Finland  

The Suenjel Skolts were settled in the Sevettijärvi area some of the Pasvik Skolts also moved to Sevettijärvi because they had 

family in Neiden and fishing grounds on the Norwegian side. Those Pasvik Skolts who settled in Sevettijärvi continued to use 

their traditional fishing grounds in: Bøkfjord - Jarfjord - Pasvik well into the 1960s. 

  Among those who regularly used fishing sites on the Norwegian side after 1949 were: Katri Jefrimoff and her three brothers 

Masja Gerasimoff, Mikko Gerasimoff, and Illeppi Gerasimoff. Katri Jefrimoff and Mikko Gerasimoff were among the last to 

continue fjord fishing into the late 1960s, but they eventually had to give it up due to old age and declining health. 

More detailed description of the Skolts who became permanently settled in Finland after the war is provided in section 4.7.2. 

Before settling permanently, the Skolts were moved many times across northern Finland, and many were relocated as far 

south as Kalajoki in Ostrobothnia. 

  During these numerous relocations, they lost most of what they had brought with them when they fled their original homes. 

Most families lost their livestock and the majority of their reindeer due to the wars and forced movements. 

They endured many hardships and difficulties before eventually being allocated land and homes where they could settle. 

(A map on page 20 shows the main pattern of migration from the Petsamo area to their present settlements in Finland.) 
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35) Masja Gerasimoff was orphaned at an early age and came to my best parents Mikit Ivanowitz and Anna Ivanowitz in 

Neiden when he was about 2–3 years old. He later moved back closer to his own siblings when he was between 10–12 years 

old (to the Pasvik siida), according to his son Pekka Gerasimoff. 
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Hovedmønsteret for

flyttingen fra

Petsamokilen til det

finske skolteområdet.

Skoltene fra Pasvik-

sii'daen flyttet hoved-

sakelig til Nellim.

Fra Pesjengasii'daen

flyttet de til Käväjärvi

og fra Suenjelsii'daen

flyttet skoltene til

Sevettijärviområdet.

 

The text above on the left side under Finland: 

The main pattern of migration from Petsamokilen to the Finnish skolt area. 

The Skolts from Pasvik siida moved mainly to Nellim area. 

Fra Petsjenga siida they moved to Käväjärvi area and from Sunjel siida to the Sevettijärvi area. 

The wide arrows show the moving patterns. 
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3.1.5 What happened to the siida communities and the Skolts who were/ended up in Russia 

  In contrast to the Finnish Skolts, those on the Russian side lived a relatively carefree and good life up until the 

1930s. However, the upheaval in Russian society after the revolution was enormous. The greatest change came 

with collectivization. The Skolts in the Muetke siida were collectivized in 1930 and moved to Zapadnaya Litsa, 

where they lived more or less permanently in the kolkhoz Tundra. Despite this relocation, they lived a relatively 

peaceful life until 1937, when an incomprehensible catastrophe occurred. 

  The NKVD (later the KGB) arrested a large number of men from the Muetke siida. They were sent to labour 

camps and prisons, and many were executed. According to some informants, they were accused of espionage, 

but they were not spies. They had been in contact with relatives in the Petsamo area. During the Stalin era, 

visiting family in the Petsamo region was enough to be convicted as a spy. 

In 1940, the remaining Muetke Skolt Sámi were moved eastward to the Tuloma River, where they were 

incorporated into new kolkhozes together with Skolts from the Nourtijärvi siida. 

   The background for this relocation was likely the “non-aggression pact” between the Soviet Union and 

Germany, signed by the foreign ministers Molotov and Ribbentrop. The siida territories were demilitarized, and 

the Skolts were forced to leave their traditional areas because the Soviet Union had leased Zapadnaya Litsa to 

Germany. The Germans planned to build a submarine base there, but they did not complete it before the war 

broke out. Today, Russia’s largest nuclear submarine base is located there, and according to one informant, a 

town of around 30,000 inhabitants is connected to this base. 

  The Skolts who remained along the Tuloma River lost all their reindeer during the war, and the population was 

gradually dispersed across the Kola Peninsula and throughout Russia. East of the Suenjel siida and south of the 

Muetke siida lay the relatively populous Nourtijärvi siida. This siida was a typical inland community, but unlike 

the Muetke siida, the Skolt Sámi here had relatively small reindeer herds. 

  From the late 1800s to the early 1900s, the skolt population in the Muetke siida was distributed among 2–3 

winter settlements near the large lake Nourtjärvi. In summer, families moved to seasonal settlements, where they 

engaged extensively in fishing while maintaining control over their reindeer. However, the Skolts in the 

Nourtijärvi siida were also forcibly relocated in the 1930s, collectivized, and moved into several kolkhozes. 

  The Nourtijärvi siida dissolved, and its population was dispersed throughout Russia. Nevertheless, a small part 

of its population still lives along the Tuloma River. The Skolts in the Ah’hel and Sarves siidas were also forcibly 

collectivized, dispersed,  

and today mostly live outside their traditional siida areas. During the war, young men from the Nourtijärvi, 

Muetke, and other Skolts siidas on the Kola Peninsula were conscripted into the Red Army. They took part 

actively on all fronts, and many fell in battle. 

  One informant told of a man named Ivan Osipov Andreyevich from the Muetke siida who went to Leningrad 

during the war. As a result of Stalin’s arrests, he was taken as a reprisal and placed in a penal battalion. The 

battalion was sent to Uzbekistan, where he was wounded in combat and sent to the nearest hospital.  

After the war, he trained as a teacher, married, had children, and worked as a teacher  

until his death in 1970.  

  The informant said that Ivan left behind a daughter, Nina Osipova, who likely still  

Lives there. Like ivan, many skolts were dispersed throughout the soviet union due  

To the stalin era and world war ii. However, many still live in Tomsk, Jona, Revda,  

Lovozero, Murmansk, Laparskaya, Shonguy, and across the Kola Peninsula. 

 

 

 
36 In the Petsamo area (inlet), the Petsjenga, Suenjell, and Pasvik siidas were located. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  The Skolts siidas in the former common district were restricted, while the remaining Skolt siida areas on the 

Kola Peninsula were colonized and populated by various other minority groups. Furthermore, the Skolts lost 
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their rights to the siida territories, which became state-owned land and were later developed to varying degrees. 

Large areas were designated as national parks, while others were restricted or regulated in different ways. 

  Among other things, large parts of the Nourtijärvi Skolts siida became affected by a state hydropower 

development project in the 1960s. This led to the damming of Nourtijärvi and the regulation of the Tuloma 

River, reducing its water flow. This development destroyed the Tuloma as a salmon river, while large areas 

around the former large lake Nourtijärvi were submerged, including the old Skolt village of Ristikenttä. 

Finnish contractors left behind some barracks at Upper Tuloma, and elderly Skolts still live there. There are also 

scattered Skolt settlements along the Tuloma River and in apartment blocks in Tuloma. In general, Skolt 

settlements are dispersed in small groups, and the overall cultural situation within the traditional skolt siidas on 

the Russian side is very critical today. 

3.2.0 THE RELIGION AND CULTURAL SYMBOLS OF THE SKOLTS 

  At the beginning of the 16th century, Trifon came to Petschenga with the aim of converting the Skolts to the 

Greek Orthodox faith. He had a church built by the Petschenga River, called the Holy Trinity Church, and 

around this church the Petschenga Monastery developed. In 1565, St. Trifon had St. George’s Chapel built in the 

Skolt Town (village) in Neiden. Until 1914, a priest from Boris-Gleb came every summer to perform the holy 

liturgy and other necessary ceremonies in the church, such as baptisms, weddings, and funerals. Baptisms were 

carried out in the river just below the chapel, and the last known baptism before 1990 took place in 1912. 

   From 1914 onwards, a policy of Norwegianization was implemented, forcing the Skolts to adopt Norwegian 

names and prohibiting them from practicing their Greek Orthodox religion until the 1950s. It was not until 1990 

that baptisms were again performed at St. George’s Chapel in the village that is now called Neiden. 

  St. George’s Chapel celebrated its 400th anniversary on September 5, 1965. Jogar Ivanowitz37 was a central 

figure and initiator who contributed to this commemoration. Since this anniversary, the chapel has been restored 

to use, and every year since then, a church service has been held there on the last Sunday of August.  

The chapel has also been associated with healing, as sick people came from far and near to seek repentance and 

recovery. 

  It is said that pilgrims in the past walked to the chapel and from there continued to Trifon’s pool, where they 

bathed and washed themselves. According to tradition, St. Trifon blessed this pool and the river, and for 

believers, the water still has a legendary healing and cleansing power. The monastic colonization and 

Christianization of the Skolts in the 16th century most likely led to certain changes in the cultural development 

of the siidas. Christianization brought both negative and positive developments in a cultural context. It can be 

assumed that the church and religion also introduced much new knowledge that became important in the daily 

lives of the Skolts. 

  In my view, the religious aspect of the culture has had great significance, including in how the Skolts viewed 

their rights to the use of land and water. Under otherwise difficult conditions, sacred practices have acted as a 

unifying force that helped maintain the culture on both the Norwegian and Finnish sides. 

The annual services held since 1965 at St. George’s Chapel have been an important religious and cultural 

meeting place for Skolts in Norway and Finland. This yearly religious-cultural event at the chapel in the Skolt 

Town (village) has been a central symbol and has contributed to making Skolt culture visible and helping it 

survive in Norway. 

  The Skolt village, salmon fishing in the river, seine fishing, and St. George’s Chapel has, for as long as the 

Skolts lived in the village, been strong symbols shaping their identity. The chapel remains a strong and important 

cultural symbol today, as demonstrated by the annual service held on the last Sunday of August. 

 
37 The report writer’s father, who for the most part stood alone in promoting the Skolts people's rights and   

    culture in Norway. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Archaeological excavations from the area show that the culture has a history spanning several thousand years in 

South Varanger and on the Kola Peninsula. Neiden Valley, or Njauddâm38, which means “Marten Valley” (or 
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marten area) in skolts, has for centuries been the Skolts summer settlement. Few places in the world have such 

cultural continuity, and this is unique in itself. The settlement in Skoltebyen (the Skolt Town- skolts village) is 

believed to have been established because of the river and the rich seine-net fishing39 at Skoltefossen, which the 

Skolts have practiced for centuries. This centuries-long—and likely millennia-long—skolts tradition has today 

been “adopted” by the shared fishing in Neiden, where most  

of the rights holders are of Kven descent.    

  Skoltebyen (Skolt Town) still holds great importance  

for Skolts identity and remains the core area for the   

Neiden Skolts. On July 25, 1992, some of the skolts 

converted to the faith of their ancestors and established  

the “St. George Church Association.  

  The church association is a branch of the Holy Nikolai Orthodox Parish in Oslo and is subject to the regulations 

of this parish. As such, it is led by the clergy of the Holy Nikolai parish and is under the same ecclesiastical 

authority. 

  The Orthodox Church in Norway is part of the archdiocese in Paris, under Archbishop Sergij, and belongs to 

the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople, under Patriarch Bartholomew. 

3.3.0 THE SITUATION OF THE SKOLTS BEFORE 1826 

  According to Niemi, everything suggests that the Neiden Skolts were still economically well-off at the 

beginning of the 19th century, even though large parts of the population in Finnmark experienced poverty and 

hardship. The negotiations in Teusina between Russia and Sweden regarding taxation and borders led to the 

peace treaty in 1595. Later, the Kalmar War and the peace negotiations that followed contain material 

documenting that the Neiden Skolts were economically well-off (Niemi 1989, p. 7). 

  The skolts were highlighted as an example for others to follow. Around 1790, when trade in Finnmark and the 

extensive credit system were being debated, the Danish government economist Carl Pontoppidan wrote that, 

based on thorough investigations in Finnmark, the “Russian Finns” demonstrated that credit systems could be 

avoided. The Skolts managed well without credit despite heavy tax pressure.  

  After his visit to Neiden in 1802, Rathke gives a warm and enthusiastic description of the Neiden Skolts.  

He praises their cleanliness, which he associates with their religious practices (Tanner 1929, pp. 219–220).  

The economic and social structure of the siida community remained intact for many years after the border was 

established in 1826, but the ties between the other Skolt siidas and the Neiden siida (Njauddâm sijdd) gradually 

weakened throughout the 19th century. 

3.4.0 THEORIES ABOUT THE SKOLTS AND THE ORIGIN OF THE TERM “SKOLT” 

  In the book “Skoltlapparna”, Tanner includes a chapter titled “On the Anthropological Type of the Petsamo 

Skolts”, where he refers to various researchers’ views on the origin of the Skolts. 

Among others, Tanner (1929, p. 282) refers to Hallström (1911, p. 304) and Zolotarjoff (1928, p. 12 ff.) 

regarding the more easterly living lapps, quoting: 

“Even if one can trace, in Skolt civilization and language to a much greater extent than among the western Sámi, 

remnants of the genuine old Sámi culture in most areas, the people are, in a racial sense, no longer—perhaps 

not even predominantly—lapps.” 

  That Tanner addressed this topic in his book may not be surprising, but it is nevertheless an interesting 

observation and illustrates the different views of the time regarding the origin of the skolts. 

 

 

 

 
38 Njávdam is another spelling used by some writers, but the correct spelling is Njauddâm.  
39 The Skolts’ traditional seine fishing method was called livjelak.  

 

 

  Whether the Skolts are Sámi or not is not the main issue here, but the author finds it somewhat puzzling that 

contemporary researchers assert that the Skolts are a Sámi ethnic group. However, there are numerous sources 

that provide a more nuanced description of the Skolts. 

  Many researchers from different periods have had varying theories about the Skolts and their origins. Sources 

referring to Tanner (1929, pp. 238, 290–293) and Hallström (1911, p. 304) discuss the eastern-dwelling Sámi. 
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Most researchers from the 18th to the 20th centuries believed that there were significant differences between the 

Russian (lapps) (Terfinns = Skolts) and the Norwegian and Finnish Lutheran lapps also called sámi.  

  I doubt if they are Sami, because they took the same term from Tanners`s Skoltlapparna from 1929. 

In my view, Norwegian Sámi use the aforementioned findings as their own documentation and as part of the 

basis for claiming indigenous status. 

   According to Odner, the Skolts’ siida organization has been used to reconstruct the Sámi siida system. In the 

book “Finns and Terfinns”, Knut Odner raises the question of whether the Skolts’ organizational form represents 

the original Sámi organizational structure. Skolt culture shares many similarities with Sámi culture, but there are 

also several elements that differ significantly from Norwegian and Finnish Sámi culture. These differences are 

evident in the Skolts’ way of life, language, clothing traditions, naming customs, and religious practices. 

   While the presence of the Skolts in South Varanger and on the Kola Peninsula is documented by several 

researchers, there was at the same time a region in southern Finland called Hemä (Tavastland). 

This information comes from a lecture by Professor Olavi Korhonen, a Swedish-Finnish linguist. According to 

Korhonen, Hemä means the same as Sápmi. Nickul has also described Sámi living far down in central/southern 

Finland during the 13th–16th centuries. This theory is recognized by Swedish and Finnish researchers, who also 

believe that the original root of Sámi culture comes from “Hemä.” Based on Professor Korhonen’s description of 

Hemä, it is therefore highly likely that the original Sámi culture originated in southern Finland, and that Skolt 

culture, which was intact at the same time, was/is a distinct minority and indigenous culture. 

   According to this theory, Finnish-Swedish agrarian colonization around the turn of the last millennium 

gradually pushed the Sámi northward toward northern Finland, Norway, and Sweden. In the author’s view, 

smaller family groups and individual Sámi likely crossed the northern regions before that time, but they were 

probably hunters. This Swedish-Finnish theory is not mentioned in more recent Sámi research on Sámi history, 

which is peculiar. In the book “Finns and Terfinns”, Professor Knut Odner states that the term “Lapp” originated 

around the time of Christ in southern Finland. A quote from the book: 

Furthermore, Odner states in the book that the aim was to formulate hypotheses about the processes that led to 

the establishment of the Sámi as an ethnic category. Quote: 

“I will anticipate by saying that it seems reasonable to assume that the Sámi first emerged as an ethnic category 

around the time of Christ, in a process of economic differentiation in the area around the Gulf of Finland.” 

  This is an exciting and interesting theory. Several others are critical of more recent Sámi research, considering 

it insufficiently nuanced. In recent times, Trygve Andersen from Alta wrote a book in which he questioned 

whether the Sámi are an indigenous people in Finnmark. The publication of the book was stopped because some 

believed that critical questions about Sámi history should not be raised.  

  However, in the author’s opinion, the question is highly relevant, as there is considerable uncertainty regarding 

the history of both the Sámi and the Skolts.  

  What is certain is that the blood genes of the Skolts and Sami are different. Professor emeritus Lars Beckman , 

Umeå University wrote in the magazine Samefolket nr 8 1997 p 11-13, quote:  

“Among the Skolts, the frequency of the A2 gene is significantly higher than among the Sámi in Sweden and in 

percentage terms is 18-20”. 

  These blood gene differences also show that the Skolts and the Sami are 2 different people groups, which is 

also shown by the different cultural symbols. In chapter 3.5.0 The distinctive cultural symbols of the Skolts – 

there you can see them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  According to archaeological research, the Kjelmøy finds document that the Skolts have been settled in South 

Varanger for at least 2,000 years, while no equivalent documentation exists for the the Sámi population. There 

are no factual sources for this type of research. Therefore, in the opinion of the undersigned, it is impossible to 

definitively determine the history or ethnicity of different Indigenous peoples, yet there are researchers who, 

without hesitation, claim that this is possible. In this respect, much of the more recent Sámi history written in 

Norway lacks nuance and does not provide a balanced description of Sámi reality. 
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  In the Sámi rights debate, several Sámi have contributed to constructing a historical “truth” that is insufficiently 

nuanced and omits factual information about the diversity and differences within the Lappish population. This 

has resulted in a version of Sámi history that does not provide an accurate representation of Sámi history in the 

North Calotte. At times, it may appear that a kind of “Sámi nationalism” is driving this ethically questionable 

historiography. 

  Norwegian history must be rewritten in light of new information, and Sámi history must likewise be nuanced 

and revised. Everyone in society should be able to participate in historical discourse, because history is a shared 

heritage. Without such participation, there is reason to question whether Norway is truly a democratic society for 

all groups. 

  The undersigned believes that Sámi research36 is rewriting Skolt history into a general Sámi history.  

For example, the Kjelmøy finds—which document Skolt history—are being reinterpreted by several researchers 

as general Sámi history. Previously, these finds were described as documenting Skolt settlement, whereas in 

more recent Sámi research they are described simply as Sámi finds. From this perspective, I am highly critical of 

Sámi research, as it creates a misleading picture of Sámi reality. Sámi research in Norway on culture and history 

appears somewhat static and shaped by the premises of Sámi researchers. At times, it may seem that researchers 

revise earlier reports due to economic interests, and this is used by the Sámi Parliament in debates about land and 

water rights. 

  From the early 1960s, the Sámi movement in Norway began using the terms “Skolt Sámi” or “Eastern Sámi” to 

refer to the Skolts in Neiden. Some Skolts gradually began using the term “Eastern Sámi” about themselves as 

well. 

  This was largely a result of the negative stigma attached to the word “Skolt” among the population and among 

the Skolts in Neiden. In recent years, Norwegian Sámi have shifted to using the terms “Eastern Sámi” for Skolt 

Sámi in Norway and “Kola Sámi” for those on the Kola Peninsula. This is especially evident in recent Sámi 

literature published in the past few years. 

   The expression “the Lapps on the Kola Peninsula” has also been disseminated through the media, including 

television programs from Russian Skolts siida areas. Why have Norwegian Sámi over the past 40 years 

contributed to this change in terminology? Has this shift made Skolt culture in Norway more visible—or more 

invisible? The undersigned believes that it is the Sámi who benefit when distinctions between cultures are 

blurred. 

  In the book “The Sámi – an Arctic Indigenous People” (p. 38), Odd Mathis Hætta is strongly critical of 

Norwegian assimilation policy. He writes that this policy did not allow the Sámi to develop and build upon their 

own culture. Today, the Sámi Parliament of Norway is said to pursue a similar Sámi assimilation policy, which 

leads to the invisibilization of Skolt culture in Norway. 

