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Dear Madam/Mr. Chair, 

The Saami Council is a Sámi Non-Governmental Organization with Sámi member organizations in Finland, Russia, Norway, and Sweden. Since our founding in 1956, the Saami Council has been promoting the rights of the Sámi People and Indigenous Peoples.

The Saami Council extends our gratitude to the Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples for their country engagement to Norway and to the Norwegian Government for accepting the visit. We thank the Sámi Parliament in Norway and the Norwegian Human Rights Institution for their cooperation in planning and facilitating the visit. We also warmly thank the Sámi right holders, Sámi organizations, and other stakeholders, including the private sector, for their valuable contributions and for the productive meetings.

Madam/Mr. Chair,

The context for our request for the country engagement is rooted in the significant negative effects climate change is already having in the Arctic. These changes are occurring at a magnitude and pace unprecedented in recent history – at least three times faster than projected for other world regions. The consequences include higher temperatures and precipitation, permafrost thaw, changes in snow cover, loss of sea and land ice, extreme weather events, declining biodiversity, and northward shifts of species on land and in freshwater and marine ecosystems. These rapid changes threaten the Sámi way of life.

Simultaneously, there is increased global interest in natural resource development on Sámi land, including wind power plants, hydropower dams, and extractive industries such as mining. These projects are often in direct conflict with Sámi livelihoods and areas essential for the existence of Sámi culture. As a result, the Sámi people are not only highly affected by climate change but also by land encroachments justified by governments and companies under the urgent need for the green transition. From the perspective of Indigenous Peoples, this is often referred to as green colonialism.

The Sámi people carry a double burden, a paradox highlighted by the former president of the Sámi Parliament in Norway, Ms. Aili Keskitalo. On one hand, the Sámi are among the most affected by climate change. On the other hand, the Sámi are expected to also carry the burden of mitigation and to allow land encroachments in their remaining and already limited land. 

Following this, the Norwegian government has permitted a significant increase in industrial projects on Sámi land, negatively affecting the Sámi People. Numerous major land encroachment projects are either ongoing or in the planning stages. In our view, many of these projects violate the land rights, cultural rights, and property rights of the Sámi people.

These green energy projects have led to more frequent and severe conflicts between the Sámi People and the government. These conflicts have resulted in legal proceedings, demonstrations, and acts of civil disobedience. The most notable case involves the wind power project in Fosen and the prolonged failure of the government to act on the Supreme Court of Norway’s landmark verdict, after the Supreme Court unanimously determined that the wind power facilities in Fosen violated the reindeer herders’ rights to practice their culture, as protected by Article 27 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.

Madam/Mr. Chair,

The country engagement to Norway started in the Sámi homelands with visits to several of sites and meeting with different actors. And it ended with a dialogue in Oslo between the Saami Council, the Sámi Parliament in Norway and the government, facilitated by the Expert mechanism delegation.

During the visit, Sámi right holders expressed a clear distrust of the government’s plan for a green transition, which requires development on Sámi lands. One of the feedback points was the lack of free, prior, and informed consent, which in turn places Sámi rights holders in an uncertain position without prospects for a just transition. It was clearly expressed that the Consultations Act is not consistently followed, nor is there a uniform understanding of what consultations entail and how they should be conducted.

The Sámi rights holders also expressed a need for capacity building. Frequently, multiple developments and projects occur within a single community, leaving them without the capacity to respond adequately and engage in fair consultations.

In the view of the Saami Council, improvements in Norwegian legislation are needed, both to ensure that human rights are upheld and to create conditions for trust among all parties involved. Furthermore, the right to a free, prior, and informed consent must be implemented to strengthen these efforts. 

In the legislative preparatory documents for the Consultation Act from 2021, the government acknowledges that international law requires the free, prior, and informed consent from affected Indigenous Peoples for projects that significantly endanger or encroach upon traditional livelihoods or ways of life of substantial importance to them. However, the government assumed that the applicability to Norwegian conditions would be limited due to several obligations under national law regarding land encroachment issues, and did not implement the right to free, prior, and informed consent in the act.

A few months after this assessment, the Fosen case demonstrated that the applicability was relevant after all. In our view, the Fosen case highlights the need to implement the right to free, prior, and informed consent in Norwegian legislation. The incorporation of Article 27 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights into Norwegian law through the Human Rights Act is not sufficient, especially since the provision does not use the term "free, prior, and informed consent".

Madam/Mr. Chair,

We also want to highlight the challenges related to preliminary permissions for industrial developments. By allowing the construction of energy projects before conflicts are resolved through legal processes, the Norwegian system risks human rights violations that have already caused irreversible damage to Sámi lands. The Saami Council believes that arrangements for preliminary permissions should be discontinued for cases involving land encroachment that may impact traditional Sami areas or Sami traditional livelihoods.

Before any development, it is fundamental to investigate the consequences through an impact assessment. Currently, the challenge lies in the fact that the company selects the assessor. We assert that the Sami people also have the right to free, prior, and informed consent regarding the mandate of impact assessments, including the selection of assessors. This right would enable the communities to ensure that their knowledge is included in the assessments.

After the country engagement, the government announced an extensive power initiative in Sápmi to electrify the gas industry in Finnmark. These projects are extensive and will have major negative consequences for Sami culture. Unfortunately, in our view, the government has not yet learned from its mistakes, such as in the Fosen case.

Madam/Mr. Chair,

Therefore, the Saami Council looks forward to EMRIP delivering its report with technical recommendations to Norway. We anticipate collaborating with the Sámi Parliament in Norway and the government of Norway on the follow-up of the report. The Saami Council firmly believes that the free, prior, and informed consent is not only a right for Indigenous Peoples but also the tool for states and the private sector when considering development projects on Indigenous Peoples’ lands and waters. At the same time, the free, prior, and informed consent will ensure security, predictability, and possible benefit-sharing for Indigenous Peoples in such processes.

Thank you for the attention.
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