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1. Introduction

The Sami are a small people living in northern Scandinavia and also partly in Russia. As indigenous people they have lived in the area before it was settled by other people and before the setting of present national borders. In addition, as indigenous people the Sami have distinct social, economic, cultural and political institutions, as well as their own language, shared history and they consider themselves as an indigenous people. The area they inhabit today reaches from Central Norway and Sweden through the northern parts of Finland into the Kola Peninsula, so they are geographically located within the borders of four nation states, Finland, Sweden, Norway and Russia. There are approximately 90 000 Samis in total, 50 000 in Norway, 20 000 in Sweden, 10 000 in Finland and 2000 in Russia. The estimates however vary depending on the criteria of calculation, be it language skills, family history etc. (Sara, 2002)

The history of the Sami since 1600s can in simplified manner be described as a process in which the developing neighbouring nation states slowly increased their influence over the Sami area, their pursuing of economic and territorial interests resulting in splitting of the Sami area between the states. The culture and lifestyle of the Sami was seen as inferior and primitive and the colonialisation of the area with the assimilative and segregative politics of the states have resulted in weakening of their culture language and livelihoods. (Forrest, 1997) The rights of the Sami as indigenous people are still not fully recognised by the states although positive development in their legal position has happened since the 1980s. The Sami see themselves as one people, however they have historically inhabited a relatively large area thinly, and in different living conditions and in contact with different neighbouring people also different Sami languages and cultures have developed.  However in this essay my focus shall be the Sami in Finland, especially their position in Finnish society today, their status in legislation, and the problems that still today remain unsolved concerning their rights as indigenous people. Some comparison shall also be made with other Scandinavian countries.

Most of the Sami in Finland live in so called Sami Homeland Area which includes the municipalities of Enontekiö Enare, Utsjokim, and part of Sodankyla, there is also a special region reserved for the Skolt Sami, who immigrated from Russia after the Second World War (SMT, 2001). In Sweden and Norway the areas where the Sami mostly live are called Sami administrative areas. The importance of these regions lies in the fact that many laws concerning Sami people apply to these regions. (Sara, 2002) About 3000 of the Sami in Finland live in the Homeland Area and they constitute about third of the population in the area. Rest of the Samis live elsewhere in Finland. (Foreign Ministry, 2002, 7-8) 

2. Land Rights

After the independence of Finland in 1917 the traditional Sami lands were gradually taken as state property and still today the state controls the use of these lands. Due to the nomadic lifestyle of some of the Sami they were seen by the Nordic states as having no ownership to the land. In reality the Sami had a strong sense of territory, it just wasn’t as fixed and exclusive as that of the neighboring cultures. (Forrest, 1997)

The question of the Samis right to their traditional land, water and natural resources still remains unresolved in Finnish legislation. This also means that the traditional Sami livelihoods such as hunting, fishing and reindeer herding are not protected for example from economic activities such as mining, logging, building of power plants etc. (The Finnish Sami Parliament, 1997) Although many Samis nowadays live like other Scandinavians, these professions, especially reindeer herding, are still practiced and remain as an important element of Sami culture. The new constitution of Finland, effective since 2000, guarantees the Sami as indigenous people the right to maintain and develop their language and culture, the failure to resolve the land question can be seen as not fulfilling this law. (Aikio, Guttorm, 2000 ) A committee recently tried to solve this matter so that Finland could ratify ILO convention 169 securing the rights of indigenous people. However the Sami members of the committee saw that not enough weight was given to Sami matters, for example protection of the reindeer herding profession, and that the Samis still do not have enough authority in the decision making of the Sami Homeland Area. (Helsingin Sanomat 2001) In Norway and Sweden reindeer husbandry and its affiliated occupations are an exclusive right of the Sami. Finnish law no longer grants the Sami exclusive right to this traditional livelihood and anybody who wishes can practice it. The Finnish Sami parliament sees that the sate doesn’t recognice the importance of this profession to Sami culture. (Aikio, Guttorm, 2000) 

3. Linguistic rights and services

Another important issue for Sami has been and still is the opportunity to be able to maintain and develop their language and culture. Survival of the language is essential to the survival of the culture and education is the most effective tool in this matter. There are several Sami languages or dialects, which differ from each other so much that Samis speaking different languages generally can not understand each other. Sami languages are related to Finnish, they belong to the so-called Fenno- Ugrian language family. (STM, 2001) There are all together 10 Sami languages and it is estimated that in total 35 000 people spoke Sami in 1995 (Sara, 2002). In Scandinavia North Sami and Mountain Sami are most commonly used Sami languages, in Finland North Sami, Inari Sami and Skolt Sami are spoken, of which about 70 percent North Sami and 15 percent Skolt and Inari Sami. (STM, 2001)

In Finland only half of the Sami speak Sami and most of them are unable to read or write it (Aikio, Guttorm, 2000). Reason for this is the fact that the status of Sami language has formerly been so bad that when they were children many nowadays adult Sami were told not to use their language in public (Finnish Sami Parliament, 1997). Therefore for many Sami the first contact with Sami language wasn’t until they reached adulthood. Many of them have also registered Finnish as their mother tongue instead of Sami (STM, 2001).