  At times, the term “Skolt” has been used as a derogatory word, giving the Skolt Sámi a sense of inferiority.  

The word itself has had various interpretations and has been perceived differently over time. 

  The term “Skolt” has been interpreted as meaning “bald,” something most Skolts did not appreciate, even 

though some may indeed have been bald. The Kven people in Neiden long held on to this designation, and 

eventually the Skolt Sámi themselves began to use the term “Skolt” about themselves (Enbusk 1984). 

Another theory suggests that younger men among the Skolt Sámi washed their heads with brine to become bald. 

This was done to avoid military service, which lasted 21 years during the Tsarist period. 

My opinion about the name kven: 

The Kven (kven is word used by Norwegian researchers before the last world war. They are actually Finnish immigrants from the 17th-19th 

centuries. My maternal family were Finnish emigrants in the 19th centery. Also my wife`s grandmother came as an emigrant from Finland.  

 

36 The undersigned believes that Sámi research is insufficiently nuanced, because the Lappish people consist of many different groups.  

The Skolts are a distinct minority and were present in the area before the Kven people, the Sea Finns, and the Inari Sámi and other. 

 

 

 

 

  Such long military service had serious consequences, as it meant that one lost one’s youth, and the opportunity 

to start a family was greatly reduced. The term “skolt” was, at times, perceived by the Skolts themselves as 

highly negative. The designation was often used with a derogatory connotation, which led to feelings of 

inferiority among them. 
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  The Skolts on Tanner’s time shared this same perception (Tanner, 1929, p. 83). As a result, many of the Skolts 

in Neiden did everything they could after the Second World War to hide their identity. Many moved away from 

the so-called “Skolt village” in order to avoid being labeled as “skolt.” Even today, the majority of the Neiden 

Skolts live anonymously within Norwegian society due to earlier local stigmatization, which still appears to 

persist. 

  Several Finnish informants reported that the Skolts were devalued and discriminated against in similar ways in 

Finland. This was especially noticeable after they had moved to Ostrobothnia and later to permanent settlements 

in the Nellim and Sevettijärvi areas. This discrimination was evident over long periods during primary school, 

but it was particularly harsh at the lower secondary school in Inari. 

  According to one informant, it was not uncommon for bullying to lead to physical fights between Skolts and 

Finns. The Skolts in Neiden experienced similar difficulties at school. This discrimination in Norwegian schools 

was at its worst before World War II, but several informants reported that they were bullied and beaten. As late 

as the mid-1960s, one Skolt was repeatedly beaten at school. 

  Interviews with Russian Skolts suggested that some believed school conditions were fairly good before 1920. 

However, when the Petsamo area once again came under the control of the Soviet Union, the situation worsened. 

Many Skolts have suffered from nervous problems as a result of earlier discrimination. Several informants 

believe that discrimination continues today, though in new forms. 

  The Skolts have also been referred to by various terms in older  

Danish-Norwegian sources, such as “East Sea Finns” or “Russian Finns.”  

The terms “Lapp” and “Finn” have also at times been used about them. 

Several researchers have written that the Skolts referred to themselves as  

“Nuortaladžak,” which supposedly means something like “people from  

the east.” Others have interpreted the term as “Sámi from the east.”  

However, I have little confidence that they themselves used such terms to  

describe their identity. 

  All peoples tend to view themselves as being at the center of the world, and  

the designation “from the east” is more likely to have been assigned by others.  

The various terms have created confusion and identity-related problems for the Skolts in the region, particularly 

in Norway. This terminological confusion has been a significant issue over time, as evidenced by legal disputes 

and court rulings from the late 19th century and later. In these rulings (for example, the 1930 judgment), multiple 

terms were used interchangeably, including “skolt,” “skolt lapp,” “Russian Finn,” “Neiden Finn,” and “Neiden 

Skolt.” 

  Several of these terms were later confused with the designation “Finn,” which during that period was also used 

to refer to the Kven population. As a result, this terminological confusion has led to incorrect and contradictory 

interpretations of legal disputes in later analyses. This confusion persists and contributes to legitimizing shifts in 

how research has defined Skolt identity and the term “skolt,” which had been dominant in the region for over 

150 years. 

As documentation of this change in terminology, a couple of examples from more recent times may be 

mentioned. In Aftenposten (May 24, 1993, p. 6), Professor Einar Niemi stated: 

“I am impressed by the endurance of the Skolt Sámi. As a historian, I am pleased that this interesting minority 

culture has managed to survive, largely despite the authorities… The Skolt Sámi are in many ways a unique 

minority.” 

  However, in later years Niemi has shifted to using the term “Eastern Sámi” in his research on the Skolts. 

Similarly, Astri Andresen uses varying terminology and shares Niemi’s view that the Skolts were and are a 

distinct minority. 

 

 

 

 

  In her book “Sii’daen som forsvant” (The Siida That Disappeared), Astri Andresen writes in the introduction that it “deals 

with how public authorities in our century have discriminated against a minority group and deprived them of their rights” 

(Andresen, 1989, p. 13). 
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  However, from the early 1830s until well into the mid-20th century, the term “Skolts” was the commonly used designation 

for the Skolts. 

  The author therefore wishes to emphasize that the terms “Skolt Sámi” or “Eastern Sámi” were only introduced after the 

1960s in reference to the Skolts in Neiden. Over time, some Skolts also began to adopt the term “Eastern Sámi” themselves. 

This was likely a result of the negative stigma that had become attached to the word “Skolt,” both among the general 

population and within the group itself. 

  In recent years, most researchers have also shifted toward using the term “Eastern Sámi” for the Skolts in Norway and 

Russia, while the term “Skolt” remains the most common designation in Finland. In his book “Skoltlapparna”, T. I. Itkonen 

Tanner wrote that the Russians were unfamiliar with the term “Skolt” and instead used the designation “ЛОПАРЬ” (Lopar) 

for the Skolts (Tanner, 1929, p. 86). According to Tanner, the Greek Orthodox Skolts were referred to by the Finnish 

population in Petsamo as “koltta,” and by their Norwegian neighbours as “skolt.” 

  Tanner also referred (p. 83) to the terms “skoltti” and “Skolttilais” (Ailio, p. 37). He believed that most people did not 

understand the true meaning of these words and offered several speculative interpretations. In “Skoltlapparna”, Tanner did 

not attempt to find a Russian linguistic origin for the term “Skolt,” but instead proposed explanations shaped by the 

intellectual climate of his time, particularly social Darwinism. His main argument was that the term “skolt” derived from a 

Norwegian word meaning “skull” or “head.” 

  According to Tanner’s theory, baldness—caused by scabies or hair diseases—was used as a defining characteristic. Another 

explanation, the so-called “skolp37 theory,” has also been referenced by Einar Niemi. Tanner pointed out that the word 

“skolt” had a parallel in Northern Norway in the term “skolp.” 

  In historical documents, “skolp” was used as a nickname for expelled individuals or families living along the northern side 

of the Varanger Fjord. Tanner also referred to additional sources that he believed supported his theories. In his book, he 

wrote that the Skolts themselves considered themselves a distinct group, different from the Lutheran Sámi. According to 

Tanner (p. 85), the Skolts referred to themselves as “sãmelaš,” while they called the Lutheran Sámi “varjelaš.” 

Tanner also cites Ailio (p. 83) and the terms “skoltti” and “Skolttilais.” He writes: 

“Since the etymology of the word may not be known to everyone, I will briefly explain how it originated.” 

  In Tanner’s presentation, however, he offers no clear linguistic interpretation of his theories, which is surprising. At the 

same time, my own lack of knowledge of Russian has made it difficult to propose alternative interpretations of the term 

“Skolt.” The term “Skolttilais” resembles Finnish words such as “Suomalainen” and “Norjalainen,” which relate to 

nationality. 

  For example, “Suomalainen” means a Finn or someone from Finland, and “Norjalainen” means a Norwegian or someone 

from Norway. In my view, Tanner’s attempts to define “skoltti” and “skolttilais” are rather biased and reflect the thinking of 

his time. 

  The Finnish term “skolttilais” has strengthened my belief that linguistic interpretation is central to understanding the term. 

Some time ago, I came across an interpretation of the term “Skolt” that lends new meaning to Tanner’s earlier theories.    

I present this as my own theory. 

  For many years, I have believed that the term “Skolt” must derive from the Finnish word “koltta,” which may in turn be 

derived from the name Kola. To investigate this further, I sought assistance some time ago from a well-educated Russian 

woman working at the South Varanger Public Library, who had previously worked at the scientific library in Murmansk.  

  I presented my theory to her and asked whether she could examine whether the term “Skolt,” or a similar word, had any 

meaning in Russian. 

After many months, I eventually received a response about what she had discovered. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

37  Persons who had been exiled from Denmark and other places in the south for various reasons. 

 

 

 

  She explained that several Russians were familiar with a term that had previously been used about people “from 

Kola,” namely the term “skoltti.” The term means “from Kola” in Russian and is written “С Колы” (pronounced 

“skåli”), but in colloquial speech the form “Сколты” (pronounced skoltti) was used. I had not mentioned the 
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term skoltti to her, so I was quite surprised when she provided this explanation. In his book, T. I. Itkonen 

Tanner38 refers to Ailio and the term skoltti. 

  In my view, the term “skolt” originates from the Russian word skoltti, which appears to mean “from Kola” in 

19th-century Russian (and still in colloquial usage). According to this interpretation, skoltti explains the origin of 

the term “skolt.” 

  When Jens Andreas Friis and Tanner, among others, travelled in the Kola region during the 19th and early 20th 

centuries, their knowledge of Russian was most likely quite limited. In Friis’ book “En Sommer i Finmarken, 

Russisk Lapmark og Nordkarelen” (1871), it is evident that he employed interpreters during his travels in Kola, 

which reflects these linguistic limitations. Such language barriers were probably common at the time and remain 

so even for researchers today undertaking similar journeys. 

  My theory regarding the origin of the term “skolt” is, in a linguistic sense, more plausible than earlier theories, 

which were based on limited language knowledge and influenced by social Darwinist thinking. Based on 

“Skoltlapparna”, it appears that Tanner and Ailio lacked sufficient knowledge of Russian and therefore did not 

recognize that the word “Сколты” (skoltti) meant “from Kola.” 

3.5.0 DISTINCTIVE CULTURAL SYMBOLS OF THE SKOLTS 

The Skolts possess a number of cultural elements that differ from those of other Sámi groups. These differences 

can be seen in clothing traditions, song traditions (the leudd is a distinctive Skolt singing tradition), dance and 

dance-song traditions, play traditions (especially at spring settlements), naming traditions (including Russian 

names), and the early adoption of Orthodox Christianity in the 16th century. 

  Skolt clothing, particularly that of women, closely resembled traditional Russian dress. Descriptions of their 

clothing show several similarities with Eastern European styles and clear differences from other Sámi groups. 

The late Nordvi39 described the Skolts as follows: 

“With regard to language, customs, appearance, and clothing, they differ considerably from the Norwegian 

Lutheran Lapps. The men’s clothing is partly Russian, and all women wear the Russian headdress.” 

  The Skolts referred to their coat (kofta) as “matsek.” Women’s outer garments were white, and underneath they 

wore another coat called “sjussjo,” which was red. This garment had sleeves sewn fast at the back (and no 

sleeves from the shoulders – Qvigstad). 

  Among the traditional hats still in use is the “bovenek,” a round cap with a flat top. Young girls wore a similar 

cap without a top, called “berevesk.” Married women wore a cap with a shaped top that followed the form of the 

head, with a small piece of cloth rising in the center and bending slightly forward. This headdress is called 

“sjamsjar.” 

  Folk dances such as circle dances and partner dances remain living traditions among Skolts in Russia and 

Finland. These dance and clothing traditions connect the Skolts more closely to eastern peoples than to the Sámi 

in Norway, who do not share these same traditions. 

  The Skolts also used a different type of sled than the Sámi groups. The sled, called “saan,” is light and 

characteristic of Skolt culture. It resembles the Samoyedic “khan,” suggesting that, in relation to reindeer 

herding, the Skolts have closer connections eastward to Samoyedic peoples than to other Sámi groups. 

  Their naming traditions, including the use of Russian names, further indicate a stronger cultural connection to 

eastern populations than to the Sámi population. 

 

 

38  T. I. Itkonen Tanner, 1929, p. 83 
39 Notes from South Varanger – from Verdens Gang, 1903 

 

 

 

  In Ohthere of Hålogaland’s account to Alfred the Great, it appears—writes Knut Odner in the introduction to 

the book “Finner og Terfinner”—that Ohthere distinguished between two related ethnic groups: the Finns and 

the Terfinns. He reported that the Terfinns lived further east than the Finns, and he distinguished their 
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subsistence patterns from those of the Bjarmians and the Norse. “Ter” is the old name for the Kola region, and 

the Terfinns were later referred to as the Kola Finns/Lapps. According to Ohthere, the Terfinns were ethnically 

distinct from the Finns, who had territories west of the Terfinns’ lands. 

  In the early 1500s, Trifon of Pechenga was commissioned by the Russian Tsar to Christianize the Skolts in the 

Kola region. The Tsar regarded the Skolts as a distinct people. If the Tsar had considered the Sámi to belong to 

the same group as the Skolts, this Christianization would most likely have included the Sámi at the same time. In 

the author’s view, the cultural characteristics mentioned above and historical evidence indicate that the “Skolts” 

(also referred to in the 19th century as Russian Lapps) and the Sámi have, in a historical context, different 

origins and histories. 

3.6.0 Sámi “Invisibilization” of Skolt Culture 

  Contemporary Norwegian Sámi research often bases its theories about Sámi presence in the region—and their 

status as an indigenous people—on findings that document several thousand years of Skolt settlement in the 

Kola Peninsula and South Varanger. Historically, Skolt culture was regarded by most researchers as a Sámi 

minority culture because the Skolt language40 belongs to the same linguistic family as Sámi, namely the Finno-

Ugric language group. 

  Whether the Skolts should be defined as a Sámi minority culture is, in this context, of secondary importance. 

The key point is to highlight that Skolt culture is unique and differs from mainstream Sámi culture. Through 

centuries of cultural interaction between the “Lapps of Kola” and the Sámi, several shared cultural traits have 

developed between the two groups. 

  Researcher Odd Mattis Hætta41 points out that there are different Sámi dialects and considers Skolt to be one 

such main dialect. However, the language referred to in modern Sámi literature as Skolt differs significantly 

from other Sámi languages and contains eastern features, including words more similar to Russian. 

  The Kjelmøy finds in South Varanger were previously described as evidence of a thousand-year Skolt 

settlement. In more recent times, the term “Skolt” has been removed, and these finds are instead labelled as 

Sámi. 

  From the author’s perspective, Norwegian Sámi scholars use these findings from South Varanger as evidence 

for their own historical presence, even though they in reality relate to Skolt history. Well-known researchers 

such as Astri Andresen42 and Einar Niemi have previously written that the Skolts were and are a distinct 

minority. In “Sii’daen som forsvant”, Andresen writes in the introduction: 

“The Skolts constituted a distinct part of the Sámi people; they had, among other things, their own language, 

their own geographical area, and their religion was Greek Orthodox. They call themselves Nuortelazzak (also 

referred to as Skolts or Kolttas).” 

  In recent years, however, Skolts have increasingly been defined in Sámi literature and by institutions such as 

the Sametinget simply as “Sámi,” rather than as a distinct group. Earlier research raises more questions than 

answers regarding who the Skolts are. According to the historical sources mentioned in the introduction, the 

Skolts in the 19th century considered themselves different from the Sámi. 

  Some researchers have argued that the Skolts were or are a Sámi minority culture, but at the same time 

emphasize that they represent a unique culture. In more recent Sámi research, these cultural differences are 

downplayed, creating the impression that the Skolts and the Sámi share the same background and origin—an 

interpretation the author considers historically inaccurate. The author further claims that the Skolts are 

genetically distinct from the Sámi. 

  The author wishes to raise a critical question regarding contemporary Sámi political interpretations of history, 

which, in their view, have led to unintended consequences by obscuring the fact that Skolt history and culture 

differ in several important ways from those of the Sámi. 

40 Previously, it was considered a separate language. In more recent times, this has been reclassified as a main Sámi dialect. 
41 The Sámi – an Arctic Indigenous People (1992, p. 34) 
42 Sii’daen som forsvant (1989) 

 

 

3.7.0 STIGMATIZATION, ASSIMILATION, AND THE SAMI MOVEMENT 

  The word “Skolt” carried a negative stigma for long periods, and many Skolts could not bear this burden and 

therefore moved away from Skoltebyen. Because the term “Skolt” had low status, some began to use the 
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designation “Eastern Sami” about themselves, as they felt the term “Sami” had higher status. Those who adopted 

the term “Eastern Sami” thus also denied their own cultural background. 

During the earlier state-led assimilation process from the 19th century onward, both Skolts and Sami were 

pressured/forced to give up their identities (an individual-based process). This led most Sami and Skolts to hide 

their identity as much as possible (due to local discrimination), and over time a local “de-stigmatization” 

emerged. 

Eidheim: When one hides one’s identity, one must simultaneously deny it and mark distance from others 

(Skolts). According to Eidheim, a social feedback effect arose, leading to unintended consequences that in turn 

affect oneself. 

Grønnhaug writes that assimilation prevents organization and creates individual strategies and social 

deinstitutionalization (i.e., alienation from one’s own culture). 

  The Sami movement of the 1950s–60s was one of the reasons many Skolts who experienced stigma associated 

with the term “Skolt” began calling themselves “Eastern Sami.” This was because the term “Eastern Sami” had 

been introduced, and they felt that the term “Sami” carried higher status. Sami with higher education after the 

war organized themselves and formed a political body that became an advisory organ to the Nordic Council. 

Sami organizations gradually gained greater political influence in the Nordic countries, perhaps especially in 

Norway. 

  This process was a “consciousness-raising process” aimed at mobilizing Sami identity at local and regional 

levels. It was successful in revitalizing Sami culture, but at the same time it has led to the invisibility of Skolt 

culture in the region. 

  Most Skolts were more stigmatized than Norwegian Sami, so the Sami movement’s “consciousness-raising 

process” initially had little effect, with some exceptions. Over time, more Skolts have become aware of their 

own cultural background. They have gained knowledge that their culture and history have significance beyond 

the North Calotte. 

  Years of local and public discrimination led most Skolts to move away from Skoltebyen, and because of the 

“shame” associated with being Skolt, many lived hidden within Norwegian society. The Sami movement’s 

introduction of the term “Eastern Sami” in the 1960s was perceived by Skolts living outside Skoltebyen as an 

elevation of status. 

  Unfortunately, this change in terminology has led to an identity conflict for Skolts who have always lived in 

their core area in Norway, namely Skoltebyen. This shift has also contributed to the invisibility of Skolt culture, 

which, in the author’s opinion, has been a deliberate goal within the Sami sphere. In the author’s view, this 

constitutes an assimilation policy carried out by Sami in Norway for their own benefit. 

  The Sami Parliament’s previous active involvement in establishing an Eastern Sami Museum on Sami premises 

shows that the Sami Parliament does not take the Skolts into consideration, but only the broader Sami interests. 

So far, the Sami Parliament has done nothing to support the Skolts or to provide support for business 

development. In connection with the establishment of the Eastern Sami Museum in Neiden, a Sami43 individual 

was given financial support to establish themselves in the Skolts’ core area in Norway, which is clear enough. 

3.8.0 DICHOTOMIZATION, USE OF SYMBOLS, AND DISCRIMINATION 

  In its work, the Sami movement used dichotomization (a division into two—highlighting differences between 

the Norwegian and the Sami) to demonstrate that Sami were different from Norwegians, but equal. 

  

 

 

 

 

   The mobilization of the Sami movement created a parallel symbol expressing that “we are different, but 

equal.” Over time, Sami activists succeeded in mobilizing local support and laid the foundation for the 

recognition and visibility of Sami culture that exists today, with the use of symbols being a central element. 

Traditional dress (the gákti), joik, the lavvu, shamanism, reindeer herding, and language became important 
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elements in this struggle. Sami gradually gained greater recognition in the broader society, and their situation 

became less problematic at local and regional levels. 

