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Abstract: The purpose of this paper is to investigate the role of the landscape’s cultural values in
the practical work of biosphere reserves and to identify what opportunities there are to increase
awareness and knowledge about these values. The paper draws upon data collected in a Swedish
biosphere reserve, including a survey of residents, interviews with public officials involved in
cultural heritage management, and an analysis of documents produced by the Biosphere Reserve
Association. Residents showed a broad knowledge about the landscape’s cultural values, and they
linked immaterial heritage to material objects. The residents’ strong identity and pride in relation
to the landscape were confirmed by the officials, who argued that it is the deep layers of history
and the cultural diversity of the landscape that make the biosphere reserve attractive. However,
concepts related to the landscape’s cultural values were barely touched upon in the documents
analysed; the landscape’s cultural values were presented as a background—as an abstract value. The
findings reveal several unexplored opportunities and practical implications to increase awareness
and knowledge of the landscape’s cultural values. Suggested actions include definition of goals,
articulation and use of concepts, inventories of actors, increased collaboration, and use of residents’
knowledge. Cultural values of landscapes are often neglected in the practical work of biosphere
reserves, despite the social and cultural dimensions of sustainable development being an important
component of UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere (MAB) Programme. This research indicates several
ways of bridging this gap between theory and practice.

Keywords: sustainable development; cultural heritage management; landscape; biosphere reserves;
spatial planning

1. Introduction

Despite high-level commitments and recognition of the importance of the social and
cultural dimensions in sustainability policy and science, the requirements and concepts
have not yet been absorbed into the practical work of biosphere reserves [1–6]. UNESCO’s
Man and the Biosphere (MAB) Programme “aims to establish a scientific basis for enhancing
the relationship between people and their environments” through the World Network of
Biosphere Reserves, which, in 2023, included 738 sites in 124 countries [7]. The MAB
Programme has claimed to combine the natural and social sciences since its origin in 1976,
but this integrated approach has not been straightforward. Reed and Massie argue that even
though both social and natural sciences were important components in early documents,
the social sciences disappeared quickly and “biosphere reserves were promoted primarily
as living laboratories for natural scientists” [1].

However, the living laboratories became learning sites for sustainable development
through the establishment of a statutory framework for biosphere reserves in 1995 [1,8–10].
From that point onward, goals to preserve cultural diversity and associated cultural values,
as well as local livelihoods and ecological systems, became more explicit justifications
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for the establishment of biosphere reserves. Moreover, the views and needs of diverse
local populations became more visible, in turn supporting a wider rethinking of issues of
inclusive governance. These changes have been reiterated and refined through a series of
MAB strategy documents and the Madrid (2008–2013) and Lima (2016–2025) action plans,
all of which embrace the function and importance of people in the environment [11–13].
Today, UNESCO presents biosphere reserves as learning places for sustainable develop-
ment, involving local communities and stakeholders in planning and management, and
integrating three main functions: (1) conservation of biodiversity and cultural diversity;
(2) economic development that is socio-culturally and environmentally sustainable; and
(3) logistical support, underpinning development through research, monitoring, education,
and training [14].

Thus, the social and cultural dimensions of sustainable development today, at least
in theory, are an important component of biosphere reserves. However, recent research
demonstrates that a bias towards nature conservation continues to exist within biosphere
reserves, and that there is a need for more human-centred conservation approaches [2,3,5].
As Reed and Massie explain, there is “a wide gap between the conceptual emphasis placed
by UNESCO on the social and cultural dimensions of sustainable development and the
priorities or activities of biosphere reserves” [1]. This gap is also evident in a report from
UNESCO, which states that biosphere reserves provide a “wealth of experience and insights
on the role of culture as an enabler and as a driver of sustainable development”, but “this
is not the language used in the context of the MAB Programme” [15]. Still, a recent study
reports that nomination forms for biosphere reserves focus on conservation aspects and
contributions from the natural sciences [5].

The results presented from a survey including 148 biosphere reserves in 55 countries
suggest a discrepancy between the stated mission of the MAB Programme and practice, but
they nevertheless indicate that many biosphere reserves have the potential to function as
learning sites for social–ecological resilience [9]. However, the results from interviews with
managers in 16 Canadian biosphere reserves clearly show low priorities and effectiveness of
fostering social and cultural development [1]. The authors offer two potential explanations
for their results: the interpretation of the concept of social and cultural dimensions, and the
understanding of the UNESCO mandate and plans. They suggest that the gap “could be
addressed through improved communication about the expectations and meaning of social
and cultural dimensions of sustainability” [1]. However, in addition to these explanations, it
should also be added that the social and cultural dimensions are complex and multifaceted,
and the guidance put forward by UNESCO on these matters lacks clarity and practical
tools to conceptualise and integrate these aspects into management and decision-making
in biosphere reserves [6].

