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A B S T R A C T

Sweden is a leading country in governance of property rights, according to global assessments, but Swedish
landowners currently argue that their forest property rights are being eroded. Thus, the aim of this article is to
investigate when and why the current debate on forest property rights came about, and its resemblance to
discussion in an ‘echo-chamber’. This refers to an arena in which information is accessed from limited sources
and a small number of actors with ideological homogeneity may exert substantial influence and reinforce es-
tablished opinions. Hence, it may spread disinformation, increase polemic tensions, and hamper deliberative
policy processes in society. We assess the resemblance by identifying where the issue is debated in printed news
media, the active actors, the interests they represent and how they problematize property rights, i.e. the claims
they make and the claims’ homogeneity. Our results show that the debate has intensified in recent years, but
several issues are not new. The debate is mainly limited to the Swedish rural business press and rural con-
servative press. Moreover, the main claim-makers are representatives of land and forest owner organizations,
and members of agrarian and conservative political parties, which have close organizational and individual
connections, thereby forming a metaphorical ‘chamber’. The ‘echo’ consists of repetitive claims about with-
drawal and management rights, with no efforts to examine and contextualize complex aspects of private
property rights in a changing society. The debate about forest ownership in an echo-chamber is problematic in
several ways. It hampers efforts of claim-makers in the chamber to reach out, undermines current systems’
legitimacy, and locks important questions about sustainable forestry and property rights into a narrow societal
sphere.

1. Introduction

According to assessments by the International Property Alliance (led
by the conservative U.S. advocacy group Americans for Tax Reform),
Sweden is a leading country globally in the governance of property
rights, thanks to strong judicial independence, rule of law and control
of corruption (IPRI, 2018). Nichiforel et al. (2018) placed contemporary
forest property rights in Sweden (gauged using a ‘Property Rights Index
in Forestry’) in the mid-range of those in 31 compared European jur-
isdictions. This was mainly because despite strong formalised, private
property rights Sweden has a Right of Public Access (Allemansrätten)
which hampers forest owners’ ability to exclude external users from
their property (Nichiforel et al., 2018). However, several other Eur-
opean countries also have rights of public access to forests (Keskitalo,
2017), and clearly Swedish forest property rights are strong by inter-
national standards. Nevertheless, debate about the significance and
limits of forest ownership has recently intensified in the Swedish news

media. Swedish landowners claim that private forest property rights are
“under attack”, due to expansion of nature conservation, other sus-
tainability-related demands on forests, and a general shift in attitudes in
urbanised society regarding private ownership of natural resources (e.g.
Ek et al., 2016; Nilsson, 2017). Hence, forest property rights in Sweden
are ranked as strong in international assessments, but Swedish land-
owners claim they are being eroded.

This raises important questions about how representative the con-
cern about erosion of property rights is in Swedish society and the
Swedish forest sector, and how it is articulated. Since the im-
plementation of legal instruments, such as regulations regarding sus-
tainable forest management, depends on the willingness to accept and
adhere to public policy, it is important to be aware of and consider
public perceptions of the legitimacy of regulations (e.g. Primmer,
2011). This is particularly true in Sweden, where the forest land is to a
large extent privately owned (Statistical Yearbook of Forestry, 2014).
Moreover, normative dimensions of forest conflicts are often discussed
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(e.g. Paavola, 2004; Bergseng and Vatn, 2009; Uggla et al., 2016), but
connections to political ideology are rarely analysed (cf. Krange et al.,
2019). Similarly, perceptions of property rights held by forest owners
and other actors in society are seldom intensively addressed (but see
Bergstén et al., 2018; Brukas et al., 2018), although in this case they
warrant attention due to the discrepancy between international as-
sessments and Swedish landowners’ claims.

In this article we go beyond formalised law and institutions to grasp
normative and ideological perceptions and expressions about forest
property rights. A widely recognized and potentially important factor is
that public debate is increasingly differentiated and polarized, and
people tend to be entrenched in separate arenas or media communities
(e.g., Stroud, 2011; Strömbäck et al., 2013). These arenas are known as
‘echo-chambers’, as they repetitively disseminate information gener-
ated by ideologically similar political communicators within limited
social settings (Jasny et al., 2015). As Swedish forest property rights
seem to be both stable and strong, it seems pertinent to consider
whether the debate about the erosion of forest property rights is an
example of an echo-chamber, its impact, and its relevance to the gen-
eral, public sphere.

The aim of this article is to investigate when and why the current
debate on forest property rights came about and to what extent it re-
sembles an ‘echo-chamber’. We do this by briefly describing the history
and status of forest ownership in Sweden, then identifying where
(within print news media) debate about threatened forest property
rights occurs and the active actors (claim-makers). We also examine the
interests they represent and how they problematize property rights, i.e.
the claims they make and the claims’ homogeneity. We then discuss the
implications of our findings and their relevance to society.

1.1. Overview of forest ownership and policy development in Sweden

In Sweden, the distribution of forest land between private and
public owners has been relatively stable since the early 20th century
(Lundell, 2011), with around 50 % owned by individual forest owners,
a quite large proportion in European terms (Keskitalo, 2017). In addi-
tion, ca. 25 % is owned by private companies, 17% by the state and
state-owned companies and 8 % by other public and private owners,
including municipalities and the Swedish church (Jansson, 2011).

This distribution is the result of land reforms and delineation (av-
vittring) processes by the Swedish state, mainly in the 18th to early
20th century. During these reforms, the state secured individual prop-
erty rights and expanded the state-owned forests, then successively
prohibited privately owned companies and other corporations from
purchasing private forest land (Jansson, 2011). Land reforms varied
geographically. In northernmost Sweden they were implemented much
later than in southern parts and the state became a large landowner. In
the processes, settled residents were ensured property rights over forest
land, while other inhabitants became regarded as users of the forests
based on customary rights, such as allemansrätten and reindeer herding
rights (renskötselrätten) (Brännström, 2017; Lantto and Mörkenstam,
2008; Åslund, 2009).

From the early 20th century onwards, in response to the in-
dustrialisation of forestry, the state increased its influence and de-
limited forest owners’ self-determination (Eliasson, 2002). Individual
forest owners reacted by forming cooperative associations to protect
their economic interests, including property rights, against both state
intervention and private forest companies (Kronholm, 2016). Regional
forest owner associations were established, which in turn were af-
filiated to the Federation of Swedish Forest Farmers and its pre-
decessors (Lundell, 2011). Since 1999, the Federation of Swedish Forest
Farmers is a division of the Federation of Swedish Farmers (LRF), a
business and interest organisation also rooted in the early 20th century
(Österblom, 2018).