  This led to more and more Sami “bringing out” their symbols (such as the gákti) from hiding, placing them in 

contrast to Norwegian symbols. Eventually, the Sami also adopted their own flag. The use of symbols was the 

most decisive factor for the feedback effect. 

  The Alta action and demonstrations in front of the Norwegian Parliament were among the main reasons why 

the Sami Parliament became a reality. For centuries, the Norwegian state suppressed Sami culture and attempted 

to assimilate the Sami into Norwegian culture, but did not succeed—partly due to the Sami movement. 

  The Sami have maintained and preserved the ethnic boundary in relation to Norwegians, while at the same time 

attempting to remove the same cultural boundary between Sami and Skolts. Sami are different from Norwegians, 

but equal—something reflected in Article 110a of the Constitution. Just as the Sami were discriminated against 

by the Norwegian majority society, the Skolts have been made invisible by Sami culture, and in this way 

discriminated against by Norwegian Sami. 

  In recent years, we have seen Sami teaching the Kildin population on the Kola Peninsula in Northern Sami, and 

we have observed that the Norwegian Lutheran Sami Mission is conducting missionary activity among the so-

called “Russian Lapps” on the Kola Peninsula. These people have previously been Orthodox Christians and are 

now to be converted. As mentioned earlier, the Skolts (referred to as Russian Lapps in the 19th century) have 

their own language and Orthodox faith, and are not pagans who need to be Christianized. 

  The Skolts have been Christianized since the early 1500s, and religion has for centuries been an important pillar 

of Skolt culture. St. George’s Chapel, Skoltebyen, and the seine-net fishing at Skoltefossen are among the most 

important symbols that have made Skolt culture visible in South Varanger and Norway. 

  For the North Sami, their cultural symbols are important for preserving North Sami identity. For us Skolts, 

language, Orthodox faith, and other distinctive cultural elements are important symbols for preserving our 

unique cultural identity. 

  Claude Lévi-Strauss has argued that the writing of history is the mythology of our time, because it involves a 

highly selective choice of events and interprets them in light of later developments. 

  The history of the Skolts—rewritten and described by others than the Skolts themselves, in a way that 

contributes to the culture gradually disappearing—is a good example in that regard. 

3.9.0 PROTECTION OF SKOLTEBYEN AND SAMI ADMINISTRATIVE RESPONSIBILITY 

  The municipality’s restriction of Skoltebyen from the early 1960s and the current protection status of 

Skoltebyen - which is states that the purpose of the protection is, quote: 

“The purpose of the protection is to preserve the area’s historical, cultural, religious, and landscape values and 

to prevent these values from being used in ways that degrade them. 

The protection shall safeguard both the overall features of the cultural environment, individual elements, and the 

relationships between these elements.The protection shall also facilitate use that can contribute to the 

communication, maintenance, and development of Eastern Sami culture.” 

  The protection of Skoltebyen was intended to improve the situation of the Skolts in Norway, but instead it has 

had very negative consequences for Norwegian Skolts. With this protection, the oldest indigenous population in 

Norway has been driven out of its last core area and made homeless and without legal rights in Norway. 

In the cultural-political justification for the protection (appendix 6, section 4.3 of the protection documents), it 

states about identity, quote: 

 

 

 

 

43 The person was related to the leader of the Sami Collections, who was responsible for the establishment of the Eastern    

   Sami Museum. This was a clear sign that the Sami Parliament continued the process of making the Skolts invisible by     

   establishing a new identity for them—namely as Eastern Sami. 

 

 

“The Eastern Sami are few, and their recent history is largely a story of how they were gradually 

deprived of their traditional resource areas.  
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That they still exist as a distinct group illustrates, however, that political and economic power alone 

do not determine what survives and what is maintained. One of the cornerstones of the Neiden Sami’s 

Eastern Sami identity is the close ties to the old common land along the Neiden River and to the river 

itself. Without this clear and strong link to previous generations of Eastern Sami, Eastern Sami 

identity in Norway would hardly have been maintained.  

The area has constituted a lifeline in Eastern Sami cultural practice in an unbroken line from far back 

in time. Even though times have changed and the practical meaning of Skoltebyen has varied, the 

Eastern Sami have held on to this very area. Today, the area forms the foundation of Eastern Sami 

identity. Such continuity in an area’s cultural significance, and such a degree of cultural importance 

tied to a specific place, is rare.” 

  Further, the protection documents describe the symbolic significance of Skoltebyen, quote: 

“The symbolic value of Skoltebyen is primarily linked to St. George’s Chapel. 

It marks the Eastern Sami as a religious minority and shows that the process of Christianization in 

Sami areas took different forms and occurred at a different time than in the rest of Norway. 

While Norway marked the 1000-year anniversary of Christianization in 1995, that same year marked 

430 years since the Russian monk Trifon built a place of worship for the Neiden Sami. 

The symbolic value is not only tied to the building, but also to the location and to the fact that the 

chapel is still in use. In addition to the chapel, the cemetery, the baptismal pools, and the river itself 

with its sacred water are included. Alongside these religious symbolic values, the area as a whole 

represents the history of the Eastern Sami and their continued voice in both Sami and Norwegian 

society. It also symbolizes the historical contact between East and West in the North Calotte.” 

In the ethical justification for the protection of Skoltebyen, it states, quote: 

“The religious values of Skoltebyen, and the revitalization of the Orthodox faith, have been a central 

element in Eastern Sami revitalization.  St. George’s Chapel, with its cemetery and baptismal pools, is 

sacred ground in the Orthodox religion. It is therefore important that the use of the area takes 

necessary account of the spiritual value of these cultural monuments and does not treat them merely 

as interesting attractions. Otherwise, the religious values may be threatened by tourism interests with 

purely commercial intentions. Protection as a cultural environment must therefore emphasize that the 

area should be treated with respect for its religious values and for the religious practices associated 

with it. The presence of the cemetery also requires that the area be treated with respect and reverence. 

  This respect must also apply to the fact that the Neiden Sami’s defense of their cemetery is the direct 

reason it has been preserved for future generations. When priests of the Protestant congregations did 

not intervene to prevent Sami burial grounds from being subjected to “scientific” plundering, it may 

be related to the fact that Protestantism draws a sharp distinction between the physical and the 

spiritual. In the Orthodox religion, faith may to a greater extent have material expressions, and the 

understanding of the resurrection has a more concrete meaning". 

  Unfortunately, the protection of Skoltebyen has had the exact opposite effect of what the protection 

documents intended to facilitate. In all the years since the border was established (1826), all of the 

Skolts’ resource areas and natural foundations have been transferred to others in the municipality. 

According to Niemi, the last stronghold fell when the Skolts were deprived of their reindeer herd in 

the late 1920s. Despite the fact that the Skolts were stripped of all resources and opportunities to 

preserve their cultural distinctiveness, a small number of them have managed to maintain their identity 

and cultural awareness precisely because they remained settled in their core area, Skoltebyen. 

 

 

 

 

 

  When those Skolts who preserved their identity and cultural awareness were forced to move from Skoltebyen, 

the Skolts believe this action was a deliberate strategy by the Sami Parliament to gradually break down their 

current “identity.”  Norwegian informants who identify themselves as “Skolts” believe that the Sami 
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Parliament’s involvement in the protection of Skoltebyen and in the establishment of an Eastern Sami Museum 

was a betrayal, rather than an effort to promote and make Skolt culture visible in Norway.  

  According to these informants, the Sami Parliament has never had any ambition to support the Skolts; instead, 

the objective has been to gain overarching administrative control over the traditional Skolt sii’da areas on the 

Norwegian side of the border. 

  In a historical context, the Skolts have had self-governance and have never been subject to North Sami 

administration. On the contrary, it can be documented that there have always been conflicts between the Skolts 

and the Sami. According to oral traditions, Skoltebyen was burned down by the Varanger Sami in the 18th 

century, and there are also written sources describing conflicts between them. To date, the Sami Parliament has 

not contributed anything positive for the Skolts, but since 1995 has misled them into participating in a protection 

process that the Sami system has fully exploited. One example of this alleged deception was the project 

“Development of Eastern Sami Museum Competence,” where one of the Skolts was employed in a two-year 

project. This person was misled into applying and moved in good faith with their entire family to Neiden. 

  The entire project was, according to this account, a staged performance for appearances, allowing the Sami 

Cultural Heritage Council to complete the protection procedure and secure the protection of Skoltebyen. This 

individual lost all productive working years from 1996 to 2002 and is today unemployed. The Sami Parliament’s 

involvement resulted in this person and their family having their future pension income severely affected. 

  Both the association “The Skolts in Norway” and “The Eastern Sami in Neiden” have, in recent years, been 

critical of the Norwegian Parliament granting the Sami Parliament administrative responsibility over the Skolts 

without first consulting them. This demonstrates, in their view, that Norwegian authorities continue to regard the 

Skolts as a lower-status group rather than as a worthy negotiating partner. During the border negotiations in the 

early 19th century, the Skolts were never given the opportunity to present their views, and the present situation is 

seen as a parallel showing that the authorities’ perception of the Skolts has not changed. 

4. BORDERS, RIGHTS AND RESOURCES 

4.1.0 BORDER DEMARCATION DESTROYED A CULTURE 

  Around 1822, conflicts arose between the Skolts, Norwegian Sámi, and other groups, which were handled by 

central Russian and Norwegian-Swedish authorities. These conflicts became a triggering factor for the border 

negotiations, which resulted in the 1826 agreement on the division of the shared district. 

  During the negotiations, it was decided, among other things, that the Neiden Skolts would only be allowed to 

use territory on the Norwegian side. In contrast, the Pasvik Skolts were, for a period, allowed to use both 

Norwegian and Russian territory, but were eventually forced out and expelled to Russia by the Norwegian 

authorities. At the same time, Russian authorities renounced responsibility for the Neiden Skolts through the 

protocol of 1834. This had major consequences for the Neiden Skolts, as they could no longer maintain their 

traditional patterns of land use. It led to an agreement with the following limitation (Vorren 1979, pp. 62–63): 

” The Neiden Sámi were only allowed to use their autumn and winter areas as long as those who were 

household heads in 1826 remained alive” 

  It is unclear which agreement this refers to. Nevertheless, the Neiden Skolts continued to use the Russian-

Finnish area until the 1920s. The author has found no sources specifying exactly when cross-border use ceased, 

but according to informants, several Skolts continued to use Finnish areas until the mid-1950s. 

Several legal scholars have argued that, had the Norwegian authorities wished, the Skolts’ rights could have been 

preserved. Local authorities on both the Norwegian and Russian sides largely supported the Skolts, in contrast to 

the central governments on both sides of the border. Ultimately, the views of the central authorities prevailed, 

and little weight was given to the Skolts’ customary rights. 

  The border convention therefore had far-reaching consequences for the Neiden Skolts. Prior to the border 

demarcation, the Skolts had control over the sii’da territory. This autonomy was lost when the area became part 

of Norway, which at the time pursued a different policy toward minorities than Russia. 

  The border demarcation led to the dissolution of a thousand-year-old cultural community, and today the Skolts 

live separated and dispersed across the nation-states of Russia, Finland, and Norway. The Neiden Skolts were 

also separated from their ethnic and religious community and became a small minority in Norway. NOU 1997:4 

(Chapter 7) describes how the Skolts’ traditional rights to land and water were gradually transferred to settlers in 

what is today known as South Varanger. 

 

4.2.0 THE FATE OF THE PASVIK AND NEIDEN SII’DAS AFTER 1826 
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  Tønnesen (The Right to Land in Finnmark, 1979, pp. 122–123) argues that both the “Swedish” and “Russian” 

Sámi had clearly defined territories, which the local community groups (sii’das) held ownership over. According 

to Tønnesen, the Skolts had exclusive rights to the resources essential to their livelihood, namely hunting, 

fishing, and grazing.  He further maintains that the Skolts had full control over their own resources and sii’da 

territories prior to the border demarcation and colonization. According to their own customary understanding, 

they also had the right to refuse outsiders permission to settle within their territories. 

Solem supports this view and writes (Lappish Legal Studies, p. 84): 

“Among a primitive people who live by hunting and trapping, there is in itself no need for property rights in the 

modern sense. The need for such property rights arises only when the land is in some way worked, either 

through settlement or cultivation.” 

  At the stage of development the Lapps were then in, it was not ownership of land that was of importance, but 

the right to engage in hunting and trapping. Based on the available information, I also believe that the usage 

rights which an individual Lapp or Lapp family had to their “land” were not unconditional. 

Solem further writes (p. 86, second paragraph): 

  "Among the Skolt Sámi, the situation until quite recently has been such that it was the norrâz who had the  

authority over the distribution of land. If this understanding of the relationship is correct, it means that the rights 

of an individual Sámi or Sámi family to the land were merely rights of use, which were even dependent on the 

consent of the siida. Thus, it was ultimately the siida that held the decisive authority over the siida area. 

From this view of the nature of these rights, the statements from the seventeenth century that ‘the land’ was not 

divided become entirely understandable. According to Sámi perception, the right to ‘the land’ has appeared in a 

different way than ordinary ownership rights to movable property. In reality, there was only a right of use, 

which was even dependent on the sanction of the siida assembly. In practical life, however, it was naturally in 

most cases handled in such a way that heirs continued the use. This is why we sometimes encounter the term 

‘inherited land.’ But among the Skolts, it has in any case happened that the siida assembly has intervened in 

such matters. In reality, there existed only usage rights, which were even dependent on the sanction of the sii’da 

assembly. In practical life, however, matters were usually handled in such a way that heirs continued the use. 

Therefore, we sometimes encounter references to ‘inherited land’. Nevertheless, among the Skolt Lapps, there 

have been instances where the sii’da assembly intervened in such matters". 

  When colonization began, the Skolts were in practice forced to relinquish control over their resources to the 

Norwegian state following the border demarcation. Upon incorporation into Norway, one might have expected 

that the Skolt communities’ understanding of customary law would have been respected. This would have been 

in accordance with Norwegian legal principles protecting rights based on long-standing use. 

  According to Tønnesen, however, it was clear from the outset that the state administration regarded these 

districts (South Varanger) as subject to the same legal framework as the rest of the county. This was largely a 

consequence of the state’s long-held position that these areas had always been part of Norwegian Finnmark. 

 Such a view did not necessarily preclude recognition of local legal traditions, but in practice this did not occur.  

  However, in the case of the “Russian” Lapps, the situation was different. Their numbers were small, and the 

areas of the Skolt villages were attractive for increased settlement. In particular, the fertile Neiden Valley was 

exposed to immigration by settlers (especially Finns). Tønnesen wrote that during the first 25-year period 

following Kven colonization of the Neiden Valley, Skolt Lapp rights were effectively trampled underfoot49.  

He argued that it would have been reasonable to support the statement made by the South Varanger municipal 

council in 1906 regarding the people of Neiden: 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

49 Those who colonized the Skolts’ areas in present-day Sør-Varanger were Kvens, Sami, and Norwegians.. 
 

 

 

 

“The inhabitants of Neiden have an old and well-founded right to this fishery, whereas the state has never 

contributed to its development and has historically had no share in its yield. The fishery in the Neiden River, 
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together with other rights on the so-called state land, formed the very basis upon which the valley came to be 

settled. These rights belonged to the Skolt Lapps long before this part of the country came under Norwegian 

administration, and when these Lapps chose to remain in Norway after the border regulation of 1826, it must 

have been on the assumption that they would retain the sources of livelihood they had previously possessed.” 

   Tønnesen believed that arguments of this kind were not heard by the state authorities. As an example of a 

special right, he pointed to the valuable fishing in the Neiden River, which the Skolts had used exclusively for 

hundreds of years. The Skolts were forced to share this exclusive right with settlers after the district court 

judgment of 1848. Since the fishing rights were not given legal protection, it was unthinkable to seek protection 

for other rights. The Norwegian legal system paid no regard whatsoever to the Skolts’ strong customary rights to 

the resources in the area or to their traditional seine fishing. 

  In Tønnesen’s view, the treatment of the Neiden Skolts became a dark chapter in Norwegian legal history. He 

argued that the situation for the inhabitants of the Pasvik siida was different, because the Pasvik siida was 

divided across the border when the boundary was established. The inhabitants were forced to choose whether 

they would become Russian or Norwegian citizens, and they chose to become Russian. 

  According to Tønnesen, this choice was a necessity in order to retain their rights throughout the entire 

settlement area, including the Norwegian valley. This was because their entire way of life was based on the 

rational use of the whole siida area. Consideration was therefore given to this in the treaty of 1826, Articles 7 

and 8, as well as in the supplementary protocol of June/August 18, 1834. Tønnesen outlined the principles of this 

treaty as follows (Tønnesen 1979, p. 123), quote: 

“No ownership rights to land in the Norwegian part of the Pasvik settlement would be granted, since the Pasvik 

Skolts had chosen to become Russian citizens. It could only be a matter of usage rights. Of the rights considered, 

it was already determined in 1826 that grazing rights for reindeer and other animals would no longer apply. The 

Pasvik Skolts were allowed to hunt until 1834.” 

  In connection with the border negotiations, the Finnish negotiators pointed out that the Pasvik Skolts’ fishing 

rights were not only based on treaties between two countries, but also on “ancient usage.” The Norwegian 

negotiators, however, maintained that “no independent legal basis for the fishing existed outside of what was 

stated in the protocol.” 

  However, since it was assumed that the Skolts, due to their cultural and economic situation, might find it 

difficult “to have their claims to rights based on usage recognized by Norwegian courts,” it was proposed that the 

Skolts in Pasvik be paid 12,000 gold kroner as compensation for the loss they believed they had suffered. This 

proposal was carried out, and Article II, paragraph 2 of the final protocol was given the following wording 

(Tønnesen 1979, p. 125): 

“The Norwegian government, wishing to compensate the Lapps for the loss of the said fishing, will — without 

considering itself obligated to do so and without thereby recognizing any right for the Lapps to conduct such 

fishing — pay, for the benefit of these Lapps, an amount of 12,000 — twelve thousand — Norwegian gold 

kroner. This amount shall be paid to the Finnish government upon a binding declaration from the concerned 

Lapps, by which they, for themselves and their descendants, renounce any claim to the said fishing or to any 

further compensation for its loss...” 

 Thus, the Pasvik Skolts disappeared from Norwegian legal history. All the Skolt siidas in the common district 

came under Russian jurisdiction and were organized in the areas of Neiden, Pasvik, and Pechenga. These siidas 

had their own legal systems, which the Russians largely recognized. 

Norwegians also gradually began to use parts of the common district, but this initially required agreements with 

the Skolts. Later, this use of resources also occurred without the Skolts’ consent.  

This became possible because the Skolts moved between seasonal settlements. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  The migrations made it impossible for them to maintain control over the entire siida area if someone used it 

without the siida’s permission. However, this often created problems and led to conflicts between Skolts, 
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Norwegians, and Sámi already in the 18th century. Before 1826, the Norrâz ensured that the rules governing the 

use of siida resources were followed, and violations resulted in various forms of punishment. After 1826, the 

right to use the siida areas (the common district) came to reflect two incompatible perspectives (Tanner 1929, 

Tønnesen 1979, pp. 118–122): 

1. The Skolts’ view was that they themselves determined how the land should be used; that rights based on 

long-standing usage (customary rights) must apply. 

This view was, to some extent, also supported by the Russians.  

2. A Norwegian view that Norwegians should be able to make use of the common areas 

without needing the consent of the Skolts.  

  For the Norwegian authorities, it was entirely inconceivable to recognize the Skolts’ rights50. Establishing a 

fixed Russian–Norwegian border was the main objective. Furthermore, the possibility of securing authority over 

the siida’s common areas was an important factor. It can also be assumed that the security-political situation—

the so-called “Russian threat”—played a role. Based on these views, one can conclude that the Norwegian-

Swedish authorities did not consider it their responsibility to safeguard the interests of the Skolts. 

4.3.0 SOCIAL DARWINISM AND FEAR OF RUSSIA IN NORWAY 

  Discrimination against the Skolts has varied and taken different forms over time, from 1826 to the present day. 