Achieving the social and cultural dimensions of sustainable development in practice
is not a simple pursuit, in part because of the inherent breadth and complexity of biosphere
reserves, but also because the committees that oversee them lack the regulatory authority,
direct management, and decision-making powers that are generally required to take ac-
tion [1,16]. Instead, biosphere reserves are overseen by local community committees that
undertake educational and demonstration projects, provide logistical support for scientific
research, coordinate regional conservation or sustainability initiatives, and may work with
relevant government agencies in cooperative decision-making forums. The aspiration of
such a community-based approach is that biosphere reserves will improve the relation-
ships between people and their environment through “people-centred conservation, which
explicitly acknowledges humans and human-interests in the conservation landscape” [2].
A bottom-up approach is thus central in biosphere reserve practices, as well as collabo-
ration, learning, and a holistic view of people and nature. Previous studies demonstrate
that biosphere reserve organisations can indeed be successful in acting as platforms for
collaboration and connecting actors vertically and horizontally, thereby bridging sectorial
decision-making processes [17–21].
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As shown above, cultural values of landscapes are often neglected in the practical
work of biosphere reserves, despite the social and cultural dimensions of sustainable
development being important components of the MAB Programme. The aim of the present
paper was to investigate the role of the landscape’s cultural values in the practical work of
biosphere reserves and to identify what opportunities there are to increase awareness and
knowledge about these values. As a bottom-up approach is central in biosphere reserves,
and previous studies demonstrate that they can act as platforms for collaboration [17–21],
we investigated residents’ opinions in relation to their favourite outdoor places [22,23] as
well asthe work of public officials [24,25], and documents produced in a Swedish biosphere
reserve. More precisely, the aims, formulated as questions, were as follows:

• What awareness and knowledge of cultural values do residents have?
• How well do residents’ awareness and knowledge mirror cultural heritage manage-

ment at the local and regional planning levels?
• Are there any collaborations within the biosphere reserve regarding the landscape’s

cultural values?
• Are concepts related to the landscape’s cultural values considered in documents

produced by the Biosphere Reserve Association?

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. The Case Study Area

The case study area, Lake Vänern Archipelago Biosphere Reserve, is in South Swe-
den and includes the municipalities of Mariestad, Götene, and Lidköping, with a total
population of 80,000 inhabitants (Figure 1). The geographical area comprises part of Lake
Vänern, its archipelagos, and an arable landscape with a varied topography consisting
of postglacial clay plains, mylonite intrusions, glacial moraine deposits, and a Cambro-
Silurian flat-topped mountain named Kinnekulle. People have lived in the area for at least
6000 years, and its richness in landmarks and artefacts dating back to the Bronze Age
implies millennia of cultivation and influence on the landscape, which is still visible in the
richness of plant species [26]. The landscape’s high natural and cultural values formed the
basis for UNESCO’s designation of it as a biosphere reserve in 2010.
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Figure 1. Lake Vänern Archipelago Biosphere Reserve in Sweden, including the three municipalities
of Mariestad, Götene, and Lidköping. Source: Lantmäteriet state of dispersal Dnr 601-2008-855.

A non-profit Biosphere Association with members representing the public, private,
and non-profit sectors, together with a coordinator and staff, is responsible for projects and
coordination in the biosphere reserve. The work is carried out with a focus on communicat-
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ing knowledge and strengthening ecosystem services, increasing opportunities to lead a
sustainable everyday life, contributing to sustainable businesses, and strengthening the
biosphere reserve’s brand [27]. Since its designation as a biosphere reserve, the non-profit
association has carried out several projects in addition to its basic activities. Together, these
activities have generated approximately SEK 50 million in economic activity and engaged
many players in the area’s development. However, the Biosphere Association does not
operate with any formal authority over the land or waters, since no laws or regulations
specifically addressing biosphere reserves have been implemented in Sweden. With re-
gard to the social and cultural dimensions of sustainability, the Swedish municipalities
have the main responsibility for sustainable land-use planning. To improve collaboration
among local authorities, the Biosphere Association established a working committee in
2017, with the aim of integrating the management bodies of the municipalities in the
Biosphere Association.