After WWII, forestry increasingly diverged from agriculture and a
distinct, tightly-knit sector emerged, composed of state bodies, forest

experts (mainly male, educated foresters), private forest companies,
private forest owners and their associations (Stjernquist, 1997;
Sundström, 2010). An overarching consensus shared (inter alia) by
leading politicians, forest companies and trade unions, was that sus-
tained and even timber yields, combined with industrial efficiency,
would increase the sector’s revenues and provide long-term stability. In
return, the sector would contribute to national economic growth, em-
ployment and welfare (Mörald et al., 2017; Stjernquist, 1997). Homo-
genous national forest productivity was defined as the overarching
objective, while non-industrial and (particularly) uneven aged forest
management was suppressed (Schlyter and Stjernquist, 2010;
Siiskonen, 2013; Stjernquist, 1997). To implement policy and soften
criticism from the private forest owners, the government chose con-
sultation, information and subsidies before strict enforcement of reg-
ulations (Schlyter and Stjernquist, 2010; Siiskonen, 2013; Stjernquist,
1997). The cooperation between the forest owner associations and
authorities generally worked well (Lundell, 2011) since they shared the
basic aim of prioritising wood production (Stjernquist, 1997).

State intervention culminated in 1979 and 1983 with a new Forestry
Act followed by amendments, with detailed regulations and enforce-
ment to enhance timber production from public and private forests
(Siiskonen, 2013). Private forest owners protested against associated
regeneration costs (Siiskonen, 2013; Stjernquist, 1997).

From the 1960s onwards the emergence of environmentalism and
mobilisation of indigenous Sami rights challenged the production-or-
iented forest sector, raising doubts about the sustainability of intensive
forestry and financial profits. Concurrently, in the early 1980s protests
arose against the detailed production-oriented state regulations
(Stjernquist, 1997). Consequently, in the 1990s forest policy took a
sharp turn away from prioritising production towards promoting en-
vironmental considerations, in Sweden and many other countries
(Bush, 2010; Siiskonen, 2013; Pülzl et al., 2014). In 1993, the new
Swedish forest policy stated that production and environmental objec-
tives should be considered equally important in all forestry operations
(Appelstrand, 2012). Moreover, international neoliberal trends
(Humphreys, 1996, 2009) inspired deregulation and decentralisation
(Mårald et al., 2017). Altogether, this gave forest property owners op-
portunities to manage their forests under the ‘freedom with responsi-
bility’ principle (Appelstrand, 2012) and changed power relationships
from master-subject to ‘partnership’ (Siiskonen, 2013).

Concurrently, however, international environmental governance
increasingly influenced national decision-making through the United
Nations and European Union (Pülzl et al., 2014). Additionally, criticism
of the national policy and forest sector’s inability to support environ-
mental considerations and indigenous people’s rights spurred estab-
lishment of the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) and subsequently
Programme for the Endorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC) certifi-
cation schemes, which imposed detailed regulations for sustainable
forest management (Johansson, 2013).

Thus, during the 1990s the priorities and balance of power in the
forest sector shifted. New international policy, market-based tools and
biodiversity experts influenced the sector (Bush, 2010; Siiskonen, 2013;
Pülzl et al., 2014). Today, national forest policies are dictated by the
national government, but restricted by international law and commit-
ments intended to regulate sustainable forest management. The
Swedish Forest Agency is responsible for the task of balancing the two
values of economical production and environmental sustainability, and
should consider all types of forest interests (Sundström, 2010). More-
over, the composition and connections among the forest owners have
also changed in several ways. The largest forest companies have be-
come multinationals controlling the production of goods and services in
several countries. State forestry was transferred to a profit-driven
company in 1992. Individual owners are no longer mainly rural farmers
and are more heterogeneous. Today, many owners (32 %) do not live on
their property but in urban areas, increasing numbers are women (38
%) and there is more variation in owners’ economic dependence on the
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property and motivations for ownership (Keskitalo, 2017). Further-
more, only around 34 % of the individual private forest owners are
members of four major regional forest owner associations (Skogs-
statistisk årsbok, 2014). Earlier research show, however, that despite
these changes the traditional strong forest actors and their ways of
thinking still dominates the forest sector (Ågren, 2009; Arora-Jonsson,
2017; Mörald et al., 2017). This includes a gendered bias seeing the
forest sector as a male domain (Andersson and Lidestav, 2014;
Holmgren and Arora-Jonsson, 2015).

In sum, although the distribution of forest land between categories
of land owner has been stable, the tightly knit sector has been chal-
lenged. It is in the light of this background that the current debate on
ownership and forest should be understood.

2. Theory and method

2.1. Theory

Throughout history, rights to land, forests and water has been the
basis of wealth for people. However, there have been diverse property
systems at different times and places, showing that property rights
depend on social relationships and political contexts (e.g. Sikor and
Lund, 2009; Ågren, 2007). Also, in western societies, where individual
property rights have evolved to a norm, criteria bestowing eligibility to
the rights have shifted with time, for example married women, un-
settled people and minorities have not always been assigned the same
agency and civic status as settled, adult men of ethnic majorities (e.g.
Lantto and Mörkenstam, 2008; Ågren, 2009). Thus, the concept of
‘individual property rights’ is not eternal, independent or unchange-
able, and the rights (if any) pertaining in a certain societal context must
be empirically determined (Eliasson, 2002; cf. Mill, 1891).

Our theoretical framework is rooted in the idea that property rights
consist of a bundle of legally guaranteed powers (Schlager and Ostrom,
1992; Sikor et al., 2017), some of which may be contested or in tran-
sition at a given time. Nichiforel et al. (2018) recognized four cate-
gories: rights of access (to enter forest land), withdrawal (to harvest or
remove timber, firewood and non-wood forest products), management
(to plan activities within and transform the forest), exclusion (to prevent
external users from accessing and harvesting products from a property)
and alienation (to sell forest land and forest products). All of these
concepts except ‘access rights’ are used to structure the qualitative
content analysis presented here. Access rights, as defined by Nichiforel
et al. (2018), were excluded as they are irrelevant in a Swedish forest
property context where property owners normally do have physical
access to their own domains (Nichiforel et al., 2018; see also the pro-
blematisation of access rights in Sikor et al., 2017).

There is constant political debate about property, its bundles and
boundaries, since ideas about property and power are so central to our
dominant political ideologies (Freeden, 1998; Eatwell and Wright,
1999). In this study, we focus on the debate in traditional printed
media, as newspapers (and associated websites) still contribute to the
setting of agenda regarding political issues, thus their representations of
an issue may influence both peoples’ perceptions of a problem and
policy development (Kleinschmit, 2012).

For decades, media researchers have been interested in the social
processes “through which claims emerge, are publicised, elaborated
and contested” (Hansen, 2019). An important element is often an ‘echo-
chamber’, an arena in which enclosed networks of ideologically similar
individuals repeat and amplify information or claims, leading to the
further entrenchment of ideas and beliefs within the network (Farrell,
2015; Hansen, 2019). Echo-chambers can have either positive or ne-
gative effects in a democratic society, depending on the context and
content of the communicated information (Jasny et al., 2015). They can
enhance a groups’ bonds, cooperation or empowerment, but circum-
scribe flows of information to a handful of actors and increase diver-
gence between different groups in public debate. In worst cases, they

may foster closed communication within subcultures, gendered un-
derstandings, reproduction of false information, false certainty and an
unwarranted feeling of consensus regarding particular issues (Jasny
et al., 2015; Slater, 2007).