Prior to 1826, the Skolts were a relatively prosperous and recognized group. After the border was established in 

1826, however, they gradually lost their rights and, with them, the basis for maintaining their traditional way of 

life. During the 19th century, nationalism began to take hold in Norway, which had particularly significant 

consequences for the Skolts. Herbert Spencer introduced “Social Darwinism,” inspired by Charles Darwin’s 

theory of evolution. 

  Social Darwinism referred to an evolutionary theory which held that “higher” cultures would survive at the 

expense of “lower” ones. This theory became a foundational element of policies across the Nordic countries. 

Cultures and ethnic groups were ranked on a hierarchical scale. The Sámi population was placed near the 

bottom, and the Skolts were considered the lowest of all—possibly due to their Russian background and 

prevailing fear of Russia (implying that neither Sámi nor Skolts had a future). 

  Knut Einar Eriksen and Einar Niemi (1980) discuss the perceived Russian and Finnish threat in the period 

1870–1940. At times, the Neiden Skolts were viewed with great suspicion, as a potential Russian threat. 

Due to this fear, the border was closed in 1852. Eriksen and Niemi argue that from the mid-1920s to the 1930s, a 

number of security measures were implemented to guard against Finland. These measures had significant 

consequences for the Neiden Skolts, eventually leading to the loss of access to their traditional winter grazing 

areas, which they had used until the interwar period. 

 Social Darwinism and nationalism gave Norwegian authorities ideological justification for the minority policy that was 

pursued. The state, or public authorities, implemented several measures to strengthen Norwegian settlement in South 

Varanger. This was intended as protection against the Finnish and Russian “threat” that the Finns and the Skolts were 

considered to represent in the area. From the mid-19th century onwards, laws and regulations were gradually introduced that 

particularly discriminated against the Skolts, since few of them could read and write.  

  A law from 1902 stated that in order to purchase land, one had to be proficient in both written and spoken Norwegian 

(Niemi). This had major consequences for the Skolts, as their knowledge of Norwegian was very limited. The policy of 

Norwegianization (fornorskning) in the school system began with a royal decree in 1851 to teach the Sámi the Norwegian 

language and religion. 

  From the 19th century and well into the 20th century, the school system and the Norwegian Church were among the main 

institutions that discriminated against the Skolts in Neiden. An example of this is an instruction from 1880: 

 

 
46 “Cf. Astri Andresen – The Sii’da That Disappeared – 1989.” 
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§4 Even if the majority of the children do not understand Norwegian, the teacher must nevertheless always keep 

the above-mentioned provisions in mind, and thus refrain from using Finnish/Sámi unless it becomes absolutely 

necessary. 

  During this period, one can see how national and local economic interests, with plans to exploit the Pasvik and 

Neiden rivers for industrial purposes, influenced minority policy. In the 1920s, the Skolts were displaced from 

Pasvik as a result of this policy. After the border was established, the Neiden Skolts remained in Norway, but 

they were gradually deprived of all rights to their traditional livelihoods. Even before the war, discrimination 

against the Skolts was a heavy burden for the Neiden Skolts. Most of the younger generation, especially the girls, 

moved away from the village and “Skolt Town” as soon as they were old enough to find work elsewhere. 

  In daily life, the Skolts were bullied and discriminated against by the Kven and Norwegian population, which 

had gradually become the majority. Most of these Skolts (especially women) who moved away from Neiden in 

the 1950s and earlier have a very difficult and stigmatized relationship with their own cultural background.        

  This became evident during interview work, as most of the Skolt women became frustrated as soon as the 

interviewer asked to interview them about their time in Skolt Town. They did not wish to talk about their 

background or their time there. This shows that the discrimination against the Skolts before the war and up until 

the 1950s must have been severe, something also confirmed by teacher Haaheim’s letter to Tanner. 

4.4.0 THE ANNUAL CYCLE IN THE SKOLTS’ TRADITIONAL RESOURCE USE 

From V. Tanner’s book “The Skolt Lapps”: 

“If one compares the Sámi (here referring to the Skolts) with, for example, the Samoyeds, striking similarities 

can be observed in their cultures, such as reindeer herding, dog sledding, tools, and also in cult and ritual 

practices.” 

  Tanner refers to several sources pointing in the same direction. Already in the Stone Age, there were 

connections between the Ural region and Fennoscandia (ref. from Tanner: Ailio 1912, p. 262 ff.). 

In addition to fishing at sea and in inland lakes, timber transport and providing transport services for travelers 

during winter were important secondary occupations for the Skolts living near the coast. An important part of the 

Skolts’ economic base was also fur trapping and hunting of game using snares and firearms (wild reindeer, fox, 

wolverine, and birds). 

  Agriculture and livestock farming were completely unknown to the Skolts before 1826, while fishing, hunting, 

and trapping were their traditional means of livelihood. Vorren states: 

“The most important economic foundation for the Skolts was hunting and fishing, well into this century.” 

  The Neiden siida had four seasonal settlements: autumn, winter, spring, and summer settlements. At the winter 

and summer settlements, all families gathered in one place. In spring and autumn, each family had its own 

settlement. Each spring settlement had designated fishing spots, and each autumn settlement had its own defined 

area with hunting and fishing resources. 

  From the winter settlements (according to one informant), Vuottašjávri or Bahkanjohka, they moved in April 

out toward Kjøfjorden, with a short stop at the summer settlement (“Skolt Town”) by the Neiden River. Some of 

the oldest members of the families remained at the summer settlement to prepare it for the summer season.  

  The families then spread out to various fishing locations along Kjøfjorden. Here, women, children, and the 

elderly stayed to fish for salmon and trout and to collect eiderdown, among other things. The men traveled 

further out the fjord to the islands at its mouth to fish for cod and saithe, and to hunt seals and other marine 

animals for sale and for their winter supplies. 

  For several hundred years, Kjøøya has been a fishing site for the Neiden Skolts. The island is located at the 

outer end of Kjøfjorden toward Varangerfjorden and the open sea. This fishing site is mentioned by Lillienskiold 

in 1698 (Niemi 1989, p. 12): 

 

 

 

 

 

 
51 The letter was written in Neiden, dated 26 October 1926. The undersigned has a copy of the original from the Tanner   
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52 The informant was probably Anna Romanova Ivanowitz, who herself participated at the end of the 19th 
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“Kiø, where the Finns from Neiden stay during the fishing season, lies at the outer opening of Kjøfjorden, south-

southwest from Vadsø at a distance of about 1½ miles. A small but grassy island.” 

  Toward the end of June or at the beginning of July, they moved inward along the fjord and up the Neiden River 

to “Skolt Town,” which was the summer settlement of the Neiden Skolts. Here, the Skolts stayed throughout the 

summer, fished for salmon, and carried out many activities to prepare for the winter season. Family activities 

included berry picking, gathering senna grass, preparing and repairing clothing and tools, and other tasks to 

prepare for autumn and winter. 

  Then came autumn, with the mating season for the reindeer, when the animals naturally gathered into herds. 

This was also the time for wild reindeer hunting and for the Skolts to move to the autumn settlement. At the 

same time, fish in inland lakes began migrating to their spawning grounds, making fishing there especially 

productive. At the autumn settlement, women, children, and the elderly focused on fishing, while the men 

engaged in hunting and trapping. 

  Toward mid-December, families continued inland fishing, hunting, and tending their reindeer. From mid-

December onward, individual Skolt families began moving from their separate autumn settlements to gather at 

the winter settlement (“winter village”). There, they spent the winter together, sharing experiences, repairing and 

completing tools and clothing, resolving disputes, and enjoying social gatherings around the fire in their huts. 

As the days gradually grew longer and the snow began to melt, activity resumed in the winter village. Hunting 

groups once again set out for hunting and trapping (Tanner). 

  Sheep were also kept for milk, wool, and meat. Only the number necessary to meet needs—and that could 

accompany seasonal migrations—was maintained. 

  In Schnitler’s time (around 1750), there were accounts that the Neiden Skolts had once been wealthy in 

reindeer. They used decoy animals (female reindeer) to catch wild reindeer. Meat, hides, antlers, and bones were 

used in the household, and reindeer milk was also consumed. Reindeer were important pack and draft animals 

for all Skolts, both in summer and winter. The annual cycle and resource use were similar among most Skolt 

siidas on the Kola Peninsula. 

4.5.0 EARLIER RESOURCE MANAGEMENT WITHIN THE SKOLT SIIDAS 

  The Skolts had used this area since time immemorial and therefore believed they had the right to decide how its 

resources should be used. An important rule in relation to outsiders was that only members of the siida had the 

right to live there and use its resources. The number of male family members over 1½ years of age determined 

whether a family would have its own salmon fishing site or share one with others. A family with many sons 

would have its own fishing site, while a family without male members had no fishing rights. 

  The use of fishing sites rotated annually among those who had fishing rights, until a new allocation was made. 

The right to use the siida was governed by a set of rules. The Norrâz could also grant outsiders permission to use 

resources that the siida itself did not need. The land belonged collectively to the siida, except for the autumn 

fishing sites, which were closer to private property. 

  One of the Norrâz’s most important tasks was to ensure that outsiders did not exploit resources unlawfully, but 

instead followed the agreed rules of resource use. Violations could result in various sanctions. The Skolts did not 

possess coercive power and depended on outsiders respecting these rules. Toward the end of the 18th century, 

increasing illegal use of resources was reported in both Pasvik and Neiden, especially in coastal areas. 

  In the late 18th century, Norwegian authorities encouraged Norwegian settlement in the region. According to 

Professor Einar Niemi, the declining respect for siida boundaries during this period must be seen in connection 

with two factors. First, the siidas in Finnmark had begun to disintegrate due to colonization and the emergence of 

reindeer nomadism. This led to a reduced respect for the boundaries of other siidas. 
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  Secondly, the population in the Skolt siidas declined, and with it the use of the siida’s resources. It therefore 

became more difficult to control or prevent others from exploiting them. The Neiden and Pasvik Skolts did 

everything they could to uphold the old rules of use. As late as 1823, the Pasvik Skolts drove away Norwegians 

who attempted to settle in Valen in Jarfjord, but Norwegian citizens never tried to compete with the Skolts over 

salmon fishing. 

  From the earliest written sources and up until 1826, when the area was divided, both the Neiden and Pasvik 

Skolts had an undisputed exclusive right to all salmon fishing within their siidas. As early as 1598, one can see 

how strong these rights were. In the Swedish bailiff Oluf’s itinerary from 1598, Danica Grenshandlinger, 

Lapland towards Norway 1563–1603 (S.R.A.), it is written (Tanner 1929, p. 218): 

“An island lies outside Neudama fjord called Salem, and stretches at one end toward Raffuas Wono, and is a 

very large island, about three long miles in circumference. In summer, the Sámi have all their reindeer grazing 

there. These reindeer belong specifically to the Neiden Sámi.” 

  Bailiff Burman wrote the same year about salmon fishing in the Neiden River (Tanner 1929, p. 216): 

“Neidama rapids, where the Neudama Sámi fish for salmon; it is a fine place which the Russians have and use 

for their trade during summertime, with stately houses built there.” 

  Tanner (1929, p. 239) also wrote about Lillienskiold’s visit to the Neiden and Petsamo area in 1690 and about 

Skolt Town in Neiden: 

“From Varanger to Neiden, the first settlement in the manner of the country, inhabited by the East Sea Finns, 

Russian subjects. Along this route one encounters a small mountain, otherwise crossing over small waters…” 

  Tanner further described that Lillienskiold documented that as many as 18 Neiden Skolts paid full taxes to the 

Norwegian state (Tanner 1929, p. 239): 

“Their livelihood is sought in His Royal Majesty’s land and rivers, for which reason they are also subject to the 

country’s commerce, yet they remain under Russian teaching and law…” 

Lillienskiold also wrote that at the end of the 17th century, “Skogerøya was used by the Neiden Sámi as reindeer 

grazing land.” 

  In Schnitler’s examination protocol, it is stated that “the Neiden Finns pay in taxes to the Norwegian state 4 

riksdaler and to the Russian [state] 22 rubles.” Regarding taxation of rivers, Tanner wrote that it was the King—

not the Alta inhabitants—who before 1600 was regarded as the owner of the salmon fishing in the Alta River. 

This comes from a description from the late 16th century. Tanner clearly believed that the document was written 

by someone familiar with local conditions (cf. also Tønnesen 1979, p. 38). 

  In some rivers in earlier times, no such tax was paid to the King. This applied, among others, to the Neiden and 

Pasvik rivers, where it is known that the Skolts fished—often with good results. Salmon fishing in the Neiden 

and Tana rivers was not unknown in royal circles. For example, in 1582, Johan Marienberg received royal 

permission to visit “…the Tana salmon fisheries in Finnmark” (Tønnesen 1989, p. 38). 

  From the Skolts in Russia, more recent information suggests that the belief in the Skolt Town’s exclusive right 

to the siida’s land was so strong that one had to obtain the settlement’s consent in order to establish oneself there. 

The same applied in the Swedish/Finnish Sámi areas. If one wished to use land belonging to another settlement, 

one had to apply for permission from the owning settlement, and such permission was usually granted if the area 

was not needed by them. 

  Jurisdiction over the “Russian mountain Finns” seems already by the end of the 16th century to have been 

entirely relinquished by the Norwegians and taken over by the Russians, who also provided religious services to 

the Greek Orthodox Skolts. Trade—except in the Neiden district—also gradually came entirely under Russian 

control. 

  Even though jurisdiction was in Russian hands, it can still be seen in earlier times that the Skolts sometimes 

appeared at assemblies (things) in East Finnmark, particularly when they had complaints about encroachments 

by Norwegian settlers or by coastal and inland Sámi neighbours. 
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  Over time, it appears that Norwegian legal enforcement in the area came to an end, as Russian jurisdiction over 

the Skolts’ exclusive rights was recognized by Norwegian authorities. This is confirmed, among other things, by 

a case from the 1590s, in which a man named Endre Pedersen on Vadsøya was fined for stealing reindeer from 

the Skolts (Niemi 1983, p. 151). 

  The Russians largely allowed the Skolts themselves to determine their own laws and resolve their disputes. 

Only in cases of more serious crimes did they feel compelled to intervene. At least this was the judicial 

arrangement regarding offenses and civil disputes. The executive body of the Skolt settlement, the Norrâz, was 

the first instance. 

  If no agreement was reached there, the case could be brought before the large Kola assembly (Sobbar), where 

representatives from the various Skolt settlements met. Only after this could the matter be brought before a local 

Russian court. This system remained in place until the 19th century, and there is no documentation indicating 

that the Russians applied a different system of justice in internal Skolt affairs earlier. It can likely be assumed 

that Skolt self-governance was the original arrangement. 

  In Grand Prince Vasily’s privilege granted to the Skolts in 1517, legal matters were regulated by the Tsar’s 

traveling tax collectors, and in that context only criminal cases and debt cases were mentioned. Otherwise, the 

Russian administration’s interference in Skolt self-governance was minimal, focusing mainly on relations 

between the Skolts and the monastery, and between the Skolts and intruders into the siida area. Solem’s view on 

this was as follows (Tanner, Tønnesen 1929, p. 115): 

“Russia, from the eighteenth century onward, adopted the position that it wholly or partly recognized the legal 

systems that the various peoples under Russian rule had previously maintained. Official instructions stated that 

the different ethnic groups should be allowed to manage their affairs according to their own legal rules.” 

  Tanner agreed with Solem on this point. He wrote that the administration shared the same view as the Skolts, 

namely that customary use determined rights. A strong expression of this can be found in Grand Prince Vasily’s 

“privilege” to the Skolts from 1517. It recounts complaints from the Skolts about tax collectors who, when they 

“enter their property and possessions… fish and kill animals there.”  

  The collectors were given strict orders by the Grand Prince not to take anything beyond the “princely tax,” 

apart from a precisely defined compensation for transport and provisions. It was strictly forbidden to “fish or kill 

animals in their lands, waters, and forests, or to cause any disturbance therein.” But the privilege went even 

further, stating: 

“Likewise, nothing that belongs to the Lapps shall be taken,” just as the Grand Prince in general “granted them 

their seashore.” 

  From other sources, Tanner mentions the land register of Vasilij Agalin and Stepani Fedorovich from 1578, 

which clearly describes the rights of the Skolt settlements (Tanner, Tønnesen 1989, p. 115). 

Russian merchants also exploited resources within the Skolt siida areas. The Skolts did not accept this and 

complained to the Russian Tsar, who supported the Skolts’ siida rights.  

One example occurred in 1678, when a merchant from Kola wanted to build a dam in the Tuloma River. After 

complaints from the Skolts, the Tsar sent the following letter, found in the archive of the Skolt siida in Suenjel: 

“We, the Grand Prince … have graciously ordered the merchants in Kola henceforth not to build dams in the 

Tuloma River or seize the Sámi fishing grounds there, and thereby plunge the Sámi into economic misery and 

force them to abandon their settlements and perish from hunger and ruin.” 

An account by Broch and Stang (Tønnesen 1989, p. 115), likely from the first half of the 17th century, 

describing the taxation of various Sámi settlements, states: 

p. 27: “And of this Pasvik River, the monks of the Petsjenga Monastery own one half, and the other half is 

owned by the Pasvik Sámi.” 

p. 28: Regarding Vorjama (Grense Jakobselv): “This small river is in the possession of the monks of the 

Petsjenga Monastery; they fish for red fish, salmon.” 
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p. 28: “And this Neiden River belongs to the Neiden Sámi for three quarters, and one quarter of the river  

         belongs to the monks of the Petsjenga Monastery.” 

p. 35: “These rivers belong to the Semiostrov Sámi. And they lease the Jekonga River to the monks of the Sijsk  

        Monastery for fishing.” 

p. 35: The Ponoy River belonged to the Ponoy Sámi, “and they lease the fishing in this river to the Dutch  

         merchant Jurij Klinkin. And from Jurij Klinkin, his agents travel there for the purpose of fishing.” 

  From the above account, it is clear that a form of tax on river fishing was paid to the monastery, but that the 

rights themselves belonged to the siida communities. According to Tanner, the Skolts’ legal understanding was 

essentially that each settlement had its own territory (siida area). These areas could lie like islands across the 

Kola Peninsula, where there were long distances between communities, or they could border one another where 

settlements were closer together, as in the area covered by this report. 

  The boundaries were determined by custom and based on long-standing use. One had no rights within another 

settlement’s territory unless an agreement had been made with that settlement. 

  The Skolts repeatedly defended the moss lands within the siida as an exclusive resource, which suggests a 

greater need for grazing than household use alone would imply. Certain circumstances may indicate that the 

Neiden Skolts attempted to develop reindeer herding into a larger-scale operation around the 18th century  

(Einar Niemi53). 

4.6.0 ARE THE SÁMI A UNIFIED PEOPLE IN THE NORTH? 

  It has furthermore been said and written that the Sámi are “one people,” whereas the reality is that the Sámi 

population for centuries has lived in more or less independent groups in harmony with nature. 

All literature shows that the Sámi in historical times lived in smaller family groups, and that the Sámi have never 

lived in a larger collective community. However, the Skolts lived in a larger collective society (the Skolt siida 

communities), which could almost be called a nation. The Skolt siidas remained intact until 1826, when the 

border between Norway and Russia was established.  

  The siida system, with its collective governing body, the Norrâz, in fact functioned partly until the beginning of 

the 20th century. This governing body was responsible for the distribution and management of natural resources 

among the individual Skolt siidas and the families.  

  As is known, the Sámi siida system is a reconstruction of the Skolts’ well-organized and historically recognized 

siida system. The Skolts were often previously referred to as a Sámi minority culture, and are the minority group 

that over time has been subjected to the greatest pressure of all Indigenous groups in Norway. 

  Before the border demarcation between Russia and Norway/Denmark in 1826, the Skolts were a unified 

population. Prior to the division by the border (1826), they lived within a siida community. However, this 

cultural community disintegrated because of the border establishment, the world wars, the Stalin era, the Russian 

Revolution, and the social Darwinist movements that swept across Europe during the 19th and early 20th 

centuries. Before the establishment of the Sámi Parliament, Sámi activists criticized society for not granting the 

Sámi the right to self-definition (which they have now received), but the Skolts have not been granted this right. 