The Swedish National Heritage Board, under the Ministry of Culture, is the national
administrative agency for cultural heritage and cultural environment. It is responsible
for the 2030 Vision for cultural heritage management in Sweden. An important goal of
the vision is to increase awareness that cultural heritage and the cultural environment
are important parts of the work for a sustainable, inclusive society [28]. The County
Administrative Board represents the government at the regional planning level, and each
Swedish county has at least one regional museum that receives public grants from the
region and state to pursue work related to the cultural environment and heritage.

2.2. Research Design

This paper is part of an interdisciplinary research project with the aim of investigating
the role of cultural heritage and the historic environment in sustainable landscape man-
agement [23,29,30]. The present paper draws upon data collected from a landscape survey,
interviews, and documents. A qualitative, single case study approach [31–34] was used
to gain a deeper understanding of the issues at hand. The interdisciplinary project team
included researchers with expertise in the fields of physical geography, conservation of the
built environment, psychology, biocultural heritage, and protected area management.

2.3. Landscape Survey

In the autumn of 2017, a survey was sent to a total of 2989 households, identified
from a population register and randomly and proportionally distributed across three
municipalities (Lidköping 51.2%, Mariestad 31.5%, and Götene 17.2%) encompassing the
Lake Vänern Archipelago Biosphere Reserve. In total, 884 residents answered the survey.
They were not offered any incentive to participate. The survey was anonymous and was
conducted in accordance with the ethical guidelines of the APA and the University of
Gothenburg Sweden, which oversaw the project. The survey involved several sections,
including quantitative and qualitative questions. In this paper, only qualitative data—i.e.,
results from open-ended questions—are reported; however, see [23] for the quantitative
results. The questions analysed in the present paper are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Landscape survey—questions analysed.

Questions Analysed from the Landscape Survey

Which places in, or close to, the Biosphere Reserve are the most important for you personally?
Select your favourite place, i.e., most important to you personally (No 1), and answer some questions about it.

What do you value most about this place?

How would you describe it? As a part of . . . (Respondents could choose between five environmental categories, i.e., archipelago, agricultural
landscape, forest, built environment, or other)

Do you know of any cultural features in your favourite place?
If yes, indicate which.

Do you know of any historic events linked to your favourite place?
If yes, indicate which.
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2.4. Interviews

In total, 18 semi-structured interviews were conducted between 2018 and 2019 with
officials employed or otherwise engaged by local and regional public agencies and other
actors, including municipalities, the County Administrative Board, local museums, and
the Biosphere Association. The respondents each had formal responsibilities related to
the planning and management of the landscape’s cultural values but represented a range
of occupations and disciplines, such as historians, built-heritage conservation, urban and
landscape planning, environment conservation, engineering, and architecture. Respon-
dents were identified through discussions in the project group and via webpages. The
respondents were approached via telephone or e-mail, and they were able to choose the
location for a face-to-face interview, which lasted one hour on average and was recorded
and transcribed. The themes and questions analysed in the present paper are shown in
Table 2.

Table 2. Interview instrument—themes and questions analysed.

Themes Questions

Officials’ awareness of residents’ opinions

Which places in the biosphere reserve do you consider to be most
important for the residents?

- What do people value?
- Cultural features?
- Historic events?

Collaboration within the biosphere reserve Which actors in the biosphere reserve do you collaborate with on issues
related to the cultural environment?

Each interview started with a discussion about the research project, and the respon-
dents were then asked to specify their educational and professional backgrounds, as well
as their current work assignments. Note that no definitions of concepts related to the
landscape’s cultural values were given in advance; thus, the respondents’ answers were
based on their own interpretations. During the interview, the respondents were also asked
to visualise existing collaboration (Table 2) by drawing lines between six circles on a sheet
of A4 paper. Five of the circles included predefined alternatives: the biosphere reserve,
the municipality, the County Administrative Board, the regional cultural development
administration, and Lake Vänern Museum. The sixth circle was empty, and respondents
were given the opportunity to add one or several collaboration partners.

Each respondent’s answer was analysed via transcripts and audio recordings. The
responses were compiled in a spreadsheet and were categorised thematically based on their
semantic content. Data from the semi-structured interviews are reported using “bottom
up” (based on open questions) and “top down” analyses, where “the analytic process
involves a progression from description, where the data have simply been organized to
show patterns in semantic content, and summarized, to interpretation, where there is
an attempt to theorize the significance of the patterns and their broader meanings and
implications often in relation to previous literature” [32]. These analyses were conducted
with an emphasis on listening, meaning that the interviewer actively avoided influencing
and biasing the conversation [35]. To thoroughly understand the data, the transcripts were
read several times and, when needed, the original audio recordings were reviewed [32].