The echoes in a metaphorical echo-chamber are the repetitions of
ideologically homogenous information or claims that a network’s
members already believe (Colleoni et al., 2014; Jasny et al., 2015). The
strength of a network’s ideological homogenity correlates positively
with numbers of political ties among its members and negatively with
numbers of ties with individuals espousing different ideologies
(Boutyline and Willer, 2017). Thus, the echo is the repetitive sharing of
similar claims among a homogenous group of actors who have the same
outlook or opinion on a relevant issue. The chamber is the structure or
arena that provides the space (intermediary communication channels)
required for claim-makers’ claims to reach the limited number of re-
cipients (Jasny et al., 2015).

To decide whether the debate about forest property rights in
Sweden resembles echoes in an echo-chamber we use the following
criteria to define one. First, the debate takes place in a limited number
of forums (here selected newspapers). Second, a limited number of
claim-makers actively engage in the debate. Third, the active claims-
makers are interconnected in strong networks, with fewer ties to de-
baters presenting opposing claims and with close-downs. Fourth, there
are high rates of repetition of claims. Fifth, claims are framed by
ideological homogeneity.

2.2. Method

We assessed the debate in terms of the five criteria listed above
through quantitative and qualitative analyses of written texts published
in Swedish daily news press and rural business press. With other
methodologies, the analyses could have been expanded to social media
and user comment sections in traditional media. Such fora probably
amplify echoes rather than introducing contrary views (Dahlgren et al.,
2019), but their inclusion would provide interesting foundations for
further studies of perceptions of property rights.

The articles were collected from the Mediearkivet database – the
largest full text, digital news archive in the Nordic countries, which
compiles articles from all the major national and regional newspapers,
and hundreds of magazines. Articles are available from 1987 onwards,
but the start years for included papers and magazines vary. We analysed
articles published between 1 January 2014 (the starting date for ac-
cessing full digitised texts of articles in the rural business press through
the archive) and 31 December 2017.

To identify the papers (potential echo-chamber) where the debate
occurred, we identified sources of all relevant articles in the database
published in the selected time period, using the following search string:
skog* äganderätt* (i.e. forest* property right*). To identify numbers
and identities of active claim-makers in the debate, and the interests
and networks they represent, we compiled articles from the five papers
that published the most articles on forest and property rights in each
source paper. Then we selected the op-ed articles from each compila-
tion, ending up with 131 articles with 230 individual signatories, and
examined affiliations of the authors to categorise the representation of
interests in the debate. One of the 230 signatures was not a personal
name and another 11 (i.e. 5%) lacked information about affiliation or
interest. To further assess the debaters’ representativeness (and hence
their resemblance to the limited claim-makers in an echo-chamber) we
calculated relative frequencies of authors of all op-ed articles in the
selected newspapers.

To assess the problematization of property rights, i.e. the claims
(‘echoes’ in the putative echo-chamber) about property rights that were
repeatedly made and discussed, we subjected all editorials and op-ed
articles by the 12 most active claims-makers to quantitative and qua-
litative content analysis.

For the quantitative content analysis, we used the open-source
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program Voyant Tools to extract word frequencies from the dataset.
Common Swedish words (so-called stop words) were excluded from the
analysis. This identified concepts that were most commonly used in the
debate, enabling deductive qualitative analysis of the main themes to
deconstruct the problematization of focal rights (Schlager and Ostrom,
1992).

To investigate the claims’ ideological homogeneity, i.e. the homo-
geneity of the problematization, we extended our qualitative analysis of
the texts to assess their ideological foundations, focusing on the main
claim-makers’ presumptions. Inductive analysis of the texts extracted
the following main themes: Presumptions about societal gains from in-
dividual forest ownership, Presumptions about a new politicised forest gov-
ernance, Presumptions about forest conservation, Counter-voices and close-
downs. The results of the quantitative and qualitative analyses are
presented in the Results section and further addressed in the Discussion
section.

3. Results

3.1. The first criterion: where the debate takes place

Forest and property rights were frequently discussed in five Swedish
newspapers during the study period (Table 1). They were most often
mentioned (in 488 articles) in two rural business organs: Land Lantbruk
och skogsland (trans. Land, Agriculture and Forest land, hereafter Land
Lantbruk) and ATL Lantbrukets Affärstidning (trans. Agricultural business
magazine, hereafter ATL). Both are owned by the LRF. The other three
are regional newspapers — Nya Wermlands-Tidningen, Norrbottens-
Kuriren and Smålandsposten — which published 140 articles dealing
with forest and property rights during the selected period. These
newspapers cover regions with high shares of forest land (83% in
Värmland and Kronoberg counties, 60% in Norrbotten county) and
private forest owners, particularly in Värmland and Kronoberg counties
(Swedish Statistical Yearbook of Forestry, 2014).’

These findings clearly indicate that both rurality and political fac-
tors affect where the debate takes place. This conclusion is supported by
the low frequencies of articles on the rights in newspapers with left-
wing orientation from the same regions (indicating that their writers
and readers have little interest in the issue), and Sweden’s two largest
national newspapers (Table 2). The independent liberal newspaper
Dagens Nyheter, which provides the most prominent printed arena for
nationwide public debate, published a small number of articles that
mentioned (but did not discuss) the topic of property rights and forests.
The national independent conservative newspaper Svenska Dagbladet,
published more articles, but still fewer than the papers that most fre-
quently addressed the issue.

3.2. The second criterion: the claim-makers

3.2.1. Claim-makers represented in the debate
We categorised the debaters using information on the signatories’

affiliations. The results show that the debate is dominated by politi-
cians, more precisely members of the conservative and liberal-con-
servative parties represented in the Swedish Parliament, followed (in

declining order) by representatives of the LRF, representatives of re-
gional family forest owner associations, and individual forest owners
(Fig. 1).

3.2.2. Gender representation
Numbers of female and male signatories of the op-ed articles pub-

lished in the daily newspapers were quite similar (approx. 40% and
60%, respectively). However, male signatories dominated the debate in
the rural business press, accounting for 80 % of the total. Hence, in the
rural business press, the issue of forest and property rights seems to be
primarily a male concern (or there is a high bias towards male authors
in commissioning or acceptance of articles on the issue), despite the
high proportion of female forest owners in Sweden (Swedish Statistical
Yearbook of Forestry, 2014).

3.2.3. Common individual claim-makers
Twelve individuals were most active in the debate, each being a

signatory of at least three articles and 52 of the 131 op-ed articles
(approx. 40 %) in total. All but two represented the most common in-
terests in the debate: three of the four centre-right parties (not the
Liberal Party), LRF and the forest owners’ associations (Fig. 1). Most (8)
were male, with an average age of about 55 years, and most (9) iden-
tified themselves as farmers, estate or land owners. The former Minister
for Rural Affairs, a member of the Centre Party, was the most active, as
sole or co-author of 13 (10 %) of the op-ed articles (e.g. Erlandsson,
2017; Erlandsson and Yngwe, 2016; Erlandsson et al., 2016). Another
active claim-maker, but solely in the rural business press, was the
chairman of the Federation of Swedish Family Forest Owners (e.g.
Hammar, 2016). Only one of the most active individual claim-makers
represented an agenda that conflicted with the majority views, a Green
Party member, who authored just one op-ed article in the rural business
press (Bergström, 2015a).