  The nation-states’ former assimilation policies, aimed at incorporating minority cultures and Indigenous 

peoples into the majority culture, should serve as frightening examples. There are many historical examples, 

including from the former communist Soviet Union and Hitler’s Greater German Reich, where the slogan “one 

people” was a central concept. In my opinion, one should distance oneself from these historical mistakes and 

slogans. In this respect, it is important that the Sámi people are not associated with the negative connotations of 

the past, but that terms with denotative (clear and obvious) meaning are used instead. 

  The term “one people” is a collective concept that many in Norway still associate with negative feelings in a 

cultural context. The Sámi are not “one people”; rather, the Lappish people consist of a number of groups that 

share much in common and should, in my opinion, be referred to as a cultural diversity or a “patchwork” in the 

cultural landscape that today is called “Sápmi.” 

  The Skolts are part of this “patchwork,” but in a historical context (in the literature) they have been regarded as 

a distinct (UNIQUE54) minority within the Sámi cultural landscape. 

 
53 Einar Niemi is a Norwegian historian and professor emeritus who has written The Eastern Sámi in Neiden: Resource 

Adaptation and Rights (1989). 
54 Cf. quotations in the introduction. 
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4.7.0 GENERAL DEVELOPMENTS AFTER THE BORDER DEMARCATION 

  The border demarcation in 1826 led to the division of the Neiden siida. The population of the siida remained on 

the Norwegian side. Later, the siidas east of Neiden were demilitarized, and the population in these areas had to 

relocate, with some being forcibly collectivized in the Soviet Union. Some of the Skolts from the Pasvik, 

Pechenga, and Suenjel siidas moved into collectives in the Soviet Union, while most chose to move to Finland. 

In general, most of the Skolts on the Kola Peninsula were forcibly collectivized, and many lost their lives during 

Stalin’s purges in the 1930s. 

4.7.1 Developments in Norway 

  After the border demarcation in 1826, Neiden became the Skolts’ most important economic area on the 

Norwegian side, which led the Skolts to settle permanently in Norway. Norwegian colonization increased in 

South Varanger after 1906, when iron ore was discovered in Bjørnevatn. This colonization resulted in several 

ethnic groups gaining access to what had previously been a shared district, which in turn created greater pressure 

on the natural and resource base. 

  However, already from the mid-19th century, a number of factors contributed to threatening the Skolts’ 

traditional culture. Their economic practices were adjusted to the new situation without causing the traditional 

adaptation itself to collapse. Below are some factors that Niemi believes may have contributed to this 

development. 

  First and foremost was the policy of Norwegianization, but also a shift in ideological views toward ethnic 

minorities during the second half of the 19th century may have contributed to a strong devaluation of the Skolts 

and Skolt culture. Furthermore, there is little doubt that the establishment of mining operations in Bjørnevatn 

increased pressure on the Indigenous population in the municipality. This cultural pressure is reflected, among 

other things, in the fact that the hydroelectric developers managed to carry out a division and surveying of the 

land areas in the Skolt settlement (“Skoltebyen”). 

  The hydropower potential of the Neiden River was considered highly important by the developers, and the 

areas around “Skoltefossen” were thereby made available for possible transfer to the mining company. 

The old communal land of the Skolts was dissolved and redistributed into individually owned private properties 

in 1903–1904 as part of this planning process. According to Professor Niemi, this was consistent with a shift in 

legal thinking at the end of the 18th century. This shift meant that the protection of exclusive rights based on 

immemorial usage was replaced by safeguarding the needs of the village community, where formally equal 

rights for all members of a village community became the governing principle. 

  In addition to reindeer herding in the area, salmon fishing in the Neiden River was the most important local 

resource. Before the colonization of the shared district, the Skolts fished both with weirs and cast nets. The weirs 

were used both above and below “Skoltefossen” to catch salmon. The most important fishing method was cast-

net fishing, or “livjelaguelle,” meaning “casting fishing.” The actual place where this fishing took place was 

called “livjelasjeddje,” which roughly translates into Norwegian as “the casting place.” 

In the Sámi Rights Commission report, NOU 1997:4 – Chapter 7, the fishery is referred to as “Livjelak fishing.” 

  From the late 1840s onward, the colonization of Finns in the Neiden Valley increased. This development led to 

several local disputes and conflicts between the settlers and the Skolts, both over fishing rights in the river and 

over the livjelak fishing (cast-net fishing) at Skoltefossen, and later to court cases. Among these were the court 

cases of 1834, 1848, 1930, and several later cases. 

  The court case of 1848 resulted in the Skolts losing their exclusive rights to salmon fishing in the Neiden River, 

and the conditions for the Skolts’ economic livelihood gradually deteriorated as their rights disappeared and 

everything became common property for the entire village community. 

  The Skolt settlement in Neiden (Njauddâm) was originally a summer settlement that the Skolts had used for 

generations (centuries/millennia). During the latter half of the 19th century, all the Skolt families built log 

houses, but these were burned down during World War II. 
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  The Skolts’ traditional livelihood was not agriculture, and it was therefore very difficult for them to adapt to 

farming. During the 19th century and the first half of the 20th century, the state pursued a strong policy of 

Norwegianization. This meant that the Skolts were not given the right to exist on equal terms, and they faced 

overwhelming odds in their struggle to survive within Norwegian society. The oppression was often severe, 

particularly through the school system and the church. The strong nationalism of 19th-century Norway had 

major consequences for the Skolts in South Varanger. 

  Social Darwinism, as previously mentioned, was during the 19th century and somewhat later a fundamental 

element of the policies pursued throughout the Nordic countries. Cultures and ethnic groups were ranked 

according to a hierarchy. The Sámi population was placed at the bottom, but the Skolts were placed lowest of all. 

Most likely this was because of their Russian background and the fear of Russia (the Sámi and the Skolts were 

seen as having no future). 

  Eriksen & Niemi (1980) discuss the issue of the Russian and Finnish threat during the period 1870–1940.  

At times, the Neiden Skolts were viewed with great suspicion, as a possible Russian threat. 

Because of this fear of Russia, the border was closed in 1852. Niemi & Eriksen argue that from the mid-1920s 

through the 1930s, a number of security policy measures were implemented to shield the region from Finland.      

  This border closure had catastrophic consequences for the Neiden Skolts. The consequence of the closure was 

that the Skolts lost access to their traditional winter grazing areas, which they had used since time immemorial. 

Social Darwinism and nationalism gave the Norwegian authorities ideological justification for the minority 

policy that was carried out. The state and public authorities implemented several measures to strengthen 

Norwegian settlement in Sør-Varanger. This was intended as protection against the Finnish and Russian threat 

that the Kvens and the Skolts were believed to represent in the area. 

  From the mid-19th century onward, new laws and regulations were introduced that particularly discriminated 

against the Skolts and the Sámi, because few of them could read and write. 

For a certain period of time, national and local economic interests influenced minority policy. Among other 

things, plans for the industrial exploitation of the Pasvik and Neiden rivers had very negative consequences for 

Skolt culture on Norwegian territory. 

  In the 1890s, Skolt culture was displaced from Pasvik as a result of this policy. After the border demarcation, 

the Neiden Skolts remained in Norway, but they also gradually lost all rights to their traditional livelihoods and 

were deprived of all traditional resources needed to preserve their culture. 

  The discrimination against the Skolts was already a heavy burden for many Neiden Skolts before the war. Most 

of the younger people, especially the girls, moved away from the village and “Skoltebyen” as soon as they were 

old enough to find work outside the village. In daily life, the Skolts were bullied and discriminated against by the 

Kven and Norwegian populations, which gradually became the majority. Most of those Skolts (especially the 

women) who moved away from Neiden during the 1950s and earlier still today have a very difficult and 

stigmatized relationship with their own cultural background. 

  This became evident during the interview work55, as most of the Skolt women refused to be interviewed about 

their background and their upbringing in Skoltebyen. They did not wish to speak about their cultural background 

or about anything from their childhood and youth in Skoltebyen. This demonstrates that the discrimination 

against the Skolts before the war and up until the 1950s must have been severe, something that is also confirmed 

by teacher Haaheim’s56 letter to Tanner. 

  Since the border demarcation, the Neiden community has been marked by tensions, and disagreements have 

often existed between the Skolts on the one hand and the rest of the village population on the other. 

  However, conflict has also existed between the Skolts in Skoltebyen and the Skolts who settled outside 

Skoltebyen. As previously described, the Skolts were deprived of all traditional rights, and they were eventually 

forced to establish a new economic foundation, namely agriculture combined with other activities. Over time, 

after the border demarcation, several Skolts moved out of Skoltebyen, either to nearby areas or out of the 

municipality altogether. 
 

 
55 Interviews conducted during the project “Sámi Customs and Legal Perceptions.” 
56 The letter was written in Neiden and dated 26 October 1926. The original letter is located in the Tanner Archive at the  

    Tromsø Museum. 
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  Ever since 1826, the Skolts have asserted their special rights to the livjelak fishery and beyond, but according to 

the informants, the authorities and the courts have never taken the Skolts’ customs or legal perceptions into 

consideration. The court decisions of 1834 and 1848, along with later rulings, show that the Skolts’ struggle for 

justice was futile. 

  Both at the local and state level, it appears that rules and laws were created and applied in ways that 

consistently worked to the disadvantage of the Skolts57. Locally, the fishing regulations for the Neiden River 

were repeatedly changed and adapted to suit those who had taken control of the river’s management. Before the 

Kvens colonized the Neiden Valley, the Skolts in the area were a prosperous and wealthy people, but the 

drawing of borders and the colonization of the Skolt siida communities gradually led to the disintegration of 

their culture in Norway. 

  After 1903, the common land was divided into five equal parts among the five remaining Skolt families in Skolt 

Town. Until then, the Skolt land58 had been jointly owned by all the Skolts in Neiden. This new situation of 

privatization gradually led each family to establish its own private household. After 1908, the Skolts lost their 

exclusive right to seine fishing at Skoltfossen, and at the end of the 1920s the Skolts’ own herders were removed, 

which resulted in the rebranding of the Skolts’ reindeer within the Skolt herd. 

  In the booklet The Eastern Sámi in Neiden, published in 1984, Rolf Enbusk describes how the Skolts in Neiden 

were deprived of their reindeer herd. Einar Niemi also discusses this in his 1989 dissertation, The Eastern Sámi 

in Neiden – Resource Adaptation and Rights, where he describes the loss of the Skolt herd as the Skolts’ last 

stronghold. 

  When the Skolts were forced out as chief herders of their own herd, the Skolt herd rapidly declined, and by the 

mid-1950s the reindeer had disappeared entirely. The reason was naturally that the calves were rebranded by the 

new chief herder, who had been appointed by the Neiden Fishers’ and Farmers’ Association in 1928. 

In 1929, this association changed its name to the Western South Varanger Reindeer Herding Association, and the 

Skolt herd was renamed “The Western South Varanger Reindeer Herding Association’s Herd.” 

  This event caused the Skolts to lose one of their last and most important resource bases for survival and for 

preserving their cultural distinctiveness in Norway. It later forced the Skolts to establish a new way of life. 

The transition was difficult and harsh because the Skolts had lived for centuries59 as a hunting and gathering 

culture, and the shift to a settled agricultural culture was extremely difficult and burdensome. 

  In order to survive, the Skolt families were forced to begin cultivating land to secure a livelihood. Skolt 

agriculture was carried out on a much smaller scale than that of the immigrant Kvens, because the Skolts were 

never granted additional land outside Skolt Town. As a result, the Skolts in Neiden were to a greater extent 

forced to establish a form of mixed subsistence economy in order to survive. Agriculture, fishing, road work, 

carpentry, and other casual labor often became necessary combinations to make ends meet, but most often it was 

still not enough. 

  Especially after the war and throughout the 1950s, there were very few opportunities for work outside the 

primary industries, and the conditions for earning enough income to support the large families were extremely 

poor. During certain periods after the war, Skolt families regularly received coupons from the poor relief office 

to buy food and clothing. This was deeply humiliating for the Skolts, who for millennia had lived permanently in 

the area and managed all of its resources. 

  Coastal60 fishing for cod, saithe, haddock, halibut, and other species in Kjøfjord and Jarfjord remained very 

important sources of income for Skolt households until the Second World War. Small game hunting and berry 

picking also played a major role in Skolt family households, and these activities remained important well into the 

1960s. 

 

 

 
57 According to Tønnesen, the treatment of the Neiden Skolts became a dark chapter in Norwegian legal history. 
58 The Skolts’ livelihood area in Neiden had already been reduced to Skolt Town, as the surrounding farmland along the  

    river had been surveyed and claimed by the Kvens. 
59 Millennia. 
60 Some of the Finnish Pasvik Skolts continued fishing in Kjøfjord and Jarfjord until the mid-1960s. 

 

 

 



44 av 65 
 

  Berry picking still has some economic importance for a small number of the Neiden Skolts, but today it is 

mainly important for preserving traditions in a cultural context. During the Second World War, all of the fishing 

cabins, fish processing facilities, boats, and all other property owned by the Skolts were burned down.  

  The Skolts did not have the financial means to rebuild new fishing cabins or buy new boats and nets to replace 

what had been destroyed during the war. As a consequence, all the fishing grounds were gradually taken over by 

those who had colonized these areas, mainly after 1826. 

  Most of the farmland in the Skolt Town was also cultivated after the war. 

Before the war, only a very small portion of the land in the Skolt Town was arable, and each family only had 

enough cultivated land to produce hay for one or two cows. The rest of the fodder had to be gathered from 

marshes, along rivers and streams, and from the shores of lakes.  

  Before the war, it was common for cows to be fed with hay and a boiled mixture of food waste, fish heads, and 

leaves gathered from the forest, because there was not enough hay for more than one or two cows. Each family 

had a large iron cauldron that could hold several hundred liters. The pot was filled with water, fish heads, food 

scraps, and leaves, and this mixture was boiled as feed for the cows. 

  After the war there was still a shortage of hay, and cellulose was boiled in the same cauldron together with food 

waste as animal feed. This gradually led the Skolts to cultivate more land in order to obtain fodder for their 

livestock, which had grown somewhat in number. By then it had become common for each family to have at 

least two or three cows, while a few families had more than three cows and also sheep. One informant, among 

others, had more than three cows and also began keeping sheep at the end of the 1950s, but for many years the 

informant had problems obtaining additional land.  

  The Skolts who operated small farms had for many years to cut grass in uncultivated areas or on abandoned 

farmland. Earlier, several of the Skolts had to lease uncultivated land in order to obtain enough grass for their 

livestock. 

  The cultivated areas in the Skolt Town were too small, and throughout the 1960s the Skolts still had to find 

grass for their animals from abandoned farms. Since reindeer herding had completely disappeared after the 

Second World War, agriculture combined with other occupations became the main source of livelihood. This led 

to the cultivated land in the Skolt Town being expanded to its maximum extent. 

  The most common combination of livelihoods was farming, road work, and berry picking, but these 

combinations disappeared during the 1960s. The mechanization of agriculture toward the end of the 1950s meant 

that the Skolt families’ small plots of land became too small and unprofitable for mechanized farming. 

According to several informants, the Skolt families were not granted additional land, and this prevented them 

from achieving better profitability in farming. This, together with the municipality’s land-use restrictions from 

the beginning of the 1960s and the threat of future preservation measures in the Skolt Town, was the direct 

reason why the Skolt families were forced to abandon their small farms. 

  The restrictions and preservation policies imposed on the Skolt Town resulted in the last Skolt families — who 

for many years after the Second World War had tried to establish a new economic foundation there — being 

forced out of their traditional area in Norway. Many of the Neiden Skolts feel today that the authorities used the     

  Cultural Heritage Act of 1978 to drive them away from their last core area in Norway. 

Until the beginning of the 1970s there were still some Skolts in Neiden who retained their identity, language, and 

cultural knowledge. After the older Skolts gradually passed away, the cultural situation deteriorated. Only a 

handful of the Skolts today still retain their cultural integrity and identity.  

  However, even this group in Norway is shrinking, and the cultural situation is in a highly critical phase. Today, 

only this small group still possesses cultural knowledge. Only a couple of the Neiden Skolts have maintained and 

nurtured the formerly strong connections with the Finnish Skolts in the Sevettijärvi area. This contact is 

absolutely essential if cultural revitalization is to become possible at all. 
 

 

61It is a paradox that the Norwegian authorities are pursuing a policy similar to the one carried out by the Soviet   

  authorities during the 1930s.  
62In violation of the principles of International Labour Organization Convention No. 169.  

63The brothers Jogar and Olli Ivanowitz.  
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   Until the 1950s, the Skolts’ handicraft traditions were still intact, and some of the Skolts were still skilled 

carpenters and boat builders; the boatbuilding tradition was still preserved. Today, however, none of the Neiden 

Skolts are able to carry on the boatbuilding tradition, although the carpentry and woodworking traditions are still 

maintained. Knowledge of the various old handicraft and craft traditions, as well as the language, has largely 

been forgotten among the living Neiden Skolts. 

  In recent years, however, there has also been a positive development in Neiden, as several of the village’s 

bachelors have married Finnish Skolt women from the Sevettijärvi area. These women have brought the 

language to Neiden, and new Skolt children have been born there. This is very much a new and positive 

development that may prove useful in initiating a revitalization of Skolt culture in Neiden. In recent years, 

several of the Pasvik Skolts have also made themselves known.  

  It may turn out that not all Pasvik Skolts moved to Finland in the 1920s, but that several have since lived more 

or less hidden within Norwegian society. For hundreds of years there was life and activity throughout the 

summer in the Skolt Town, and for nearly the last two hundred years there had been activity all year round.      

  However, the preservation measures have caused this activity to disappear. It was once said that the Skolts were 

a happy and content people. Despite the fact that the Norwegian authorities are familiar with the Skolts’ 

distinctive history and culture, little now remains in Neiden that visibly reflects the Skolts’ former way of life, 

culture, and language. 

4.7.2 Developments in Russia 

  As previously mentioned, all the Skolts in the region lived within a common sii’da community until 1826, but 

from that point this old sii’da community gradually began to dissolve. First, the sii’das on the Norwegian side 

were separated from the sii’da community, and after collectivization and Stalin’s purges, the Skolt sii’das in 

what was then the Soviet Union also began to disintegrate. 

  As previously mentioned, the Skolts lived in one large sii’da community until 1826, but the drawing of borders, 

the Russian Revolution, the Winter War, and the Second World War caused this unique sii’da community to 

break apart. One of the Russian informants from Songoj related that their family came from Suenjel in 1945, and 

that several other families from both Muetke and Suenjel arrived at the same time. The informant stated that 

today between 20 and 25 Skolts lived in Songoj. The informant’s family had lived in various places after 1940, 

when they were forcibly relocated from the Muetke sii’da. The informant’s relatives are scattered across Tomsk, 

Revda, Murmansk, and other places in Russia. 

The informant was nearly 80 years old and explained that she began elementary school at a place called Kakkari, 

about 15 km from Litza. It was located within the Petsamo corridor, and only Finnish was spoken at the school 

during the 1930s. The informant did not know Finnish when she started school, but she learned it quite quickly. 

To demonstrate this, she recited a short rhyme and sang a brief song in Finnish that she remembered from 

elementary school in Petsamo. 

  After the Winter War, they moved away from the Petsamo area and started attending a Russian school (5th 

grade), and none of the pupils could speak Russian  

when they began school there. The informant recalled and believed that the name  

of the place where she attended elementary school may have been “Zapadnaya Litza.” 

However, the informant remembered that attending this elementary school had been pleasant because they 

received instruction in their mother tongue during the first year. She could still remember that the teacher’s name 

was Ivan Osipov and that they used Zernokov’s ABC book. Nevertheless, the joy of mother-tongue instruction 

was short-lived, because from the second school year onward all teaching was conducted in Russian. 

In the years after the Second World War, the situation for the Skolts in Russia worsened. Among other things, 

they were forcibly collectivized, and the sii’da populations were dispersed among various collective farms across 

the Kola Peninsula. According to the informants, it was difficult in Toluma to openly identify as a Lappish 

minority, and this led to cultural erosion, with only a small number of people retaining the language. 