2.5. Documents

In total, 57 documents, available on the Lake Vänern Archipelago Biosphere Reserve
webpage, were included in the analysis for the present paper (Table 3). These documents
included the application to UNESCO, archived reports and projects, annual reports, and
one periodic review report to UNESCO (Table 3).



Land 2023, 12, 587 6 of 16

Table 3. Type and number of documents analysed.

Type of Document No Links to Sources (Retrieved February 2023)

Application to UNESCO
2008 1

https://vanerkulle.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/BR-
NOMINATION-Lake-V%C3%A4nern-Archipelago-and-Mount-

Kinnekulle.pdf (accessed on 20 February 2023)

Reports from activities performed by the
biosphere reserve

2008–2017
28 https://vanerkulle.org/om-biosfaromrade/arkiv/rapporter/

(accessed on 20 February 2023)

Projects performed by the biosphere reserve
2008–2019 20 https://vanerkulle.org/om-biosfaromrade/arkiv/avslutade/

(accessed on 20 February 2023)

Annual reports
2009–2017 9 https://vanerkulle.org/om-biosfaromrade/arkiv/rapporter/

(accessed on 20 February 2023)

Periodic review report 2010–2020 to
UNESCO 1

https://vanerkulle.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Periodic-
Review-Lake-Vänern-Archipelago-and-Mount-Kinnekulle-BR-2010

-2020.pdf (accessed on 20 February 2023)

Each document was analysed in three steps: First, a search was performed with three
groups of keywords (see Table 4). Second, each document was read through a “cultural
lens” to examine whether the landscape’s cultural values were described in terms other
than with the keywords. Third, the results from steps 1 and 2 were compiled in diagrams
to analyse whether, and in what way, the landscape’s cultural values had been taken into
account during the planning and implementation phases of the Lake Vänern Archipelago
Biosphere Reserve.

Table 4. Keywords used during the search of the documents.

Keywords

Cultural environment (values, care)

Cultural heritage/cultural history/cultural values

Culture (landscape, places, areas, values)

3. Results

The findings are reported in line with the three types of data (survey, interviews, and
documents) described in the above section.

3.1. Landscape Survey

In the landscape survey, the participants were asked questions related to their favourite
outdoor places [22,23]. The results showed that 809 residents pointed out 130 personal
favourite places. Of these, 65 places were mentioned only once. The participants were also
asked to categorise their personal favourite place as belonging to several environmental
categories. As shown in Figure 2, most of the respondents’ favourite places were in the
archipelago, the forest, or the agricultural landscape. However, 15% of favourite places
were categorised as built environment. As many as 24% of participants responded that
their favourite place was located within the towns of Mariestad or Lidköping.

https://vanerkulle.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/BR-NOMINATION-Lake-V%C3%A4nern-Archipelago-and-Mount-Kinnekulle.pdf
https://vanerkulle.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/BR-NOMINATION-Lake-V%C3%A4nern-Archipelago-and-Mount-Kinnekulle.pdf
https://vanerkulle.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/BR-NOMINATION-Lake-V%C3%A4nern-Archipelago-and-Mount-Kinnekulle.pdf
https://vanerkulle.org/om-biosfaromrade/arkiv/rapporter/
https://vanerkulle.org/om-biosfaromrade/arkiv/avslutade/
https://vanerkulle.org/om-biosfaromrade/arkiv/rapporter/
https://vanerkulle.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Periodic-Review-Lake-V�nern-Archipelago-and-Mount-Kinnekulle-BR-2010-2020.pdf
https://vanerkulle.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Periodic-Review-Lake-V�nern-Archipelago-and-Mount-Kinnekulle-BR-2010-2020.pdf
https://vanerkulle.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Periodic-Review-Lake-V�nern-Archipelago-and-Mount-Kinnekulle-BR-2010-2020.pdf
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Figure 2. Five environmental categories (archipelago, agricultural landscape, forest, built environ-
ment, or other) describing (in percent) the residents’ personal favourite places.