3.3. The third criterion: the networks of claim-makers

3.3.1. Networks of interests
Strong networks of individual forest owners were represented in the

debate. The four regional family forest owner associations are co-
ordinated by the Federation of Family Forest Owners, which is a divi-
sion of the LRF. Thus, these claim-makers and interests are formally
interconnected.

Comparison of daily newspapers and rural business press showed
that articles signed by LRF members and forest owner associations
dominated in their own fora, i.e. the rural business press owned by LRF
(Fig. 2). This is also where articles by private, individual forest owners
appeared (Fig. 2).

The involvement of political networks was also detected by analysis
of the claim-makers. The most frequent contributors to the debate, in
both the daily newspapers and rural business press, were members of
the Centre Party — an agrarian party with traditionally close ideolo-
gical and personal links to the LRF (Thullberg, 1977) — closely fol-
lowed by members of the conservative Moderate party. Both parties
have strong support among Swedish landowners, and LRF members
(e.g. Oscarsson and Holmberg, 2016). The political representation was

Table 1
Printed rural business organs and daily newspapers that most frequently mentioned forest and property rights during 2014–2017, according to searches of
Mediearkivet (https://www.retriever.se) with the string skog* äganderätt* (forest* property rights*), their coverage, owners/political tendencies and numbers of
articles they published that mentioned the rights.

Paper Geographical coverage Owner/political tendency No. of articles

Land Lantbruk National Federation of Swedish Farmers (LRF) 393
ATL National Federation of Swedish Farmers (LRF) 95
Nya Wermlands-Tidningen Regional Conservative 63
Norrbottens-kuriren Regional Independent conservative 40
Smålandsposten Regional Conservative 37
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broader in the rural business press than in the daily newspapers, but
dominated by conservative and liberal parties in both cases.

During the period covered, the conservative and liberal parties (also
called ‘the Alliance’) were in opposition to a governmental coalition of
Social Democrats and the Green Party. The Social Democrats were not
represented in the debate at all. Thus, the government’s views were
only represented by the Green Party (Table 3). Representatives of the
Swedish Forest Agency, who authored two articles (Tillberg, 2017;
Sundqvist, 2017a), and other governmental bodies had low visibility in

the rural business press, and thus are not included in the network of
property rights claim-makers.

Large-scale private forest companies were not represented at all in
the debate in the examined fora (Fig. 1 and 2), although they own about
a quarter of all forest land in Sweden, and are subject to the same
legislation and regulations as individual private forest owners. Thus,
the forest companies are not explicitly or formally included in the
network of claims-makers regarding property rights, which seem to be
an issue mainly for organised individual forest owners.

Table 2
Regional left-wing and urban/national liberal and conservative newspapers that mentioned forest and property rights during 2014–2017, according to searches of
Mediearkivet (https://www.retriever.se) with the string skog* äganderätt* (forest* property rights*), their coverage, owners/political tendencies and numbers of
articles they published that mentioned the rights.

Paper Geographical coverage Owner/political tendency No. of articles

Svenska Dagbladet National Independent conservative 22
Värmlands folkblad Regional Left-wing (Social democrat) 9
Norrländska socialdemokraten Regional Left-wing (Social democrat) 8
Dagens Nyheter National Independent liberal 8
Östra Småland Regional Left-wing (Social democrat) 5

Fig. 1. Interests represented in op-ed articles
regarding forest and property rights.
Researched op-ed articles in Land Skogsland,
ATL, Nya Wermlands-Tidningen, Norrbottens-
Kuriren, Smålandsposten. Number of signatures
per interest. Note that one signature may ap-
pear in several articles and one article may
have multiple signatures. n = 220. Source:
Mediearkivet, Retriever, https://www.
retriever.se. Search string: skog* äganderätt*.

Fig. 2. Interests represented in op-ed articles
regarding forest and property rights. Daily
news press and rural business press in com-
parison. Number of signatures per interest.
Note that one signature may appear in several
articles and one article may have multiple
signatures. n = 220. Source: Mediearkivet,
Retriever, https://www.retriever.se. Search
string: skog* äganderätt*.

A. Sténs and E. Mårald Forest Policy and Economics 111 (2020) 102038

5

https://www.retriever.se
https://www.retriever.se
https://www.retriever.se
https://www.retriever.se


Other advocacy groups include Sveriges Jordägareförbund (trans.
Sweden’s Landowners’ Union) (e.g. Grahn, 2016a, 2016b), Medbor-
garrättsrörelsen (trans. the Civil Rights Movement in Sweden) and
Föreningen skogsägare för stärkt äganderätt (trans. Association of
Forest Owners for Strengthened Property Rights). They are all claim-
makers for individual property rights on a national basis. Medborgar-
rättsrörelsen and Föreningen skogsägare för stärkt äganderätt were only
represented in the rural business press (e.g. Erixell, 2017; Klockar,
2017) during the study period, and they have no formal connections to
the network of the LRF.

3.4. The fourth criterion: claims repeated in the debate

3.4.1. Focal issues
What aspects of property rights are then repeatedly problematised

by the claims-makers and perceived as under attack? A quantitative
analysis of the op-ed articles shows that two main actors stand out as
central in the debate, the landowners and the government (including the
‘State’ and the Forest Agency) (Fig. 3). The European Union (EU), which
is a strong actor when it comes to environmental policy is also pro-
blematised in the debate, but to a much smaller extent than national
authorities (Fig. 3). Other supranational organisations, such as the UN,
are mentioned but not problematised and the same holds true for the
third-party certification schemes, FSC and PEFC.1

One specific activity is of major concern, i.e. to harvest. Other cen-
tral activities often mentioned are forestry and protect and judicial
concepts such as compensation and appeal against.

A number of policies are frequently problematised, particularly the
Forestry Act, and the Species Protection Ordinance.

Regarding geographical place, Sweden and the ‘countryside’ stand
out as central in the discussion.

Other central concepts in the debate are responsibility and liberty

(freedom), i.e. a reference to the current legal principle of ‘freedom with
responsibility’.

3.4.2. Problematisation of withdrawal and management rights
Qualitative analysis of the articles confirmed that threats to prop-

erty holders’ exclusive right to harvest on their forest property was the
most common theme in the debate. In terms of the theoretical bundle of
rights, withdrawal rights (to extract resources) were the most frequently
problematised. Management rights (to plan forest activities and trans-
form the forest), which are closely connected to withdrawal rights,
were also intensively problematised. Alienation rights received little
attention apart from claims that a forest property with harvest restric-
tions is harder to sell (e.g. Erlandsson et al., 2017; Anon, 2017b).