During our interview round, only some of the oldest individuals could still speak their mother tongue. The 

informants reported that the cultural and linguistic situation for the Skolts in Russia was extremely critical. 
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  The Skolts lived scattered across different settlements, and the settlements had little contact with one another, 

except in a few cases. According to some of the informants, around 60 Skolts lived in Upper Toluma, and the 

most common family names were Gerasimoff, Osipov, Titov, Moshnikoff, Kobelev, and Glohi. In Toluma, the 

names most frequently used were Gerasimoff, Moshnikoff, and Osipov. Few of the Skolts in Toluma had contact 

with Skolts in other districts or abroad, although some believed they had relatives in Finland. 

  The informant from Upper Toluma originally came from the Muetke sii’da and lived there together with her 

husband in an old barracks from the construction period. She was a dedicated and enthusiastic person who 

wished to pass on her knowledge to younger generations if she could receive some financial support. However, 

the economic and political situation in Russia today offers poor prospects for passing this knowledge on to the 

younger generation. The overall impression from our small round of interviews on the Kola Peninsula was very 

discouraging, and there were very few positive signs that could indicate possible improvement in this regard. 

4.7.3 Developments in Finland 

  Until 1826, the Skolts in the region lived within a shared sii’da community, but the border demarcation of 1826 

caused this sii’da community to break apart. Nevertheless, the remaining sii’da community largely continued to 

function as before, though with certain limitations. The establishment of the border between Norway and 

Russia/Finland created a number of problems for this sii’da community, but the remaining sii’das in the Finnish 

and Russian territories nevertheless continued to function until the 1920s. 

  The Russian Revolution had a negative impact on this sii’da community on the Kola Peninsula, but the consequences only became 

severe after Stalin’s purges in the mid-1930s. It may perhaps be said that the Skolts in the Finnish Petsamo corridor nevertheless lived 

a relatively carefree life until the Winter War in 1939, but thewar forced them to relocate. At the end of 

November 1939, they were compelled to flee to Tervola in Finland, but toward the end of May most of them 

returned. The Finnish soldiers had burned most of the buildings, and the unstable situation caused most people to 

settle closer to the Finnish–Russian border. There they took shelter in various cabins that had not been burned 

down by the Finnish soldiers.  
  The family of Euleia and Pavel Sverdloff, together with their three daughters and one son, settled near 

Nallasjärvi. Previously, they had usually lived during the winters in Suonikylä, during the summers at Akkajärvi, 

and at Syysjärvi during the autumns. Eulelia’s father had come as a stepson from the Nuorthjärvi sii’da into the 

Gauriloff family and was named Pekka Moshnikoff, but the Winter War forced all the families to leave their 

customary living areas. In the spring of 1940, the family moved to their summer settlement at Akkajärvi, where 

they remained until January–February 1941. By order of the Finnish soldiers, they once again had to move from       

there onward to Heinäjärvi. From there they again had to relocate on short notice. 

  They were allowed to bring only some food and a little senna grass, and otherwise had to abandon all of their 

worldly possessions. In Heinäjärvi they lived from 1942 to 1943, but in the spring of 1943, they were once again 

forced to move onward to Nangojärvi. From there they had to continue farther on foot and then travelled onward 

by vehicle to Peltojoki near Kamanen, where they stayed until Christmas. Later they had to return to Virtaniemi, 

where they remained for part of the winter. Later that winter they had to move again to Hiasniemi in Inari. 

 Sometime in January 1944, most of the Skolts were sent south to Ostrobothnia and Kalajoki, where they 

remained for a couple of years. Those who were able to work were employed in the forests, while others worked 

on farms in the district. Most of the Skolts had difficulties with the Finnish language, which according to several 

informants often made everyday life very complicated. 

  Some of the Skolts had managed to bring their livestock with them to Ostrobothnia, but there was no room on 

the trucks or trains to transport the animals back to the places where they were resettled after the war. Most had 

to slaughter the animals, and the families were able to bring along some meat, which was salted and stored in 

small wooden container. 

 

 

 
64Notoserski family name.  

         65Her maiden name was Moshnikoff.  

         66The winter village — the winter settlement.  

 

 

 

 

  Some of the Skolts managed to bring their reindeer with them when they fled from their settlements, but most of the 

reindeer were left behind. Most people were able to take very little with them when they fled to Finland, and much was lost 

during the various stages of transport. 
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  In the spring of 1945, the Skolts’ representative Jaako Sverdloff67 travelled to Helsinki because he had heard that the 

authorities needed knowledgeable local people for a border commission.  

  This journey resulted in his being engaged in a working group that was to travel to the Inari region in order to redraw 

boundaries for resource areas. However, this work did not produce any immediate results. 

  Those who had evacuated from Suenjel to Ostrobothnia returned in 1945 and settled along the Lutto River and on both sides 

of the road south of the river. They lived in makeshift cabins, cottages, and German barracks (prison camps, etc.), as well as 

near Nangojärvi. Among those who lived there were Jaako Sverdloff’s family, Vassi and Pekka Semenoja, and several other 

Skolt families. 

  The Skolts also discussed whether they should return to the Soviet Union, but they knew they would not be allowed to 

return to their old settlements in the Petsamo corridor.  

  This issue was discussed during a meeting in Ivalo, and several of the older people were willing to move back, but the 

younger men opposed the idea, and that settled the matter.  

  At another meeting, they discussed whether they could survive through fishing and reindeer herding in the area, but they 

agreed that the lakes there were too small to support such a large population. The Skolts’ traditional migratory pattern had 

been based on fishing and reindeer herding, with fishing as the most important resource. 

  At first, the Skolts who came from the Petsamo corridor to the Nellim area lived in bunkers and trenches built by the 

Germans. Nearly all such bunkers between Käväjärvi and Nellim were inhabited by Skolts. The local population opposed the 

arrival of a new Lappish population in the area and did not want to receive them.  

  The Inari Sámi also practiced reindeer herding there, making it unrealistic for the Skolts to establish themselves through 

reindeer herding in the region. This led the Skolts to hold a village assembly (kyläkokous), where it was decided that some of 

the Skolts should conduct a new survey of the land between Norway and Lake Inari. 

  Therefore, in the summer of 1947, Jaako and two other Skolts travelled to inspect the old Neiden sii’da territory that had 

become Finnish territory. They were accompanied by a representative of the authorities and a local guide. The survey 

revealed large areas with excellent reindeer pastures and many rich fishing lakes.  

  During the inspection it was established that only a few Sámi and Finns lived in the Sevettijärvi area. This created new 

optimism among the displaced Skolts. 

  The Finnish Skolts were aware that the land they had surveyed had belonged to the old Njauddâm sii’da and that it was in 

fact a natural place for the Skolts to settle. Those who participated in the survey believed that the area resembled Suenjel in 

many ways and that it would be possible to live there according to the old seasonal migratory lifestyle.  

  There was considerable disagreement about this, and another village assembly (kyläkokous) was held, during which 

extensive discussions took place about the form of reindeer herding, way of life, and location of settlement. 

At this meeting it was decided, among other things, that the Suenjel Skolts would settle in the Sevettijärvi area, while the 

Pasvik and Petsamo Skolts would settle in an area south of Lake Inari. 

  The final survey gave the village assembly a solid basis for making several important and decisive decisions. Among other 

things, it was decided that the population would become permanently settled and practice a new form of stationary reindeer 

herding, while the settlements themselves would be spread across a larger area. 

It was also decided that the families would build their homes in the most suitable places near the various lakes, where each 

family would later be assigned residential plots. 

  These surveys, and especially the final one, led the Finnish government to present a comprehensive plan for developing a 

future permanent settlement for the Skolts in Sevettijärvi. The plan proposed that the state would help finance new year-

round homes for all the Skolts.  

  The authorities’ plan was based on the winter village in Suenjel as a model for family settlements in the new area: small log 

cabins with one bedroom, a living room with a fireplace, a kitchenette, and a small storage building. Each Skolt family could 

later expand the dwelling according to its needs. 

 

 

67 Brother of Pavel Sverdloff — there were three brothers: Pavel, Kiurel, and Jaako. 

 

 

 

 

  The decisions of the village assembly were largely followed, though with some exceptions. The Skolts who 

today live in the Nellim area mainly originate from the Petsamo sii’da, while those who settled after the war in 

the Käväjärvi area came from the Pasvik sii’da.  
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  Before the permanent relocation could begin, extensive work was undertaken to allocate and mark residential 

plots for the individual Skolt families.  

  Suitable sites were then selected for the boarding school and the chapel, which were later built at the end of 

Sevettijärvi.  

  The authorities’ plans were well received by the Skolts and approved at a village assembly meeting 

(kyläkokous).  

  The Skolts had lost most of their possessions during the evacuation and during their stay in Finland. Therefore, 

a fundraising campaign was initiated to gather money for building new homes for the Skolts. 

One of the first and most important contributors to this fundraising effort was a Swiss man named Robert 

Crottet. Before the Winter War, he had lived together with the Skolts in Suenjel and had become very fond of 

them and their way of life.  

  Shortly after the Second World War, Crottet learned that the Skolts in the Petsamo corridor had been forced to 

leave their settlements because of the Winter War. Therefore, soon after the war he travelled to the area to see 

how “his” friends were managing. 

  Crottet became a very good friend and helper to the Finnish Skolts during an extremely difficult and critical 

period after the Second World War.  

  The Swiss man’s personal financial and social commitment contributed to the Finnish state providing assistance 

more quickly.  

  The financial aid was initially used to build small homes and to purchase breeding animals for Skolt families 

who lacked reindeer. 

  As a result, in the autumn of 1948 most of the fathers, together with their eldest sons, traveled to their newly 

assigned settlement sites and built small log houses and outbuildings there.  

  They often carried out careful inspections of the area to determine whether there might be better locations 

nearby for building their homes. 

  One example of this was Pekka Semenoja, who did not build his house on the designated plot. Pekka surveyed 

the area and instead built the family home within his allocated territory near Kirakkajärvi, but for practical 

reasons also closer to Sevettijärvi. 

  According to one informant, the Finnish state ensured decent living conditions for the Finnish Skolts after the 

war. As mentioned, the Skolts in Finland received some financial assistance in 1948–49 to build their small 

homes, and between 1948 and 1952 they received aid to purchase approximately 1,200 reindeer.  

  In addition, they were granted especially favourable loans to buy breeding animals for establishing reindeer 

herding. 

  From 1974 onward, new state financing schemes were introduced for the Finnish Skolts, including 50–75% 

government grants and favourable loans for new and modern homes with a 4% interest rate. 

 Furthermore, the Skolts received equally favourable terms for grants and loans for building cabins near fishing 

lakes.  

  The Finnish Skolts numbered around 500 when they received their new settlement area in 1949, while the 

Norwegian Skolts at that time numbered around fifty. 

  Those Skolts who settled between Nitsijärvi and the Norwegian border mainly came from the Suenjel sii’da, 

and the settlement pattern was spread across countless lakes along an axis between Lake Inari and Neiden in 

Norway. In this settlement area there were also a few families from the Pasvik sii’da. 

 
68 Crottet donated all the money from the sale of the book Måne over Suenjel (“Moon over Suenjel”) to the construction of   

    homes for the Skolts.  
69 The shortest possible distance to the elementary school, church, and local trading post. 

 

 

  Among others, the Gerasimoff and Jefrimoff families settled at Rautojoki in Sevettijärvi. A few families from 

the Pasvik sii’da were also part of this settlement. One family (the Gauriloff family) from Suenjel built a home in 
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Nellim shortly after arriving from Ostrobothnia and therefore did not relocate to Sevettijärvi according to the 

original plan. 

  After the war, 52 settlements were built in the Sevetti area, 40 settlements in the Nellim and Käväjärvi areas, 

and 3 settlements in Pikku Petsamo. These settlements, or “Skolt homes” as they were called, consisted of a 

small two-room log house, a storage shed/outbuilding, and often a small log-built sauna. 

  Before the war, the Skolts in the Petsamo corridor lived along the roads, and therefore became acquainted with 

many Finns who also lived in the area. They had noticed that the world around them was changing, and several 

of them found work with Finns in the region, including in Finnish Petsamo itself. 

  One of the Finnish informants related that his father had worked for Finnish geologists in Petsamo before the 

Winter War. The family had built a new home shortly before they were forced to flee during the Winter War. 

The informant further explained that after the war, when they had settled in the Nellim area, they had planned to 

engage in reindeer herding and fishing. However, the Inari Sámi already had an established reindeer-herding 

system in the area, so they had to abandon this idea, and most of the Skolts in the Nellim area instead sought 

other forms of work in order to make a living. 

  After the war, Germany became liable for war reparations to Russia, and Finland owed reparations as well. In 

order for the Finnish state to manage the payments to Russia, the countries agreed that part of the debt could be 

settled by Finland transferring the large waterfalls in the Pasvik River to Russia. 

  The Finns were commissioned to build hydroelectric power stations at the waterfalls Jeniskoski, Kaitakoski, 

and Rajakoski in the Pasvik River for Russia after the war. The hydropower development created hundreds of 

jobs, and this project became highly significant for employment throughout Finland. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  A large Finnish company, Imatran Voima Oy, from southern Finland received the contract from the Soviet 

Union to build the power stations. Construction work on the hydroelectric plants began in 1946 and was 

completed in 1959. 

  Somewhat later, the Russians also engaged this power company to build a road from Raja-Jooseppi to Upper 

Toluma and Toluma. After the road project was completed, the company received yet another contract to build a 

final power station in Upper Toluma, which was completed in 1965.  

  The hydropower construction project became the largest foreign worksite ever operated by Imatra Voima Oy, 

and during the construction period the company issued more than 10,000 work passes. There was a true 

“Klondike atmosphere” in the municipalities of Inari and Ivalo throughout this long construction period. 

  Many of the Skolts from the Nellim area were employed throughout this long building period, and therefore 

enjoyed relatively good economic conditions. Most of the employed Skolts naturally came from the Nellim area, 

though several Skolts from the Sevettijärvi area also worked there. 

  From the mid-1950s onward, th e Skolts engaged in reindeer herding began to notice that the grazing lands 

were not as good as they had first assumed. They had also not anticipated that stationary grazing would lead to 

more rapid wear of the lichen-covered ground, nor that the area could not sustain overly large reindeer herds. 

Fishing also began to decline, and the scattered settlement pattern caused the formerly close cultural cohesion 

and communal life to weaken over time. 

  The dispersed settlements caused social unity to disappear and people to become more inward-looking, and it 

became increasingly evident that the former social life centered around the winter village had vanished. After 

some years, this led to further social fragmentation, which in turn caused the younger generation to begin 

moving away. 
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  The boys moved because there was no need for additional reindeer herders, while the young women who grew 

up there became bored and moved away in search of a more exciting life. Some of the young people moved to 

Norway, while others moved to southern Finland and married Norwegians or Finns. Only a few of the Skolt girls 

married men from within their own group. 

  Today there are many among the Skolt men in the Skolt area who never found a wife from within their own 

group. Especially from the end of the 1960s onward, the postwar generation began moving southward in large 

numbers to Helsinki, Stockholm, Malmö, Tampere, Oulu, Gothenburg, and other larger cities. The young men 

mainly moved because there were few opportunities to earn a livelihood in the Skolt area. 

  At the beginning of the 1970s, the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry financed a study in order to gain an 

overview of the Skolts’ situation in Finland at that time. One of the informants became involved in the project 

and was tasked with interviewing all Skolt families in the area in order to assess their circumstances. 

Around the same period (1972), a committee was established with a mandate to conduct an investigation of the 

entire Sámi area in northern Finland. 

  The reports from these projects led, among other things, to a revision of the Skolt Act in Finland. As a 

consequence, the Skolts in the Skolt area were able to build new and modern homes, and roads were constructed 

to all Skolt settlements within the area. The financing arrangement enabled individual Skolts within the “Skolt 

Area” to establish their own Skolt settlements under especially favorable conditions. This arrangement remained 

in effect for several years, and the financial support ranged from 35–75%, depending on the individual’s 

financial situation. 

  A corresponding financing arrangement was also made available to each Skolt family for building fishing 

cabins (summer places), where they could engage in inland fishing to strengthen their economic foundation. 

These financing schemes applied both to the Skolts in the Nellim area and those in the Sevettijärvi area.  

  The aforementioned financing arrangements were introduced as a consequence of the revision of the Skolt Act 

and the studies and subsequent reports mentioned above. 

  The basic principle of the provisions in the Skolt Act was that Skolts engaged in reindeer herding and fishing 

were to receive grants for establishing a summer settlement. 

 

   71A researcher, Erki Asp, conducted a major study in 1962 on people’s identity in this area.  

  72The informant was a Finn with higher education and married to a Finnish Skolt. 

 

 

  However, according to the informants, all Skolts who applied within the deadline received grants. Throughout 

the 1970s, the Skolts had the opportunity to apply for fishing sites, and those who applied received support for 

building fishing cabins. 

  The Skolt Act applies only within the Skolt territory and means that the authorities grant the Skolts residential 

and usage rights to utilize various resources within this area. 

These include usage rights for reindeer herding, fishing, moss, senna grass, horsetail reeds, as well as fuel and 

building materials from state-owned forests within the territory. 

4.8.0 The Situation of the Culture in Norway, Russia, and Finland 

  The cultural situation of the Skolts in the traditional sii’da areas (1–8, section 3.1.1) discussed in this report is 

highly variable. The Skolts with roots in the last seven sii’da areas mentioned in section 3.1.1, who now live 

scattered across Russia, face a very critical cultural situation today. 

4.8.1 The Situation of the Culture in Norway 

  The cultural situation of the Skolts in Norway is in a phase of dissolution and has many similarities to the 

situation on the Russian side. After the border demarcations, the cultural situation deteriorated quite rapidly 

because of the losses inflicted73 upon the culture. The cultural situation of the Norwegian Skolts has steadily 

declined since the Second World War, and they have never received special support arrangements like those 

granted to the Sámi in Norway for preserving their cultural distinctiveness, language, or support for economic 

development. 

  At the beginning of the 1990s, the associations “Skoltene i Norge” (“The Skolts in Norway”) and “Østsamene i 

Neiden” (“The Eastern Sámi in Neiden”) applied to the Sámi Language Council for support for language 



51 av 65 
 

instruction, but both associations were rejected. During the 1990s, the Skolts also applied to the Sámi Business 

Council for support for economic development in the Skolt Town, but were again rejected. 

  According to the text, this demonstrates how important the Sámi Parliament considered the preservation of 

Skolt culture in Norway to be. 

The text argues that the Skolts’ situation in Norway became catastrophic after the Sámi Parliament received a 

state mandate and the Skolts were placed under its administrative responsibility. Throughout history, the Skolts 

in Norway had been skeptical of North Sámi administration, and the present situation is described as confirming 

those fears. 

  Most of the informants in Norway opposed the Norwegian state placing the Norwegian Skolts under the 

administration of the Sámi Parliament. According to the text, the Sámi Parliament intensified local conflict in the 

village by involving some of the “Eastern Sámi” who in recent years had opposed the organized Skolts. The text 

further claims that several of these individuals had publicly renounced their cultural heritage74, which was 

interpreted as showing a stigmatized relationship to their own cultural background. 

  The text argues that this connection demonstrates that the Sámi Parliament did not wish to work toward making 

Skolt culture more visible, but instead sought to create greater division among the Skolts in Norway in order to 

strengthen Sámi culture in the municipality. 

  The preservation measures affecting the Skolt Town are described as a catastrophe for the Norwegian Skolts 

because the Skolt Town is their last remaining core area in Norway. While other Sámi groups in Norway have 

several core areas, the Skolts only have the Skolt Town. According to the informants, within a short period the 

Sámi Parliament contributed to the Skolts being forced out of the last part of the Neiden sii’da, which would lead 

to Skolt culture disappearing from Norwegian soil within a few years. The informants viewed this as the Sámi 

Parliament’s true objective. 

  In the summer of 1999, the Østsamisk Museum was established on Sámi terms, and the organized Skolts 

protested both in writing and orally against what they regarded as a misguided development. The Sámi 

Parliament did not respond to these appeals but allowed the board of the Sami collection to continue overruling 

the Skolts in the establishment process. According to the text, the Sámi Parliament and the board75 of the Sami 

collection failed to take into account the original premises for the museum’s establishment. 