In Finland Sami is not an official language equal with Finnish and Swedish but has a status of a minority language. The new Finnish constitution gives Samis the right to develop and maintain their language and culture. The Language Act for the Samis adopted in 1991 gives the Sami speaking individuals right to be understood and receive answers in Sami and receive individual service in their language when dealing with public administration. (Sara, 2002) In practice this applies to the so-called Sami Homeland area. This is not however always followed in practice. The officials often don’t speak Sami themselves and interpreters must be used, in addition lack of qualified interpreters makes situation especially difficult with Inari and Skolt Sami languages. Therefore the linguistic rights of Sami although established in law are not actualised in every day life. (Aikio, Guttorm 2000, Finish Sami Parliament, 1997)  For the Sami living outside the homeland area, it is even more difficult to receive service in their language although in principle the language rules should also apply to the rest of the country. (Foreign Ministry, 2002)

In Finland Sami can be studied as a mother tongue at primary schools and sixth form/high schools in all three Sami languages and teaching in Sami is offered in North Sami and to certain extend Skolt Sami in the basic education. However according to the Basic Education Act (1998)  teaching in the elementary level should mainly be given in Sami and this isn’t fully the case with Skolt and Inari Sami languages. (Aikio, Guttorm 2000, Foreign Ministry 2002, 62-82) These small language groups are especially in danger. In 1997 in its report to the Ministry of Justice the Finnish Sami Parliament expressed their concern over the fact that there are only a few children under and of school age whose mother tongue is Inari Sami or Skolt Sami (Finnish Sami Parliament, 1997). Drastic measures are needed if the survival of these languages is to be guaranteed. Lack of financial resources is seen as the main obstacle for improvement. The State supports Sami education, but not enough. Lack of qualified teachers, long distances, difficult weather conditions and small group sizes make it even more difficult and expensive for the municipalities in Sami Homeland Area to provide the education and other services required by law especially when in the municipality of Inari three Sami languages plus Finnish is used. Finnish Day Care Act also states that day-care should be provided to everyone in his or her mother tongue. This is however not fully taking place the reason being much the same as stated before. However recently so-called language nests established in the Sami area where the children’s language capacity is stimulated with so-called ”language bath method” has proven successful in reviving especially Inari and Skolt Sami languages. (STM 2001, Foreign Ministry, 2002, 62-83)

The situation with other services for the Finnish Sami population is in my opinion even more alarming. There are very few Sami speaking doctors and very little Sami speaking staff in hospitals or institutions for elderly people. Virtually no mental health care is given in Sami languages which has resulted in less successful results in treatment of Sami speaking patients. In principle everybody should be equally entitled to these services, however the needs of Sami population and their culture are not taken into account in Finnish social- and health care service system. The staff themselves also experience frustration not being able to communicate with the customers. (STM, 2001) 

Lately however the government has increased its financial support for the production of Sami services and plans for example to improve early education are made. Also new Language Act for Samis is being prepared and it should, if accepted be effective in 2004. This law would for example require officials to know Sami, and actively promote its use. It should also make it easier for the personnel to acquire the language skill needed. (Second Report of Finland, 2002, 25-29)

In general in all three Scandinavian countries it is possible to receive at least the basic education at least partly in Sami. The Sami languages have legal status in all these countries, however in Norway the position of the language is a bit stronger, it is an official language of the country when in Finland and Sweden it has a status of a minority language. In Norway the development of Sami legislation and Sami speaking services has been faster than that of the other two countries. Sami can be studied at university level also in all these countries. Also Sami radio- and TV programmes are broadcasted in all three countries, there is not however a Sami news paper published in Finland unlike in the other two countries. There is a common body responsible for protection and development of Sami languages called Nordic Sami language board established in 1997. This body operates under the authority of the Sami parliaments and it is a cooperative body representing different language groups in Sweden, Finland, Norway and Russia. Also all Sami parliaments in Norway, Sweden and Finland have separate language bodies working on the improving of Sami language. (Sara 2002)