In the debate, three policies were directly discussed in relation to
the withdrawal and management rights: the Species Protection
Ordinance (Artskyddsförordningen) (SFS, 2007:845), the national
policy regarding conservation of Woodland Key Habitats (WKH) and
the Aarhus Convention.

Interestingly, none of these regulations are particularly new in a
Swedish context, but in recent years they have all been in a formative
period, particularly regarding definitions and ways of implementation
which at least partly explains their high attention in the debate over
property rights.

Inventories of important habitats for red-listed species were devel-
oped by environmental non-governmental organisations in Jokkmokk,
north-western Sweden, in 1987 (Karström, 1992). The government was
inspired by the methods and started official national inventories in the
early 1990s. According to the original Swedish definition, a key habitat
is an environment where red-listed species can be expected to occur
(Timonen et al., 2010), and a registered WKH should be considered in
forest management. Both definitions and inventories have been ad-
justed several times, but continuously contested by several actors
(Götmark, 2009; Hallberg Sramek, 2018). WKHs were recently de-
scribed by the Swedish Forest Agency’s director as “one of the most
controversial concepts in Swedish forest politics” (Sundqvist, 2017b).
One reason for the controversy is that a WKH is not automatically
protected by law, and the forest owner is thus not economically

Table 3
Political parties represented in the Swedish parliament and in op-ed articles in the daily news press and rural business press. Signatures per political party. n = 85.

1 The certification schemes Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) and Programme
for the Endorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC) certify approx. 50% of the
Swedish productive forest area, respectively. PEFC certification is more
common among family forest owners, but forests may be dual certified.
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compensated for preserving a WKH. On the other hand, the third-party
FSC and PEFC certification schemes have strong restrictions regarding
harvests of WKHs (Timonen et al., 2010).

Hence, the harvesting of a WKH is perceived as strictly forbidden by
the main claim-makers in the debate, and this is deemed deeply unfair:
“The property is in principle confiscated for free (i.e. without com-
pensation/author’s comment), which is a challenge to property rights.”
(Karlsson, 2016). Frequencies of relevant articles peaked in 2017
(Fig. 4), primarily in response to the forest authority’s decision to stop
all inventories of WKHs in north-western Sweden (Hallberg Sramek,
2018), where the inventories had begun. They started again in 2018, in
parallel with a joint consultation process about WKHs, introduced by
the authorities, aiming for “increased transparency, objectivity, pre-
dictability and improved communication” (SFA, 2018a).

The Species Protection Ordinance was introduced in Sweden in
1999 and amended in 2007 (SEPA, 2009; SFS, 2007:845). It integrates
the European Union’s birds and habitats directives, introduced by the
EU in 1992, into Swedish environmental legislation (Council Directive
92/43/EEC, 1992). The regulation attracted greater attention in the
news media in 2011 and 2012 due to a number of criticised exploita-
tions of forest resources in various parts of Sweden (Eklund, 2012;
Persson, 2012; Abresparr, 2012; Johansson, 2012). It started to gain

attention from a property rights perspective in 2014, when the regional
county administrations and Forest Agency began to apply the Ordi-
nance more strictly to prohibit forest owners from harvesting their
forests in areas with rare species without a granted right to compen-
sation (Segerstedt, 2014). Two precedent cases prohibiting harvesting
in areas hosting witches cauldron fungus (Sarcosoma globosum) and
Siberian jay (Perisoreus infaustus), were taken to court by private forest
owners in 2015 and 2016, fueling the debate (Fig. 4). In 2017, one
landowner won his case, with the result that the authorities either have
to redeem the area at stake and offer compensation or accept a final
harvest. However, implementation of the Ordinance was still perceived
as being unpredictable, and thus legally uncertain by the main claim-
makers (Henningson, 2017). Claim-makers also accused the authorities
of “extreme interpretation” of the Ordinance (Perers, 2017). They
continuously advocated an official investigation of its implementation
(Anon, 2017a) and one was commissioned by the government in 2018
(Regeringen, 2018).

The UN’s Aarhus Convention, which provides guidelines for in-
creasing public influence on environmental issues, entered into force in
2001 and was ratified by Sweden in 2005. Media attention to the
Convention and its consequences for withdrawal rights rose in 2011,
when the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation successfully

Fig. 3. The most repeated concepts in the de-
bate over forest property rights. Researched
op-ed articles and editors in Land Skogsland,
ATL, Nya Wermlands-Tidningen, Norrbottens-
Kuriren, Smålandsposten. Source: Mediearkivet,
Retriever, https://www.retriever.se. Search
string: skog* äganderätt*.

Fig. 4. Quantitative content analysis of daily
news press (Norrbottens-Kuriren; Nya
Wermlands-Tidningen; Smålandsposten) and
rural business press (ATL; Land Lantbruk) arti-
cles mentioning the Species Protection
Ordinance, WKHs and the Aarhus Convention,
respectively in combination with harvest,
2008–2018. Source: Mediearkivet, Retriever,
https://www.retriever.se. Search strings:
Århuskonven* avverk*; Nyckelbiotop* av-
verk*; Artskydds* avverk*. *Articles in daily
news press are presented separately as a re-
ference to all articles combined.
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appealed against a decision by the Forest Agency to approve final
felling in a privately-owned mountain forest in north-western Sweden
(Andersson, 2011; Hardselius et al., 2011; The Supreme Administrative
Court, 2014). The controversy increased in 2016 when the Swedish
Forest Agency officially published all their final fellings decisions on the
agency’s website. In the debate, it was claimed that environmental
organisations, or “activist groups” (Oscarsson, 2017) were now pro-
vided with ideal tools to search a specific forest with a “fine-tooth
comb” for red-listed species to stop planned final harvests (Anon,
2016a). One private forest owner appealed against the Agency’s prac-
tice in 2016, claiming that it threatened his “sovereignty and owner-
ship” of his forest (Rolfsson, 2016). In 2018, the court determined that
the Forest Agency had the right to publish their decisions on the web,
since the information could not be considered to violate forest owners’
personal integrity (SFA, 2018b). In the debate it has been continuously
claimed that the Aarhus Convention will lead to “public appeals against
every harvest and other silvicultural operation that a forest owner
needs to conduct” (Persson, 2016). When the public investigation of the
Swedish Forestry Act and the convention was presented in 2017, the
former Minister of Rural Affairs claimed that “The proposals in the
investigation threaten private ownership in a way we have not seen
before […] ownership and protection of property are jeopardized when
more people, with no local affiliation, can stop small forest owners final
felling.” (Erlandsson, 2017).

Besides the problematisation of the policies and regulations men-
tioned above, other, older policies and regulations were repetitively
problematised in the debate. These include regulations regarding
hunting (e.g. Lidén, 2016), shoreline protection and management (e.g.
Ekman, 2016b), the government’s procedures regarding the establish-
ment of new nature reserves (Eriksson, 2017c; Gunnarsson, 2016). The
issues raised are all connected to perceptions of landowners’ right to
manage their properties independently of other interests, including the
state.