 
73 This is described under section 3.1.3, section 4.2, and in greater detail under section 4.7.1.  
74 Letter from Fritz Mathisen and other Eastern Sámi, dated 30 April 1997, addressed to various ministries, political parties,   

    the County Governor, and others. 

    The letter states that they did not want special rights based on ethnic grounds.  
75 Appointed by the Sami Parliament. 

 

  The whole matter ended with members of the association “Skoltene i Norge” (“The Skolts in Norway”) also 

distancing themselves from the “Millennium Celebration,” because the entire celebration became purely a North 

Sámi event planned by the North Sámi. According to the text, the millennium celebration was deceptive because 

the North Sámi were immigrants/colonists in the same way as the Kvens. 

  The text states that it is a historical fact that the Skolts are the indigenous people of the area, and that the 

municipality of Sør-Varanger was formed from parts of the former Skolt sii’das, Njauddâm and Peäccam, after 

the border was established in 1826 (cf. NOU 1997:4, chapter 7). However, the text argues that the reality was 

that the North Sámi were encouraged by the Norwegian authorities to colonize the Skolts’ territories before the 

border became official in 1826. 

  According to the text, the celebration was specifically designed to render the Skolts invisible as the indigenous 

people of the area and to create the impression that the North Sámi supported the Skolts in establishing a local 

cultural center and museum for the Skolts in Neiden. Unfortunately, according to the text, this entire process was 

controlled by the Sami Parliamen, which wanted an Eastern Sámi museum based on Sámi terms. The text claims 

that the Sámi “colonists” were strengthening their position as the indigenous people of the area, while the Skolts 

and their history were being made invisible and assimilated into North Sámi history. 

  In recent years, the Sámi Parliament has granted funding to a wide range of North Sámi activities in the 

municipality, while similar grants to the Skolts have largely been rejected over the years. Among other things, 

the Sámi Cultural Council has in recent years rejected all operational support for Skolt associations in the area. 

The text claims that the Sámi Parliament today supports what it calls the falsification of history taking place in 

South Varanger, including support for local North Sámi associations and others working to strengthen North 

Sámi culture in the municipality. 
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  Both the Kvens and the Roma people have received state funding to make their distinctive culture and identity 

visible, but according to the text, the Skolts remain excluded and forgotten in Norway. The text argues that if the 

Norwegian authorities truly wish to make Skolt culture visible in Norway and provide the Skolts with some form 

of redress, then the Norwegian government and parliament should involve those Skolts who for years have 

worked to make the culture visible in Norway. According to the text, there is no point in establishing an Eastern 

Sámi museum on the terms of the Sámi Parliament. 

  To support and make the Skolts visible in Norway, the text argues that it is more important to provide an 

economic basis for business development to those Skolts who have sincerely worked on these issues for many 

years. This support, according to the text, should have been granted long ago, in the same way as support has 

been provided to the Sámi and other minority groups in Norway. The Skolts are described as the oldest and 

smallest group in Norway, yet they have never received any form of state assistance for establishing an 

economic foundation that would allow them to preserve their cultural distinctiveness in the country. 

According to the text, the Skolts in Norway are today considered a “non-issue.” The Norwegian state authorities, 

it argues, should look to Finland, which has recognized the Skolts as a distinct indigenous people and minority 

culture. 

  The text further claims that the Sámi Parliament’s actions in recent years have led the Skolts in Norway to 

reject being placed under the administration of the Sámi Parliament, for which, according to the text, there is no 

historical basis. The Skolt associations have expressed this view on several previous occasions. 

According to several of the Norwegian informants, they were considering suing the Norwegian state or the Sámi 

Parliament because the Skolts had been expelled from their last remaining core area in Norway. Not only had 

they been expelled from their core area, but this had happened without any compensation or restitution. They 

believed this violated international conventions. The informants expressed outrage at the authorities, who 

portrayed themselves as supportive of minorities while at the same time confirming the preservation restrictions 

placed on the Skolt Town. 

  In NOU 1997:4, chapter 7, the Skolts’ earlier losses are described, and the preservation measures are said to 

contribute to the eradication of Skolt identity and culture in Norway. In the preservation documents, the Sámi 

Cultural Heritage Council (under the Sámi Parliament) stated that the preservation measures were intended to 

strengthen the Skolts in a revitalization process, but according to the text this was merely a deception intended to 

conceal the real circumstances. To illustrate this, the following excerpt from the preservation documents is 

included: 

“A strengthening of Skolt culture in Norway must take Neiden as its point of departure, and the preservation 

proposal has this as an important basis. This has placed major demands on how the preservation proposal and 

regulations have been formulated, and on how the preservation has been connected to other cultural protection 

measures.” 

 

 

  These are empty formulations that the Norwegian authorities have been presented with, but which the 

Sámediggi has, according to the text, not taken seriously at all. Since the Sámi Parliament became involved in 

the Skolt issue in 1995–96, the text claims that the Skolts have been misled, while the Sámi Parliament has 

received increased state funding to administer affairs in the Skolts’ traditional territories. As of today, the Neiden 

Skolts have no one employed or salaried to communicate and preserve the culture on the Skolts’ own terms. 

According to the text, this cultural representation is largely controlled by the Sámi system, either at the 

governmental level or through the Sámi administrative system. The text argues that this demonstrates that the 

Skolts in Norway have effectively been deprived of autonomy by the Norwegian authorities. 

The text states that it is documented that the Skolts are the oldest minority in Norway, but that this is not 

acknowledged by the Norwegian government and parliament. 

  According to the text, the reason is that the Sámi Parliament for many years has contributed to a systematic 

rewriting of Sámi history in Norway and the Nordic region, in which important and fundamental documentation 

of facts has been omitted. In the opinion of the author, this version of Sámi historiography has been 

insufficiently nuanced and has led to the invisibility of Skolt culture and of the actual historical circumstances. 

According to the former Norwegian Value Commission, Norway is a society that safeguards fundamental human 

rights and values. The commission also stated that Norway protects its small minorities and indigenous peoples, 

but the text claims that the Skolts have been excluded and forgotten in this context. 

  In Norway, and particularly in Neiden, most traditional knowledge has disappeared, though some oral traditions 

still remain among the older people in Neiden. As previously mentioned, after the border demarcations the 

Skolts in Norway gradually lost all rights and resource bases necessary to maintain their traditional livelihoods. 
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The Skolts in Norway also never received support schemes or compensation that would enable them to preserve 

or continue their cultural heritage. Many of the Skolts in Norway furthermore believe that the preservation 

measures imposed on the Skolt Town led to them being driven out of their last remaining core area in Norway, 

something they had never expected would happen. 

  There are two associations that aim to work for preserving and making visible the culture and rights of the 

Skolts/Eastern Sámi in Norway. The first association was established in the second half of the 1980s and is 

called “Østsamene i Neiden” (“The Eastern Sámi in Neiden”), while the second organization was founded in 

1992 and is called “Skoltene i Norge” (“The Skolts in Norway”). Both organizations work toward a common 

goal: to make visible the historical injustice and to advocate for the Skolts in Norway to receive some form of 

compensation for the historically documented loss of rights. 

  The historical documentation in NOU 1997:4, chapter 7, shows that before 1826 the Neiden Skolts possessed 

usage rights to all resources in the area that later became the municipality of Sør-Varanger. The documentation 

shows that the Skolts had an elected sii’da council, the Norrãz, which administered the area and ensured that the 

rules were followed. The organized Skolts in Norway believe that the Norwegian authorities must now recognize 

and provide the Skolts in Norway with the support to which they are entitled under international and national 

rules concerning human rights and conventions. 

4.8.2 The Situation of the Culture in Russia 

  The Russian Revolution and Stalin’s purges caused the Skolts to become scattered throughout Russia, and 

today most have lost their language and have been assimilated into Russian society. 

For 30 years, the Norwegian Sámi Parliament has worked on the Russian side of the border with the aim of 

helping the “Russian Lapps on the Kola Peninsula.” According to the text, this assistance has in many ways 

created optimism within the various local communities. However, the author believes that this assistance from 

the Norwegian Sámi also has a problematic side that is highly open to criticism.  

  The North Sámi aid initiative was established about 30 years ago, and much of this support probably had 

significant local importance. Nevertheless, the author regards the language instruction provided on the Kola 

Peninsula during the early phase as highly questionable and motivated by hidden intentions. In particular, many 

Kildin lapps (possibly including Skolts) on the Kola Peninsula received instruction in North Sámi for many 

years. 

 

 

  No financial assistance was provided for mother-tongue instruction in the first phase, but in this important 

phase emphasis was placed on education in Northern Sami. Subsequently, the Northern Sami have 

systematically spread misinformation to the “Russian Lapps76,” by claiming that they and the Kola Lapps were 

“one people” with the same history. Today it is said that the Kildin Lapps have a dialect closer to Northern Sami 

than the Russian Lapps/Skolts, and for that reason they are considered Sami on equal terms with the Northern 

Sami. The influence of the Skolts has led to major consequences, also on the linguistic level in the Kildin area.     

But if one looks at the other cultural symbols of the Kildin Lapps77, they are Orthodox Christians, have the same 

clothing culture and leudd tradition, and the population resembles more closely what is today, in Northern Sami 

terms, regarded as the Skolts on the Kola Peninsula than the Northern Sami78.  

  However, in a historical context the indigenous people on the Kola Peninsula were formerly called the Russian 

Lapps, and they lived in a large sii’da community, where the SOBBAR served as the highest administrative and 

political authority of the sii’das on the Kola Peninsula.The Norwegian Sami Mission, through its missionary 

work, has also  contributed strongly to breaking down the distinctiveness of the Russian “Lapps”. The 

undersigned also refers to the Russian Bishop Simon of Murmansk, who strongly criticized (documented in a 

personal video recording) the activitiesof the Sami Mission at an interchurch conference for the Barents Region 

in Alta (11–13 September 1996). On the Russian side today there is no general instruction for the Skolts in any 

areas, but there are a few dedicated individuals who are willing to teach if they are given the proper conditions to 

do so. The Russian Skolts have also not organized themselves into their own associations, although several are 

probably members of the 17 local Lapp associations on the Kola Peninsula. 

  According to the president of the Kola Lapps, Nina Afanasjeva79 (a Kildin Lapp), the language situation for the 

Lapps on the Kola Peninsula is very difficult. The Notozero dialect is dying out and the cultural situation is very 

poor. The Akkala and Ter dialects are in danger of disappearing. As far as she knows, there are probably only 

one or two people left who still master these two dialects.  
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  A dictionary of the Ter Lapp language has recently been prepared, but there is a lack of funds to publish the 

book. In her opinion, funding problems are the greatest obstacle to printing and publishing dictionaries and 

textbooks in the Lapp dialects in Russia. In her view, the Kildin dialect is the strongest in Russia, while the other 

dialects are weaker. Some dictionaries have been published for elementary schools, but few schools have 

compulsory instruction.  

  However, she stated that instruction in Kildin Lapp is given at the elementary school in Lovozero. She also said 

that a few collections of poetry had been published. In the near future, two books by Sandra Antonova will be 

published in Karasjok. The Lapp president on Kola further explained that they had good cooperation with Davvi 

Girji in Karasjok. She also said that they had good cooperation with a company in Germany that publishes a 

magazine called Sapmi. 

  As for cultural events or festivals, most are organized as annual cultural festivals in Russia. The best known are 

the festival in Olenegorsk in April, the cultural festival before Easter, the fishing/sports festival in Lovozero in 

June, and a sports festival in Laparskaya in September. The latter festival had been postponed that year. The 

undersigned and Johan Kalstad visited and documented parts of the Laparskaya festival, where they also 

participated in lasso throwing. 

  According to some of the Russian informants, it was difficult to openly identify as a Lapp in some local 

communities. The term “Skolt” was unfamiliar to most people, and when they spoke about their own 

background, they referred mainly to family relations and sii’da affiliation. For example, their ancestors came 

from the Muetke, Petsjenga, or Notozero sii’da, and they explained which families they were related to. 

 

76A common designation in the 19th century, and “lapp” means “nomad” in Finnish. The term “Sami” for the Russian  

  Lapps was introduced in Russia by the Norwegian Sami during the 1960s–70s.  
77The Skolts’ singing tradition.  
78The Northern Sami originate from Häme in southern Finland, and have never been called the Russian Lapps.  
79The president was elected as leader/president of the Kola Lapp Association by 17 local Lapp associations.  

 

 

   Based on the impressions from the interviews with the Russian Skolts, the culture was in a crisis situation 

similar to that in Norway. Fortunately, there were still a few individuals who possessed cultural and linguistic 

knowledge, and a cultural revitalization is absolutely possible. There is urgency, and these dedicated individuals 

need support before they become too old. (The picture was taken in Laparskaja by the author. From left: Johan 

A. Kalstad, Lena Jakovleva, and Nadja Nadezda in front of the latter’s detached house.) 

4.8.3 The Situation of the Culture in Finland 

  Nowadays, it is mainly the postwar generation that still speaks their mother tongue, including those who have 

moved farther south. It is primarily those born in the 1940s and the early 1950s who know their native language. 

Children from mixed marriages often did not learn their mother tongue, and consequently their children do not 

speak it today. In the Nellim area, the situation regarding mother-tongue education for Skolt children is poor.      

  However, in Sevettijärvi, the Skolts have preserved their language and have mother-tongue instruction, whereas 

in Nellim mother-tongue instruction has effectively become foreign-language instruction. 

In the Nellim area, the settlement structure is special, and people live more closely together there than in the 

Sevettijärvi area. Three groups live in the Nellim area: Finns, Inari Sami, and Skolts. This settlement structure, 

which differed from that of the Sevettijärvi area, may originally have made it more difficult for the Skolts to 

maintain their language. 

  According to the informants, the municipality of Inari has not taken any special linguistic considerations 

beyond Finnish-language instruction. In particular, language instruction for the Skolts has been neglected 

because the municipality has not employed teachers who could provide mother-tongue education. Some 

informants believed that the Finnish state should provide financial support to a younger Skolt in Nellim so that 

this person could receive training in their own language.  

  Afterwards, the person could be employed at the primary school in Nellim to provide mother-tongue 

instruction. According to the same informant, there is currently no mother-tongue education for children in 

Nellim. All children are transported by bus from Nellim to the primary school in Ivalo, and the Skolt children 

receive only Finnish-language instruction there. 

  Children living in Akkujärvi, Mustola, Siskeli, Käväjärvi, and Pikku Petsamo attend school in Akkujärvi, and 

the Skolts there also receive no mother-tongue instruction. According to the informants, the primary school in 

Inari has no teachers capable of providing mother-tongue education, while the school in Akkujärvi has a highly 
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competent teacher. However, mother-tongue instruction at this school is voluntary, and most pupils therefore opt 

out of it. Only one child from Siskeli, near the Akkujärvi school, makes use of this opportunity for mother-

tongue education. 

  The primary school in Sevettijärvi has a teacher responsible for mother-tongue instruction, and the school also 

aims to provide compulsory mother-tongue education. Pupils receive daily instruction in Skolt Sami in several 

subjects, including social studies, religious education, handicrafts, and others, although the number of lessons 

varies between grade levels. As for upper secondary and higher education, the Skolts must travel to Ivalo or 

farther south. 

  Regarding radio news broadcasts, Inari local radio is responsible for broadcasts in Skolt Sami. However, the 

programs are produced and edited by a Skolt living in Käväjärvi. The broadcasts in Skolt Sami last 

approximately 30 minutes to one hour at a time, usually once a week.  

The Skolts in Sevettijärvi and Nellim would like daily broadcasts,  

because it means a great deal for people to be able to listen to daily  

programs in their own language. 

  The situation regarding cultural institutions such as museums,   

cultural centers, or assembly halls for Skolt meetings and culture- 

related activities is almost nonexistent in the Skolt area. 

In the 1970s, the Skolts in Nellim established a local association  

with a special purpose. At its founding, all members of the association  

were to bring an old object and explain its origin and use during the  

meetings. This activity led them to discover that there were actually  

quite a number of old objects in the village. 

 

 

 
80A Skolt from the district who is trained as a teacher with a specialization in teaching several subjects in Skolt language.  

 

 

 

  In cooperation with the municipality and the primary school, a museum was established on the school premises. 

The museum became the responsibility of the school, while the costs were covered by the municipality of Inari. 

The museum was later used to present Skolt and Inari Sami culture, but today the school/museum is closed and 

no one has any responsibility for it. 

  In Sevettijärvi, a Skolt dwelling is used as a museum. After the owners died, the house was moved and placed 

on the museum grounds near the Orthodox chapel. The museum in Sevettijärvi was closed during the summer 

due to lack of funding. Today the museum building is owned by the Forestry Administration, but the museum 

itself is administered locally by the Skolts. 

  The primary school in Sevettijärvi was built for the Skolts in 1949/50. The Skolts were, and still are, Orthodox 

Christians and were highly religious when they moved to the area in 1949, but there was no church nearby. 

The Finnish church had an Orthodox chapel built in Sevettijärvi in the early 1950s, whereas the chapel in Nellim 

was not built until 1988. The religious and cultural ties between the Skolts in Finland and Norway still exist, but 

they have weakened considerably over the years. Today, it is only the oldest generation among the Skolts in 

Neiden who maintain these contacts. 

  The annual service at St. George’s Chapel in Neiden has, since its beginning in 1965, developed into an annual 

week-long religious festival held during the last week of August. This cultural event and the religious services 

begin on Friday in Nellim, continue in Sevettijärvi on Saturday, and conclude at St. George’s Chapel in Neiden 

on Sunday. 

  As for associations and interest organizations for the Skolts, there is a folklore group and a dance group in 

Nellim. According to a local informant, the settlement structure and village conditions have been among the 

reasons why no interest organization for the Skolts has been established in the village. The formation of this 

folklore group was the informant’s own idea, and she herself has also been a very important resource person for 

the municipality. The group was created to strengthen the local sense of community between the Inari Sami and 

the Skolts. 

  The core of the folklore and dance group consists of Skolts, but one Inari Sami and one Finn from the 

surrounding area also participate in the group. The informant further explained that conditions in the village had 

been very difficult and unusual, and her goal was to create unity by involving all the groups in the village. 

According to the informant, it was always a balancing act to satisfy all parties in the local community. 
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Administratively, the folklore group falls under the local sports association, which handles the small amount of 

administrative work. In return, the folklore group participates in and helps the sports association at various 

events. 

  In the Sevettijärvi area there are several associations, interest organizations, and an office for the village 

assembly (Kyläkokkous). The office was established in 1999, and a secretary was employed. 

However, this secretary position has not been permanent, something the current secretary considered highly 

unsatisfactory. Up to the present, the position has rotated among different people, and the criteria for 

employment have been vague, except that the person must have been long-term unemployed. 

According to the secretary, the disadvantage of the current arrangement was and still is that every time a new 

person is hired, much of the time is spent learning the procedures. As a result, there is too little time to renew and 

develop the work for the benefit of the whole population. 

  They are currently considering the job concept for this secretary position,                 

and there is hope that a new office will also be established in the Nellim area.  

The workload at the office in Sevettijärvi has become heavy, and the secretary  

is unable to accomplish much for the Skolts in the Nellim area because the  

office is located in Sevettijärvi. At present, there was uncertainty regarding the  

financing of this position in Sevettijärvi, but the secretary was optimistic that  

funding for the aforementioned offices would be secured. The secretary’s most  

important tasks were to prepare and facilitate the work for the meetings of the  

Kyläkokkous/village assembly, as well as to assist the chairperson and deputy  

chairperson in connection with travel, meetings, and seminars. 

 

 
81 The home of Jaakko and Fetsi Sverdloff was moved and furnished as a museum       

    a few years after their death.”  
82 A beautiful timber chapel was built by Russian carpenters. 
83 The representative/trustee (a salaried position) and his assistant/deputy 

 

 

  Furthermore, they were responsible for maintaining all necessary contacts with the Finnish Sami Parliament, 

the municipality of Inari, the Forestry Administration, and other state institutions. Much of the time was spent 

helping the elderly Skolts with paperwork whenever assistance was needed.  

