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A B S T R A C T

By adopting a qualitative approach and considering the case of Sweden, the aim of the paper is to investigate and
analyse how private forest owners’ experiences and emotions related to their private forest ownership manifest
themselves in their relationship to public use of their forests and public planning for recreation and biodiversity
on their land. The study incorporates and elaborates upon a conceptual framework related to the dimensions of
property rights, feelings of ownership, and sense of place in its analysis of the private forest ownership context.
Fifty-one semi-structured interviews were conducted with forest owners owning land in two geographically
different areas. The results demonstrate the important role of the ‘social contract’ of rights and responsibilities,
which are associated with the concept of property rights, and are embedded in the relationship between private
ownership and the Swedish custom of the Right of Public Access to nature in the broad acceptance of public use
of private forestland. The forest owners’ relationships with public planning are diverse and complex, illustrating
the various dimensions of private forest ownership, the heterogeneous forest owner corps, and the different
geographical contexts. The dimensions of ownership feelings and sense of place, and the interplay between them,
are shown to contribute to enhanced sentiments linked to forest ownership, expressed in ambivalence or lack of
conviction about public planning. An important point of resistance to public interests is owners’ identity as
stewards or long-term custodians of their particular forestland. The article ends with a set of recommendations
for public policy and planning processes regarding public interests related to private forest ownership.

1. Introduction

Catering to multiple interests presents challenges for land use
planning and policies (Sandström et al., 2011; Stjernström et al., 2017).
In the case of privately owned forestland, the concerns of private forest
owners1 must be balanced with public interests, such as providing and
protecting recreational opportunities, cultural heritage, and biodi-
versity (Bergseng and Vatn, 2009; Gadaud and Rambonilaza, 2010;
Haugen, 2016; Sandström et al., 2011; Sténs et al., 2016; Stjernström
et al., 2017). From this perspective, public use, planning and regula-
tions may come into conflict with private ownership and property
rights, which guarantee landowners certain rights in relation to their
properties and society in general (Blücher, 2013; Stjernström et al.,
2018; Nichiforel et al., 2018).

For this reason, the importance of private property rights in relation

to how forest owners relate to public benefits has been recognized in
studies on forest conservation (Mayer and Tikka, 2006; Mortimer,
2008; Rantala and Primmer, 2003) and recreation (Church and
Ravenscroft, 2008; Urquhart et al., 2010, 2012). Owners may be an-
xious to guard their property rights because of their legal and com-
mercial interests, such as defending their right to receive appropriate
financial compensation for loss of land in case of land appropriation for
forest protection (Bergseng and Vatn, 2009; Horne, 2006), or incentives
for increasing public access to private forests (Urquhart et al., 2010).
Although generally not taken into account in land use planning and
policies, research has suggested that private forest owners’ various
personal connections, experiences and emotional concerns linked to
property ownership are likewise central in determining their attitudes
and decisions regarding the public benefits their land may bring
(Church and Ravenscroft, 2008; Lawrence and Dandy, 2014; Urquhart
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1 Here, we use the term’ private forest owners’, which is synonymous with the often-used definition ‘non-industrial forest owners’, i.e. owners are “non-industrial in
their land ownership goals and behavior because by definition they do not directly own processing facilities and their principal responsibilities are not to stock-
holders” (Kittredge, 2005, p. 673).
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et al., 2012; Yung et al., 2003).
Land-based ownership of forestland has also been established as

different from owning other types of properties in that it often involves
personal ties as well as emotional attachments to place, usually referred
to as ‘sense of place’. These may influence owners’ decisions concerning
public values on their land, such as conservation (Markowski-Lindsay
et al., 2016). Feelings and experiences related to ownership itself, in the
literature termed ‘ownership feelings’ or ‘psychological ownership’
(Pierce and Rodgers, 2004), can be the root of conflicts between owners
and other interested parties, and neglecting or abusing them can cause
conflicts as serious as those arising through violations of legal property
rights (Matilainen et al., 2017). According to Buijs and Lawrence
(2013), it is important that emotions related to forests be made visible
and legitimate if the reasons for conflicts linked to them are to be ad-
dressed. An analysis of sentiments related to ownership, therefore, is
required to achieve a better understanding of the nature of these feel-
ings, the basis for conflicts with public interests, and owners’ resistance
or willingness to deliver public values (Bergseng and Vatn, 2009;
Flemsæter, 2009a; Urquhart and Courtney, 2011; Yung et al., 2003). In
the case of private forest owners’ relationship with public interests, this
calls for a qualitative understanding of the different non-material, social
and emotional dimensions entailed in private forest ownership.

While we recognize that private forest ownership includes a wide
range of economic, political, and social aspects, in the present paper we
focus on the social and emotional dimensions of private forest owner-
ship. By using a conceptual framework on private forest ownership
(including property rights, ownership feelings and sense of place) and
adopting a qualitative approach, we intend to contribute to the body of
knowledge on the nature of private forest owners’ relationship with
public interests. The public interests considered here are the general
public’s use of forestland for recreational purposes as well as planning
by authorities (regional or municipal) for protecting biodiversity and
providing recreational opportunities in forests, which restrict private
forest owners’ ownership rights and influence their scope for decision-
making regarding their forests (Nichiforel et al., 2018). Planning for
forestry, thus, is not directly considered here, although forestry plan-
ning also encompasses the dimensions of forest ownership under study.