3.4.3. Problematisation of exclusion rights
Problematisation of the Right of Public Access (the freedom to

roam, ‘Allemansrätten’) has been a recurring theme in the debate (e.g.
Sidenvall, 2016; Svensson, 2016). It is connected to exclusion rights
(legal prescriptions to prevent external users from accessing and har-
vesting resources from the property). The most frequently pro-
blematised aspects are the allegedly unlawful abuses of the old cus-
tomary right of public access by ‘commercial interests’, such as berry
harvesters and tourism entrepreneurs: “…the neat idea behind Alle-
mansrätten has become exploited by commercial interests to the dis-
advantage of forest owners. When berry companies and adventure
tourists have overused and destroyed forests and land, the property
owners are usually powerless.” (Söderström, 2016). It is claimed that
there is “a legal imbalance in the relationship between landowners and
[berry and tourism] companies.” (Anon, 2016b).

The landowner’s right to evict “illegal settlers”, which has been
perceived as an increasing problem following the immigration of EU-
migrants, has also attracted attention. The claim-makers have pleaded
with the authorities to modernise legislation to make it easier for forest
owners to exclude squatters from their properties (Davidson, 2016a).
Regulations regarding this issue were revised in 2017 and since then the
debate has diminished. However, the boundaries of the custom of
public access are continuously questioned, particularly by rural con-
servative actors (e.g. Widegren, 2017). This is not a novel phenomenon,
but something that has recurred from time to time since the late 19th
century (Sténs and Sandström, 2013).

Another issue connected to the forest owners’ right to exclude others
from their property regards the right of the indigenous Saami to herd
reindeer in Sápmi (their traditional lands). Conflicts between reindeer
herding, forestry and forest owners are common in the northern parts of
Sweden where reindeer herders and forest owners have parallel rights
to the same land (Brännström, 2017). In our selection of sources these

relations were not problematised much and the claim-makers did not
explicitly take sides (Eriksson, 2017d), but some mentioned it as a ‘si-
lent’ societal conflict (Selstam, 2014).

3.5. The fifth criterion: Degree of ideological homogeneity

To assess the presence of ideological homogeneity we sought signs
of the reinforcement of established presumptions, and a community of
people who reaffirmed each other’s opinions.

3.5.1. Presumptions about societal gains from individual forest ownership
A salient historical narrative evident in many of the articles closely

connects development of the modern Swedish welfare system with
Sweden’s rich forest resources and successful forestry (Persson, 2017).
In this context, a long tradition of freeholders and private forest owners
is declared to have played a vital, and globally rare, role:

“Unlike many other countries, Sweden has a long history of in-
dependent farmers. … This has not only strengthened our democracy,
but also led to Sweden, with a range of orientations and management
methods, managing to cope with natural resources like nowhere else.”
(Eriksson, 2017a; and b).

It is claimed that “over the generations” private forest owners have
tended and developed the forest resources, thereby creating individual
profits and promoting local development, industrial growth and na-
tional welfare (Erlandsson, 2017; Hollertz, 2017; Jacobsson Gjörtler
et al., 2016; Yngwe, 2016). It is also stated that this long-term re-
sponsibility and careful, independent and individualistic management
has created great environmental values, and resources that now can
also be used to mitigate climate change. Private property rights and
private forest ownership are described as the “backbone” of this de-
sirable development (Ekman, 2016a; Erlandsson and Yngwe, 2016).
The old liberal device “What you own, you also care for and develop”
recurs in the debate (e.g. Erlandsson et al., 2016). The opposite of
private property rights is framed as “socialism”, with increased state
control over forests, associated with less care for the resources, and a
tragedy for both the economy and environment (Anon, 2017a).

3.5.2. Presumptions about a new “politicised” forest government
“Freedom with responsibility”, a buzz phrase in the debate, is

framed as an “invisible contract” between the state and forest owners
(Tunström, 2016; Thyselius, 2016). The claim-makers are pleased with
this mutual relationship, which they consider has proved to be bene-
ficial for both parties over the years. Hence, they want to sustain the
status quo and do not advocate revision of the Forestry Act (Perers,
2016). Nevertheless, the main claims-makers imply that the state has
started to undermine this relationship, mainly through the Forest
Agency and county administrative boards, by expanding its efforts to
protect natural values and biodiversity (Anon, 2017b). Thus, the claim-
makers share concern about what they perceive as politicized forest
governance, regarding county boards and the Forest Agency, as being
increasingly steered by “environmental activists” who do not accept
current forest policy or even the constitution, which protects private
property rights (e.g. Hammar, 2016; Jacobsson Gjörtler, 2016).

Two particular events spurred the presumptions of a “politicised”
forest government during the covered period. First, the appointment of
two members of environmental organisations to the Forest Agency
board was criticised for compromising the Agency’s intended im-
partiality (Hammar, 2016). Second, a visit to forests in north-western
Sweden to assess trade-offs between competing interests in forests led
to a claim that “activist civil servants” aspired to establish an “Amazon
in Jokkmokk” (i.e. to establish vast forest reserves resembling protected
areas in the world’s largest rainforest, the Amazon) (Gunnarsson,
2016). The county administration board and Forest Agency countered
these accusations from 2016 onwards, criticizing the claim-makers for
spreading false information (Antti and Norin, 2016), but the rhetoric
about activist civil servants, ongoing forced expropriation of private
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forests and the “vision” of an “Amazon in Jokkmokk” still persists in the
debate (Eriksson, 2017c, 2018; Gunnarsson, 2016).

Altogether, the claims about the “politicized state” have led to the
melodramatic presumption that “forest owners are pressed by so many
regulations that it is barely possible to talk about property rights any-
more” (Persson, 2016) and that “property rights to forest and land are
relatively weak in Sweden” (Söderström, 2016; see also Eriksson,
2017b; Söderström, 2017; Tunström, 2016).

3.5.3. Presumptions about forest conservation
The claim-makers also share presumptions about conservation va-

lues and governance, which engender distrust of the intentions of both
authorities and the environmental movement. For example, they claim
that it is wrong for legislation to protect species with viable populations
in Sweden, such as the Siberian jay (Gunnarsson, 2016; Hollertz, 2017;
Jacobsson Gjörtler et al., 2016; Persson, 2016), and that red-listed
species can be found in many forests, if you know where to look
(Hammar, 2016). The environmental movement is also criticised for
“hunting red-listed species”, not because of concerns for the environ-
ment, but merely to prevent harvests (Söderström, 2016). The autho-
rities are similarly criticised for abusing, exaggerating and over-im-
plementing regulations, particularly regarding WKH and the Species
Protection Ordinance (e.g. Gunnarsson, 2016).