  The elderly were not accustomed to traveling, so simply getting to the office was a long journey for many.  

During the last year, no one filled the secretary position for five months, which resulted in a heavy workload for 

the Skolts’ elected representative. 

According to the secretary, there were several different associations within the Skolt area. For a long time, 

several of the Skolts had worked to establish a small service and activity center in the village. This had on 

several occasions been raised during meetings of the village assembly. 

  The Skolts lack suitable premises for meetings and also lack appropriate facilities for preserving handicraft 

traditions and other cultural traditions. Furthermore, they hope to establish an archive where they can collect 

knowledge and materials relating to the Skolts’ distinctive culture and history.  

  To hold meetings today, the Skolts depend on whether the primary school, the café, or the church can provide 

suitable premises. It is often very difficult to find available facilities at times convenient for most people.  

  The people of Sevettijärvi hope to build a service center/meeting place where everyone can gather at any time 

in order to preserve language, culture, and handicraft/craft traditions. 

  There are different rules for the Skolts living inside and outside the Skolt area. The laws and regulations of the 

village assembly state that Skolts living outside the “Skolt area” do not have voting rights in the village 

assembly, although they may vote in elections for the representative/trustee.  

  Only the Skolts living within the “Skolt area” have voting rights concerning resource use and the management 

of the Skolt area. The Skolt area in Finland is administered by the Finnish Forestry Administration, whereas the 

Sami population in the rest of Finland falls under the Ministry of Agriculture or a corresponding institution.  
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  This demonstrates that the Finnish authorities take special consideration of the Skolts as a minority group and 

as an Indigenous people in Finland. This is especially expressed in the Finnish Skolt Act, which grants the Skolts 

special rights to the resources within the Skolt area (Nätäämö = Neiden).  

  Furthermore, the Skolts’ Kyläkokous/village assembly has an advisory function, while the Finnish Forestry 

Administration formally confirms the decisions finally adopted by the village assembly. The Skolt Act states that 

all special rights within the area apply only to the Skolts who live within the Skolt area. 

   Today, approximately 600–700 Skolts live within the Nellim and Sevettijärvi areas, and more than half of them 

live in the Sevettijärvi area. Few Skolts or Skolt families who previously moved away have returned and settled 

again within the Skolt area. 

  Most of the Skolts in the municipality of Inari live on welfare benefits from the Finnish state because there have 

so far been very limited opportunities to find work within the Skolt area or in its immediate vicinity. However, 

some make a living from reindeer herding and other activities connected with tourism, based on both summer 

and winter tourism. 

  At present, there are small family businesses, but there is still less activity during the winter than in the 

summer. The Finnish Forestry Administration has also regularly carried out smaller projects that employ some 

people periodically. The number of reindeer herders among the Skolts has also declined in recent years.  

  The Skolts who settled in the Nellim area after the war did not establish reindeer herding because the Inari Sami 

were already using the land as reindeer grazing areas. Today, one of the most skilled reindeer owners lives in 

Käväjärvi, but he keeps his reindeer in the Vetseri grazing district. 

  This grazing area is shared by both Skolts and Inari Sami, whereas the Nätäämö reindeer grazing district lies 

within the Skolt area and is therefore regulated by the Skolt Act. Recently, a public report by Dr. Juhani 

Wirilander concerning the Skolts’ rights to resource use within the Skolt area has been published. 

 

84 Regarding resources and resource use within the Skolt area. 
85 A map of the Skolt area is included at the end of the report as Appendix 2. 
86 Vladimir Feodoroff 
87 Nätäämö’ is the Skolt area in Finland. The Skolt Act applies here, and only the Skolts may keep reindeer within the Skolt  

   area.” 

  According to the secretary of the Yläkokous, the Finnish Skolts are very optimistic about this report and believe 

in positive changes that, among other things, will give the Skolts greater influence over the management of 

resources within the Skolt area. 

5. SUMMARY 

5.1.0 CULTURAL DISSOLUTION AND IDENTITY CHANGE 

  Today, the Skolts are a divided people. They are now scattered throughout the former Soviet Union, northern 

Finland, Norway, and elsewhere around the world. The term “Skolt” has been dominant in Norway for more 

than 150 years, whereas the term has been little known in Russia. 

  Previously, the term “Skolt” in Norway was often used with negative connotations. Those who moved away 

from the Skolt Village after the war and well into the 1960s never mentioned the term to their spouses or 

children, and most usually denied their ethnic identity altogether. 

  Earlier, several of the Skolts moved away from Neiden because of local stigmatization, but from the 1960s 

onward the migration was often a consequence of local government policy. Several of the Skolts who moved 

from the Skolt Village but remained living in Neiden also began, from the early 1960s onward, to use the term 

“Eastern Sami” about themselves. This was because the term “Eastern Sami” carried higher status than “Skolt,” 

which often appeared as an insult. Meanwhile, those Skolts who remained living in the Skolt Village were 

stigmatized as Skolts simply because they lived there. 

  The author himself was born and raised in the Skolt Village and is therefore very familiar with this 

development. Most of the Neiden Skolts still today have a significant identity problem. Most of the Skolts who 

today identify themselves as Eastern Sami are either children or grandchildren of the Skolts who moved early 

from the Skolt Village because of local and public stigmatization. 
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  The stigmatization decreased during the 1960s, but by then several of the Skolts had already been forced out of 

the area because of municipal restrictions placed on the district. The family that settled in the Skolt Village a few 

years after the mid-1960s did not experience this stigmatization. 

  Most of the Skolts had never previously managed to acknowledge their identity as Skolts or Eastern Sami, but 

during the heated rights debate, those who had previously denied their culture dared to come forward publicly as 

Eastern Sami in name. These individuals did not wish to identify themselves as Skolts. All of them signed a 

document in which they renounced all rights on an ethnic basis. This was a result of the earlier discrimination 

and stigmatization of the Skolts. 

  Similar issues are documented by Samuel Gælok in his 1992 master’s thesis in social science. Gælok describes 

various issues connected with the planning and construction of the Lule Sami Cultural Center in Tysfjord. 

Typical problem areas during this phase included the invisibility of Sami identity and the fact that a majority of 

the Sami in the Tysfjord area renounced special rights and so forth. 

  Professor Thomas H. Eriksen writes in the book Små og Store steder (“Small and Large Places”) that identity 

and organization are important elements in ethnic ideologies and in the conception of a group’s historical 

continuity. This gives individuals a sense of cultural rootedness and security. He writes that ethnic identity and 

organization are expressions of ethnicity, but that there is disagreement about which of the two is more 

fundamental. 

  Eriksen refers to Abner Cohen, who researched ethnicity in Nigeria and Sierra Leone, and who argued that it is 

ethnic political organization that makes it meaningful to develop and emphasize an ethnic identity. Identity will 

disappear if it lacks organizational focus, and the ethnic community — the sense of “we” — is actually created 

through social and political processes, especially when there is competition over scarce resources. 

  Eriksen states elsewhere in the book that ethnic organization is both inclusive and exclusive, and that ethnic 

identity is an identity constituted, among other things, through contrasts. According to Eriksen, there are often 

conflicting loyalties in situations of conflict concerning whom one identifies with. 

 

88Samuel Gælok’s master’s thesis: Institutionalization of Sami Culture – 1992 

 

 

  In this rights debate, several of the Skolts who had never previously come forward with their identity 

nevertheless did so and signaled their cultural identity. The above-mentioned descriptions of ethnic identity and 

cultural organization, together with Samuel Gælok’s thesis from Tysfjord, help explain the various positions 

taken in the rights debate and why some of the Skolts renounce their rights on an ethnic basis. 

  The engagement and persistent efforts of the Sami Parliament in recent years to change the identity designation 

from “Skolt” to “Eastern Sami” have created increased conflict among the Skolts in Neiden. “The Skolt Village” 

and “Skoltfossen” in Neiden are terms that have been in continuous use since the mid-1840s. Researchers who in 

recent years have written about the Skolt community in Neiden have consistently used the terms “Eastern Sami” 

or “Neiden Sami,” thereby showing little respect for the Skolts and their opinions concerning this name change. 

This has been a systematic attempt to alter the identity of the Skolts, and it is contrary to all international human 

rights and conventions. 

  In the governmental report NOU 1997:4, chapter 4, section 7.1, page 340, line 15, it states, quote: 

“In Finland the term koltta (Skolt) is consistently used. The committee will use the designation Eastern Sami in 

this report, except in cases where it would be natural to use the word Skolt or Skolt Sami, for example in 

discussions of Finnish legislation.” 

  The committee that prepared this report consisted of 20 people, Norwegians and Sami. No Skolts were asked to 

participate in the work on the report, even though they themselves possessed first-hand knowledge of the actual 

conditions. 

  In Finland, the Skolts are administered under a different ministry than the Sami, which demonstrates the 

Finnish authorities’ understanding that the Skolts are a distinct group different from the ordinary Sami 

population in northern Finland. 
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  The Finnish Skolt Act also provides the Skolts with special protection. In Norway, the Skolts are an even 

smaller minority group than in Finland and should therefore have received stronger protection in order to 

preserve their language and culture. Unfortunately, the Norwegian Sami Parliament has for a long time pursued a 

strategy of assimilating the Skolts into Sami culture, directly contrary to the intentions and ideals for which the 

Sami Parliament was originally established. 

5.2.0 SUMMARY OF THE HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENTAL TRENDS 

  The Skolts lived in what is today South Varanger and the Kola region for several thousand years before this 

large area was colonized. The Skolts are a “Sami” minority with distinctive cultural traits and traditions.  

 They had their own language, their own geographical territory, were semi-nomadic, and became Orthodox 

Christians in the 1500s. 

 The Skolts’ use of resources involved seasonal movement between four settlements. Their territories formed 

part of a larger community of sii’das, which held territories in Sør-Varanger and on the Kola Peninsula. 

The Kalmar War (1611–1613) resulted in the Neiden, Pasvik, Petsjenga, and Suenjel sii’das becoming a joint 

Danish-Norwegian/Swedish/Russian taxation area (see map p. 15). In a historical context, the Skolts have had 

various designations, and the oldest historical sources show that the Skolts and the Sami were regarded as two 

different ethnic groups. 

  In the areas now referred to as the Skolt territories in Russia, the conditions for the culture are extremely 

difficult. This newer linguistic division of the formerly so-called Kola Lapps into Skolt Sami (Sk) and other 

Sami on the Kola Peninsula is an attempt to create even greater confusion regarding Sami culture on the Kola 

Peninsula. 

  According to the magazine Samefolket, more recent genetic and linguistic research indicates that there are 

some differences between the hereditary material of the Skolts and that of other Sami groups.  

  The article also describes how local dialect differences are common, and that populations cannot be divided 

solely according to dialects, quote from page 13: 

 

89 No. 8/1997, pages 11–13. Article by Professor Lars Beckman, Department of Medical Genetics, Umeå University. 

 

“There are many examples of languages having changed within population groups, and language analyses can 

therefore provide a misleading picture of kinship and origin.” 

  As previously mentioned, this report concerns how Norwegian Sami institutions have conducted language 

education among the Sami on the Kola Peninsula for more than 30 years, and according to the Swedish report 

this has led the language of the Kildin sii’da to shift in the direction of North Sami.  

  When one considers the other cultural symbols of the “Russian Sami,” they are identical to what are referred to 

as the cultural symbols of the Skolts. However, this Swedish report demonstrates that one cannot rely solely on 

linguistic criteria to determine the affiliation of individual ethnic groups, contrary to the impression that more 

recent North Sami research has attempted to create. 

  Great-power politics, social Darwinism, colonization, the Russian Revolution, and the Second World War led 

to dramatic changes for this cultural community. After the border demarcation in 1826, the Neiden sii’da was 

divided into two. The sii’da population remained on the Norwegian side. Later, the sii’das east of Neiden were 

evacuated and forcibly relocated to the Nellim and Sevettijärvi areas in northern Finland and to various places on 

the Kola Peninsula. 

  The Russian Revolution and communism led to collectivization and Russification of Indigenous cultures in 

Russia. The condition of the Skolts in Norway is roughly similar to that in Russia, whereas the Skolts in Finland 

have managed to preserve their language, handicraft traditions, craft traditions, and livelihood traditions. 

  Norwegian minority policy and colonization gradually caused the Neiden Skolts to lose their economic and 

cultural foundation. Today the Skolts live separated and dispersed within the nation-states of Russia, Finland, 

and Norway. The social, cultural, and economic situation of the Skolt population in the Barents region is in great 

difficulty, but there are still some bright spots. 

https://www.umu.se/en/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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  There are still some Skolts living within the Skolt areas who possess extensive cultural knowledge, but the 

language has disappeared in most places. 

  In each of the countries there are still individuals who master the language, but there is a lack of willingness 

and financial support from the state authorities to provide the Skolts with opportunities to preserve their 

language and other central cultural traditions. Yet within this otherwise bleak picture, there is one major bright 

spot in the Sevettijärvi area. 

  There, the postwar generation has succeeded in creating a local community in which the Skolts, through the 

village assembly/Kyläkokkous, the primary school, and the Orthodox Church, have managed to mobilize local 

forces in the effort to preserve and develop their language, handicraft traditions, craft traditions, and other 

cultural traditions. 

  The traditional livelihoods in the Sevettijärvi area have most likely been absolutely essential in enabling them 

to maintain their cultural identity and cultural community. 

  The Skolts in the Sevettijärvi area therefore represent important resources within the region for initiating a 

positive cultural development in the other Skolt areas in Russia, Norway, and the Nellim area of Finland. 

  In order to begin this process in the region, it is extremely important that the state authorities provide direct 

support to the Skolts so that the Skolts in the three countries will have the financial means to organize and meet 

in order to form a joint working group for future cross-border cultural cooperation. 
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CONCLUDING COMMENT TO THE REPORT 

  This report has been written in its entirety by Mikit Ivanowitz and based on his own/the Skolt people’s 

premises. Most of the maps have been edited by Ernst Høgtun, Tromsø Museum. 

In a consultation statement to the Sami Parliament (dated January 27, 1997) regarding comments on an inquiry 

into Sami research, the undersigned wrote, quote: 

  “Just like the Sami, we Skolts wish to have the right to produce knowledge about ourselves, because Skolt 

culture is a special and distinctive culture within the Sami cultural sphere that must not be made invisible within 

Sami culture. Just as the North Sami language is important for the rest of the Sami population, it is important 

that the Skolt language be strengthened so that those who wish may have the opportunity to learn the language. 

Language is an essential cultural factor for one’s own identity. At present, there are no Skolts in Norway or 

Finland known to the undersigned who are part of any official research groups.” 

Furthermore, the undersigned wrote in the consultation statement, quote: 

 “Research by Skolts within their own society is particularly important for the Skolts, because at present there is 

no one safeguarding  Skolt interests. Most Sami research up until now has contributed to making Skolt culture 

invisible, something we are not satisfied with.” 

  In this consultation, it was emphasized that Sami research represented a challenge in terms of knowledge 

politics, because research represents knowledge, and knowledge is power. From the Sami side, it has been stated 

that for a people in a minority position, as the Sami are, control over research becomes part of gaining control 

over their own living conditions. Furthermore, it has been said that in this way research acquires a clear 

minority-political function. Since the Sami are recognized as a people equal to the Norwegian people, research 

may also be said to have a minority-rights function: the right to self-description. 
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  Skolt culture contains a whole range of elements that differ from Sami culture. Examples of these differences 

can be seen in Skolt clothing traditions, song traditions (leudd is a special singing tradition among the Skolts), 

dance and dance-song traditions, naming traditions (Russian names), and the fact that the Skolts became 

Orthodox Christians early in the 16th century.  

  According to the Sami Rights Commission report NOU 1997:4, chapter 7.1, second paragraph, the Skolts are 

described as the indigenous people of South Varanger municipality and as “a minority within the minority.” The 

Skolts are not a minority within the minority, but rather a unique people in the North, different from those who 

today call themselves Sami. In the magazine Samefolket No. 8, 1997, pp. 11–13, Professor Lars Beckman of 

Umeå University wrote, quote: 

“Among the Skolts, the frequency of the A2 gene is considerably lower than among the Sami in Sweden, 

expressed in percentages as 18–20.” 

  This clearly shows that the Skolts are genetically different from those who call themselves Sami. The Russian 

researcher Soja Sokolova wrote in the book A Journey to Western Siberia that the Skolts are descendants of the 

Sirtya people from Western Siberia. This also gives genetic research an explanation for these genetic differences 

and demonstrates that the Skolts are a unique people distinct from those who call themselves Sami. (See also my 

website: skolter.com – added in 2026.) 

  This means that the same criteria for research should also apply to the Skolts, because new knowledge about the 

Skolts is important, and knowledge is power in preventing the invisibility of Skolt culture as a unique minority 

culture in Norway. The state authorities must facilitate the necessary means for the Skolts to secure and further 

develop their own culture on an equal basis with Sami culture. The distinctiveness of Skolt culture must be taken 

into consideration as soon as possible. 

  In recent years, the Sami Parliament has imposed upon itself a guardianship role over the Skolts, without first 

asking the Skolts whether they wished to be placed under the authority of the Sami Parliament. Nor were the 

Skolts in Norway consulted by the state authorities during the border negotiations before the borders were 

determined and drawn. Although NOU 1997:4, chapter 7, provides a reasonably accurate description of Skolt 

history and culture, the state arrogance continues, with the consequence that the Skolts in Norway have been 

rendered legally and politically powerless and expelled from their last core area in Norway. 

  Just as with the Sami, it should be the Skolts themselves who define the conditions for the development of their 

own culture. However, up to now the Skolts have been excluded by the Sami Parliament from receiving such 

support. 

 

 

Appendix 1 
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                 Map of the old Njauddâm sii’da before the border demarcation of 1826. 

  The areas within the sii’da territory were under the usage rights of the Njauddâm Skolts until 1826. 

The border demarcation caused the sii’da to be divided in two, and the legal disputes from 1848 onward 

contributed to the Neiden Skolts gradually being deprived of all usage rights and means of livelihood in the area 

that became part of Norway. The Skolt settlement in Neiden had previously been the Njauddâm Skolts’ summer 

settlement, but Kven colonization from the 1840s contributed to the Skolts’ summer settlement developing into 

the Kven village of Neiden. 

  Since the beginning of the 20th century, the Skolts were gradually confined to Skoltebyen (“the Skolt Town”), 

which today is the Neiden Skolts’ last core area in Norway. Due to the protection status imposed on Skoltebyen, 

the Skolts in Norway have been expelled from their last core area in Norway without any form of compensation 

or restitution. This stands in contrast to the Finnish state authorities, who have provided a separate economic area 

for the Skolts90 in Finland. Furthermore, the Skolt Act in Finland ensures that the Skolts are guaranteed a 

minimum of rights and a natural resource base in order to preserve their culture (cf. map appendix p. 68). 

  In NOU 1997:4, Chapter 7 – The Eastern Sami in Neiden – a description is given of the historical loss of rights 

that the Skolts in Norway have suffered since 1826. It is further stated that the Skolts/Eastern Sami are the 

minority group that has been affected the most severely. 

  However, developments in recent years after the publication of this report show that the Sami Parliament has 

contributed to increased discrimination against and suppression of Skolt culture in Norway. This demonstrates 

that the Sami Parliament’s choice of Millennium Site was a strategic decision intended to incorporate the Skolts 

into a North Sami administrative area.  

Skolt history and culture are now in danger of becoming merely a chapter in Norwegian legal history and may 

soon be assimilated into the nationalist North Sami culture. What Norwegian society failed to achieve through its 

policy of Norwegianization now appears to be allowed by the state through the actions of the Sami Parliament, 

resulting in the assimilation of the Skolts as North Sami. 

 

90Norwegians in rural communities in Southern Norway receive satisfactory compensation, whereas this is not  

   even being considered for the Skolts.. 

 Appendix 2 
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     The Skolt area in Finland – showing the most recently planned expansion of the area. 

                    The Skolt Act in Finland grants special rights to the Skolts residing in the area. 

       Gammel grense= Old botder or former border (Until 1826). 

       Ny grense = New border (in 1826) 
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                                                        Aa skolt woman in traditional festive attire 