By taking the case of Sweden, the aim of the present paper is to
investigate and analyse how private forest owners’ experiences and
emotions regarding private forest ownership manifest themselves in
their relationship to public use and public planning for recreation and
biodiversity on their land. The forest owners’ own voices will be in
focus, and the three central questions addressed are: (i) What are the
forest owners’ experiences and emotions related to the general public’s
use of their forests? (ii) What are their contacts with and considerations
regarding municipal and regional planning that provides recreational
opportunities for the public and protects biodiversity? (iii) How are
forest owners’ relationships to public interests influenced by their ex-
periences and emotions linked to private forest ownership?

2. The Swedish context

The reason for considering Swedish private forest owners in relation
to public interests is multifold. First, Sweden is an example of a country
where forestland is predominantly private, with more than 300,000
private, non-commercial forest owners controlling around half of the
country’s productive forest area (Haugen et al., 2016). As seen in other
European countries and in North America (Boon et al., 2004; Hogl
et al., 2005; Karppinen, 2012; Kendra and Hull, 2005; Kvarda, 2004;
Dhubha´in et al., 2007; Rickenbach et al., 2005; Urquhart et al., 2010;
Weiss et al., 2018; Wiersum et al., 2005; York et al., 2006), the Swedish
forest owner corps as well is increasingly heterogeneous in its range of
socio-economic characteristics, owner objectives, motivations, values,
attitudes and management styles (Haugen et al., 2016; Hugosson and
Ingermarson, 2004; Nordlund and Westin, 2011; Richnau et al., 2013).
Forest ownership is often transferred through inheritance to new

owners, just as in many other countries (Lidestav, 2010; Wiersum et al.,
2005), including a growing number of new forest owners who are non-
residents, urban and female (Haugen et al., 2016). At the same time, it
has been recognized that forest ownership entails a wide range of
benefits, from production and economic returns to recreation and
ecological values (Berlin et al., 2006; Sandström et al., 2011). For some
owners, economic considerations seem to play a minor or com-
plementary role (Richnau et al., 2013), something also found in other
contexts (Cubbage et al., 2007; Silver et al., 2015; Elands and
Praestholm, 2008).

Second, Sweden and the Fennoscandian context differ from, for
instance, the US or the UK (except Scotland2), where similar research
has been conducted on some of the same forest owner and public in-
terest-related aspects addressed in the present article (Bliss, 2003;
Church and Ravenscroft, 2008), in that although forest property rights
are strong, there is simultaneously a generous open access policy al-
lowing the public to use private forests (Kaltenborn et al., 2001;
Sandström et al., 2011). This also applies in comparison to some other
European countries, where landowners cannot restrict public access for
recreational purposes because of everyman’s right (Nichiforel et al.,
2018)3. The historically well-anchored common law Right of Public
Access to nature allows everyone in Sweden, regardless of ownership or
residency, to roam free over all land for recreation purposes (e.g.,
hiking, biking, skiing and riding) (Bengtsson, 2004; Sandell and
Fredman, 2010). Certain commercial activities, such as picking wild
berries and mushrooms, as well as nature tourism, are also allowed
(Bengtsson, 2004). However, this old custom is guided by obligations
and restrictions for those accessing and using land. For example, people
are not allowed to inconvenience landowners or damage their proper-
ties or land, in particular to harm economic interests, and there are
limitations on hunting, fishing, and driving motorized vehicles. None-
theless, landowners are not allowed to restrict outdoor recreation using
signs or fencing, unless the area is close to residential housing or for
other special reasons (ibid.). Swedish forest owners’ property rights are
nevertheless strong, often referred to as entailing “freedom with re-
sponsibility” (Sandström et al., 2011). Forest ownership, thus, is char-
acterised by flexibility, allowing forest owners to pursue their interests
on their property, as well as voluntary agreements related to forest
management (forest certifications and forestry plans) and public-pri-
vate partnerships that promote biodiversity and recreation values
(Sandström et al., 2011; Sténs et al., 2016; Widman, 2016).

Third, the Swedish planning system is expected to balance private
interests (including property rights) with public interests and the sus-
tainable development goals formulated in policies (Blücher, 2013;
Nyström and Tonell, 2012). Since the mid-1990s, Sweden has followed
a policy of simultaneously and equally ensuring the objectives of pro-
duction and biodiversity, including that forest management shall take
into account public environmental and cultural interests, as well as
reindeer herding (Swedish Forestry Act, 1994). Forest social values –
which, according to the Swedish Forest Agency (the main national in-
stitution on forestry-related issues) include leisure, recreation, tourism,
aesthetics, health, wellbeing, identity, heritage, knowledge, social re-
lations, and spiritual inspiration – have recently received more atten-
tion in the public debate and policy formulations (Bjärstig and
Kvastegård, 2016; Swedish Forest Agency, 2013). While forestry is
mainly regulated by the Swedish Forest Agency, other interests such as
natural protection, recreation, land-use regulation and planning are
managed at local and regional levels, organised by municipalities and
county administrative boards (henceforth referred to as county ad-
ministration) (Laszlo Ambjörnsson et al., 2016). With respect to

2 Scotland has similar open access rights to Scandinavia (Nichiforel et al.,
2018).
3 See Nichiforel et al. (2018) for a comprehensive review of property rights

related to private forest owners and public interests in 31 European countries.
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