Another common claim is that red-listed species appreciate the
forests where they are found, implying that there is no need for the
individuals who own them to change their management practices (e.g.
Eriksson, 2017a). Hence, the claim-makers do not explicitly acknowl-
edge any loss of, or threat to, biodiversity in Swedish forests. Instead,
they focus on how society should achieve a balance between con-
servation and production that will not pose risks to individual property
rights. They laud individual Swedish forest owners for acting re-
sponsibly, conserving and protecting their forests in accordance with
the political buzz phrase “freedom with responsibility” (e.g. Hammar
et al., 2017).

Illustrative elements of the debate are the diverse views regarding
how much forest is conserved in Sweden. According to some claim-
makers, 25% of the forest area is already set aside from production
(Anon, 2016a; Hammar et al., 2017), while opponents stress that much
is left to do before Sweden’s environmental objectives are reached,
including the target to conserve 20% of land and freshwater
(Bergström, 2015a).

The presumed success of private forest stewardship is typically de-
scribed from a sustained yield perspective, focusing on the conservation
of timber rather than species:

“The forest is one of the most renewable resources we have. For
every tree harvested in Sweden, we plant three new ones. Swedish
forests are indeed growing more than ever. What threatens the forest is
not final harvests. It is the state-led, illegal exploitation.” (Gunnarsson,
2016).

In line with the framing of property rights and conservation outlined
above, some claim-makers adhere to the anthropocentric view that
forest owner’s property rights should be decisive for conservation, ra-
ther than vice versa. Thus, a proclaimed solution to governance is that
the authorities should act pragmatically and implement conservation
measures where there is local acceptance among property holders, in-
stead of starting from the inventories of important habitats and threa-
tened species (Eriksson, 2017c). Policy instruments based on forest
owners’ initiatives are, therefore, sometimes promoted as solutions in
this context (e.g. Hammar, 2014; Karlsson, 2017).

The claim-makers thus show great distrust not only in methods of
biodiversity conservation but also the underlying intentions. If appro-
priate financial compensation is not provided for nature conservation,
the claim-makers presume that owners may cut down their forests ra-
ther than risk “confiscation” (Davidson, 2016b), which would be bad
not only for the owners, the forest sector and society, but also for
maintenance of natural diverse forests (Svensson, 2016). Their

conclusions are clear: “No civilized society can afford to compromise
with such a fundamental principle as property rights” (Anon, 2016b)
and “leave forestry alone” (e.g. Persson, 2017).

3.5.4. Counter-voices and close-downs
As mentioned above, only one of the authors of examined editorials

and op-ed articles published in the five papers expressed contrary
opinions – the Green Party’s female spokesperson on forest issues – who
advocated stronger regulations to support society’s conservation targets
(Bergström and Jones Fur, 2015; Bergström, 2015b). This author also
stressed that private forest ownership is essential for society, and pre-
servation of “freedom” is important, but should also entail freedom for
the owner to manage the forest for values other than maximization of
production (Bergström, 2015a).

There are few direct responses to this dissenting view of forests and
property rights (e.g. Ek and Örlander, 2016). Thus, in the debate dif-
ferent opinions are mainly met with silence from other claim-makers.

An event at the Politician’s Week in Almedalen in 2016, one of the
most important political fora in Sweden, further illustrates a close-down
in the debate. In a seminar the appointed investigator of the Forestry
Act commented on whether it is reasonable “to allow such extensive
private ownership of a natural resource of such importance [as forest],
which is not only of great national interest, but also of global interest
environmentally” (Riberdahl, 2016). This speculation induced a storm
of condemnations in social and traditional media (e.g. Anon, 2016c;
Ekman, 2016a; Erlandsson and Yngwe, 2016; Tunström, 2016) and a
couple of days later, the social democratic Minister for Rural Affairs,
dismissed the investigator as he had “insufficient confidence” in her,
based on her statements in Almedalen (Regeringen, 2016).

During the event in Almedalen, the Green Party spokesperson
tweeted that it was “fun and courageous” of the public investigator to
question the private ownership of the forest (Ingman, 2016). This
tweet also induced strong reactions (Anon, 2016d; Erlandsson et al.,
2016; Persson, 2016) and the spokesperson had to apologize and ac-
knowledge that she had no intention of questioning private property
rights (Ingman, 2016).

4. Discussion

This article highlights the importance of going beyond formalised
law and institutions to grasp the changing boundaries of property rights
by, in this case, including normative and ideological perceptions of, and
expressions about, forest property rights. Although Sweden is a leading
country in governance of property rights, according to global assess-
ments, Swedish landowners argue that forest property rights are being
eroded. This discrepancy demonstrates that property rights are in-
creasingly framed by a polarized public debate.

In accordance with the five characteristics of an echo-chamber, our
findings show that: 1) the Swedish debate on forest property rights is
limited to few distinct forums, 2) there are limited numbers of leading
claim-makers; 3) the leading claim-makers are clearly parts of a net-
work who acknowledge each other and exclude other opinions and
claim-makers; 4) claims are strongly repeated, with a few recurrent
arguments and themes, and 5) the leading claim-makers share a similar
worldview with a narrow focus on “property rights under attack”.
Hence, our results show that the debate on forest property rights,
during the covered period, shared fundamental similarities with an
echo-chamber, with both a clear ‘chamber’ and distinct ‘echo’.

Regarding when the echo-chamber formed, both long and shorter
term processes seem to have been involved. As shown in the results
section, the current debate about property rights is partly driven by
controversies that have lingered for a long time in public and political
debate, such as issues regarding conservation and boundaries of the
freedom to roam (Sténs and Sandström, 2013; Zachrisson, 2009). Some
of these issues apply most strongly to the north-western part of Sweden,
particularly regarding state-led conservation projects. This is one of few
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locations in Sweden where there are still forests of long continuity, i.e.
that have not been affected by modern forestry and thus are highly
valuable for biodiversity, reindeer herding and tourism (Beland
Lindahl, 2008). Much of the land in the region is also already formally
protected, but conflicts over natural resources, usufruct and property
rights, rural development, conservation and production values and re-
lations between local inhabitants and central power have been present
for a long time (Beland Lindahl, 2008; Beland Lindahl et al., 2018;
Lisberg Jensen, 2002).

Within a much shorter time frame, the current debate on forest
property rights clearly escalated from 2014 onwards, mainly due to
some specific and context-bound events, raising questions about why
the debate has intensified. Our analyses show that it was particularly
fuelled by responses to ongoing processes regarding the implementation
of a number of conservation policies where deliberation had failed, at
least according to media reports.

Some of the activity centred on property rights can also be attrib-
uted to the agrarian and conservative political parties being in oppo-
sition to the Swedish government during the covered period.
Furthermore, since 2014 the LRF has actively used the debate about
property rights in efforts to rejuvenate their organization and please
their members (e.g. LRF, 2014, 2016; Simonsson, 2017). Perhaps their
engagement in the debate has also been driven by a need to counter
competition from other membership associations, who are pre-
dominantly focused on property rights. During the period, the forest
associations, who strive to optimise their members’ financial outcomes
also played more active roles as lobbyists, framed as a service to their
members (Kronholm, 2016). As corporate associations depending on
the forest industry they are also motivated by a need to access forest
resources (Kronholm, 2016). Thus, it is not surprising that the current
Swedish debate on forest property rights is mainly driven by agrarian
and conservative party members and professionals, together with
trustees connected to the forest owners associations and LRF. Together,
they withhold the ideal of the active, in principle male, self-employed
forest farmer who rely on income from forestry.