4. Right to self-government, the Sami Parliament

The Struggle for self-government and recognition of the Sami as a genuine people is and has been a matter of most importance to Samis. Important actors in this development are nowadays Sami parliaments, representative bodies elected by Sami among themselves. Finland, Sweden and Norway have their own Sami parliaments. Although these institutions don’t have exactly the same tasks, the parliaments task in all these countries is to raise question in he matters specially relevant and in the interest of the Sami community. They don’t not have very much formal political authority, their status is seen mainly as advisory. Their tasks are somewhat vaguely defined in Finland and Norway however in Sweden the position of the parliament is a bit stronger and it has administrative authority in several areas. The Samis in general have little formal political power, for example there are no Sami parties. However, much of the positive development in the Sami matters lately is the result of the active work of the Sami parliaments. (Sara, 2002)

In Finland Sami parliament received legal position with the Act of Sami Parliament in 1995 and it has 20 representatives elected every four years. It is not a state organ although it is financed by the state. In addition of being the main representative, developer and protector of Sami matters both in Finland and at the international level, this organ is also responsible for the allocation of yearly state money directed to the Sami population. (STM, 2001, Foreign Ministry 2002, 7-8)  The new constitution of Finland along with other Sami acts has resulted in improvement of Samis position. In the new constitution the Sami in Finland are given cultural autonomy in the Sami Homeland Area concerning their language and culture. This can be seen as a recognition by the state that the Sami community has existed independent of Finnish society before, and with this law the Samis are given back the legal and administrative position which better represents their earlier position. In the Finnish Sami Act there is also written national authorities obligation to negotiate with the Sami parliament on matters concerning the position of the Samis, for example society planning, mining licences, Sami education and services, use of state land in the Homeland Area etc.  So in Finland the opinion of the Samis should not be as easily overlooked as has been the case before, in other Scandinavian countries this is not yet guaranteed by law. (Sara, 2002)

The parliaments are an important tool also in cooperation across state borders. Already since 1956 political co operational body, the Nordic Sami council, has been working for the improvement of the Sami rights as one people. The special focus is on the rights to land and water. Nowadays it is called the Sami Council after the inclusion of the Russian Sami. (Sara, 2002)
Although the position of the Sami people has improved considerably in legislation and in public administration, the Finnish Sami parliament states that there is activity, sometimes organised, in the Homeland area against the Sami population. This includes spreading of  “anti Sami propaganda”, disturbing of the work of Sami parliament etc. They also feel that media spreads these attitudes without criticism. This indicates that not all of the main population are willing to accept the special position, and rights granted to Sami. This can lead to a further assimilation of Sami if some of them are too afraid to behave like Sami because of this. (Finnish Sami parliament, 1997) 

One matter, which has caused friction between the Sami and main population, is the definition of  Sami. There is no formal official definition of Sami outside the criteria expressed in the Nordic Sami acts, which are connected to the right to vote in the elections of the Sami Parliaments, to be elected as a representative etc. In all these countries legislation states that a Sami is a person who identifies himself or herself as Sami and he himself or herself, or at least one of his or her parents or grandparents learnt Sami as their first language. In Norway they are also considering adding great grandparents to this list of ancestors. (Sara 2002, STM, 2001) However in Finland in 1995 the Sami definition was broadened to cover descendants of a person who had been entered in a land, taxation or population register as a mountain, forest or fishing Lapp. The Sami Parliament states that this kind of a definition opens the door to the Sami community for persons whose forefathers had long ago been assimilated into the Finnish population. It is suggested that this definition shall be changed again to a language based one in the near future. (Finnish Sami Parliament, 1997) 

5. Conclusion

In general it seems that the position of the Sami is developing in positive direction in the Scandinavian countries, however I am surprised how recent this development has been in the legal level. Many of the Sami rights, such as the language rights were not given legal status until 1990s. It seems that the cooperation in the state level facilitates this development when the progress in one country facilitates the development in the others. In my opinion the existence of international treaties also gives the Sami better possibility to demand their rights as indigenous people. I think that although the legislative position of the Sami in Finland is strengthening, there seems to be difficulties in following these regulations in practice. Many times this for example in day care and services is a question of money and no law is the solution if adequate financial resources are not provided by the state or other wise. It seems that financial interests are also the main obstacle in the question of securing the land rights. It is however possible that the new cultural autonomy in language and culture will result in revival of the Sami culture, for example organisations dedicated to the nurturing of Sami culture “Siidas” have been organised in the Homeland municipalities. At least the state can not completely dictate these matters from above anymore, however it was left unclear to me how much real power this new legal position gives to Sami parliament, for example in comparison with the decision making authority of the municipalities.  It seems that the counter reaction by some members of the main population in the Sami Homeland to the strengthening of the position of the Sami may stand in the way of this positive development. Also the right to be heard in decision-making process does not seem to be always enough. In my opinion as long as the Samis have little possibilities to directly influence decision making for example in the parliament, it is likely that even in matters concerning the Sami especially the decisions made will often favour the main population.
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