Among the claim-makers, forest property rights are treated as ab-
solute and uncontested. This is typical of conservationist thinking,
where such a right is considered extra-human, i.e. as something so
fundamental to the ordering of the world that it should be regarded as a
natural law rather than something that should be controlled or politi-
cally regulated (Freeden, 1998). This understanding is reproduced
through the dominant historical narrative, which describes private
forest ownership as the fundament for generations of forest farmers
which over time created individual and collective benefits. That the
current idea and legal status of individual property rights to forest re-
sources are quite recent and have constantly changing boundaries (e.g.
Brännström, 2017; cf. Koch and Perreault, 2018) is not problematised
in this discourse.

Governance is always a political project. It is thus interesting that
the claim-makers accuse current governance by the Forest Agency to be
“politicized”, as if the agency’s agenda was not previously based on
political decisions and directives. The political landscape has changed
during the last decades. Since the early 1990s it has been stated that all
sectors in society, including forestry, are obliged to implement en-
vironmental policy goals. Policy making has concurrently shifted from
government to governance (e.g. Mörald et al., 2017; Keskitalo, 2017).
The Swedish state is a member of the EU and has ratified international
conventions which ought to be implemented in national legislation
(Mårald et al., 2017). Also, to achieve established societal goals, in-
cluding biodiversity targets, the present-day deregulated and market-
oriented governance system depends on voluntary commitments which
extend beyond requirements in formal law (Forsberg, 2012). Further-
more, the freedom to manage a property is restricted by voluntary
commitments to market-based certification schemes (FSC and PEFC),
rather than the government.

That governance takes place on multiple levels, seem to confuse the

claim-makers. The claim-makers persistently perceive the regulation of
property rights as a direct relation between the state and its individual
subjects, similar to a Hobbesian or Lockean social contract (cf. Boucher
and Kelly, 1994; Skyrms, 1996). Their perspectives resonate with ‘re-
source nationalism’, i.e. fetishising natural resources, like oil, coal or
forests, as discreet and unchanging objects within an essential national
realm with a unity between state and national territory and ethnic and
gendered frame (Koch and Perreault, 2018). In this context, private
ownership becomes a core element of not only the national forest sector
but also maintenance of desirable order in a changing world.

Closer examination of the debate indicates that the claim-makers do
not perceive (or are not concerned about) threats to forest property
rights as a whole, but rather problematise certain bundles of rights
(Schlager and Ostrom, 1992). More precisely, they raise concerns about
restrictions on rights of withdrawal (to harvest the forest), management
(to plan forest activities and transform the forest) and exclusion (to
prevent external users from accessing and harvesting resources from a
property).

Claiming that “property rights are under attack” could thus be re-
garded as a populist call for attention, where one group of people, the
individual forest owners, are perceived as worse off than other groups
in society, and where complex political issues are reduced to an all-
encompassing binary divide between “good”, ordinary forest owners
and a “corrupt “government (cf. Hameleers et al., 2018).

Thus, we argue that the heated debate opposes deliberative pro-
cesses regarding the management of natural resources. During the
covered period, there was a slight change of tone in the debate which
we see as an expression of a shift towards more intolerant views. In
2014 and 2015, more optimistic views were put forward regarding the
development of forest and conservation policy (Hammar, 2014), and
more divergent opinions about conservation and forest policy were
visible (e.g. Bergström, 2015a), while in 2016 and 2017 the debate
became more critical with use of more polemical wording.

5. Conclusion

Regarding the consequences of debates developing into echo-cham-
bers – as mentioned in the theory section, eco-chambers may have both
positive and negative effects (Jasny et al., 2015; cf. Young, 2001). They
have positive effects as they unite and mobilize people with similar
interests, which in many cases empowers them. In our case, it is ap-
parent that the debate caused engagement, indignity and stronger
connections between forest owner organizations and the inter-con-
nected claim-makers. It has also been shown to be successful, from the
perspective of the main claim-makers. For instance, the rapid dismissal
of the investigator after the event in Almedalen, and the authorities’
handling of woodland key habitats, show that forest ownership claim-
makers have indirect, but strong, influence on the government.
Strengthening of forest property rights was also a key element of the
Centre Party’s demands in return for supporting formation of the social
democratic government in 2019 (SAP, 2019). Thus, despite the chan-
ging composition among forest owners (more urban, female and het-
erogenous motivations) the traditional actors, networks and perspec-
tives still have the power to influence national politics.

There are, however, several negative aspects of echo-chambers.
inter alia, the desirability of empowering groups with similar interests
by uniting and mobilizing them depends on the highly subjective de-
sirability of particular groups (e.g. anti-vaccinators and conspiracy
theorists) being empowered. Echo-chambers also tend to shape closed
groups with sharply prescribed sets of views, which exclude other
perspectives (as clearly occurred in the case we studied). This may
greatly reduce reflexivity and understanding of other ways of thinking,
thereby hampering abilities to seek common ground. Instead, echo-
chambers may contribute to the destructive escalation of a conflict. This
may also undermine the legitimacy of current systems and the will to
preserve valuable nature (Brukas et al., 2018). The increased alarm
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within the echo-chamber we studied has so far generated limited in-
terest in national fora and media, and it is clearly restricted to regional
and rural settings and conservative domains. This is also problematic
from the perspective of the forest property rights claim-makers, since it
constrains efforts to extend their messages outside the echo-chamber, to
gain respect, acceptance and find legitimate and functional policy so-
lutions.

From that perspective, it is an infelicitous development that the
echo-chamber tended to become stronger during the covered time
period. Locking in important questions about property rights, nature
conservation and forestry, and reproducing the uniform claims within a
narrow chamber, is not an ideal strategy for identifying optimal sus-
tainable forestry and property rights for the future.

Thus, the debate about forest ownership taking place in an echo-
chamber is problematic. However, an echo-chamber is not only shaped
from the inside. It is also a result of indifference and lack of commu-
nication on the part of other actors. Several studies of forest policy and
conflicts have emphasized the importance of participation and dialogue
between competing interests and stakeholders connected to forests and
forestry (Bäckstrand et al., 2010; Dietz et al., 2003; Götmark, 2009).
Building on deliberative democracy as an ideal, understanding of in-
stitutional and structural factors, as well as thoroughly balanced dis-
cussions and dialogue are important to represent divergent interests,
power relations and fair trade-offs (Sandström et al., 2013). In other
words, to open up the echo-chamber, groups with other opinions, in
addition to the current claim-makers, must engage in the debate and
take responsibility for the issues, including representatives of govern-
mental bodies and forest companies, certification agents, claim-makers
with other ideological positions, and national media.
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