The residents were also asked to describe what they valued most in their favourite
place (Table 1). The results show that 32% of the participants valued the natural envi-
ronment the most, which they described with words such as “nature, forest, plants and
animals” (see Figure 3). The lake setting, described in terms such as “water, the lake Vänern,
and archipelago”, was the second most important category, valued by 20% of the partici-
pants. For many it was the sense of calm that was most important, with 13% of participants
valuing tranquillity at their favourite place, using words such as “quiet, calm, soothing,
freedom, and silence”. Others felt that the scenery and beauty of the landscape were
essential, with 11% of the participants valuing these views. Finally, 9% valued aspects such
as “living, home, and possibilities to socialize with family and friends” at their favourite
place (see Figure 3). One of the participants expressed the value of their favourite place
with the following words:
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“My family farm includes both agriculture and forestry and is where I’m building a
new house. This farm is included on the first maps of the 17th century. Beautiful! What a
joy having the opportunity to live and preserve this cultural and natural treasure by means
of active farming!”

As shown in Figure 4, the participants had knowledge about historic events in the bio-
sphere reserve. For example, the role of historic persons and families and their connection
to the landscape and cultural heritage was well known. Several participants wrote about
King Olof Skötkonung who, in the 11th century, was the first Swedish king to convert to
Christianity and, according to the traditional interpretation, was baptised at Husaby just
north of a church on Mount Kinnekulle. Many participants also described the influence of
the De la Gardie family who, in the 17th century, extensively rebuilt the medieval Läckö
Castle—now a Swedish national monument—close to Lake Vänern. Many participants
also mention the botanist Carl Linnaeus, who classified plants in the area in the middle of
the 18th century. The work of Linnaeus and his students is of great importance for under-
standing the biocultural heritage of Mount Kinnekulle—a favourite place for one-quarter
of the participants.

Land 2023, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 8 of 16 
 

 
Figure 3. Five most valued categories (in percent) of what residents value most in their personal 
favourite places. 

As shown in Figure 4, the participants had knowledge about historic events in the bio-
sphere reserve. For example, the role of historic persons and families and their connec-
tion to the landscape and cultural heritage was well known. Several participants wrote 
about King Olof Skötkonung who, in the 11th century, was the first Swedish king to con-
vert to Christianity and, according to the traditional interpretation, was baptised at Hu-
saby just north of a church on Mount Kinnekulle. Many participants also described the 
influence of the De la Gardie family who, in the 17th century, extensively rebuilt the me-
dieval Läckö Castle—now a Swedish national monument—close to Lake Vänern. Many 
participants also mention the botanist Carl Linnaeus, who classified plants in the area in 
the middle of the 18th century. The work of Linnaeus and his students is of great im-
portance for understanding the biocultural heritage of Mount Kinnekulle—a favourite 
place for one-quarter of the participants.  

 

Figure 4. Five most valued categories (in percent) of what residents know about historic events as-
sociated with their personal favourite places. 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

Natural
environment

Lake setting Tranquility Views, beautiful Home & family

%

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

People & families Built
environment

Industrial
heritage

Events &
monuments

Personal stories

%

Figure 4. Five most valued categories (in percent) of what residents know about historic events
associated with their personal favourite places.

Moreover, the industrial heritage—such as the crafts and traditions of liming and
burning, brickwork, millstone quarrying, glassworks, and slate mining—has made a
historic imprint on the landscape (see Figure 4). The long tradition of fishing and shipping
on Lake Vänern, as well as the associated lighthouses, ports, boats, and ongoing fishing
industry, is another example of the cultural imprint on the landscape noted by participants.
Graves, rock carvings, city fires, and an aviation disaster during World War II are other
examples of historic events and monuments given by the participants. Personal stories,
fates, and legends connected to residents’ personal favourite places were also described by
many (see Figure 4). For some participants, the cultural features of the landscape are part
of their everyday life, as exemplified here by a quote from one participant:

“ . . . a stone, an old well, a fence post, remains of an old croft—these are all important
cultural features for us who live here, we are the 9th generation at this place . . . ”

Another example is the story and fate of “Lasse in the mountain” that seems to engage
many of the participants. Lasse Eriksson lived with his wife in a cave made of a walled-in
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limestone outcrop for more than 25 years during the 19th century. The cave has been rebuilt
and the site is open to visitors, and a film based on the story was made in 2016.

3.2. Interviews

During the interviews with public officials, we asked whether they knew which
outdoor places in the biosphere reserve were residents’ favourites. We also asked whether
they knew what the residents valued at their favourite places (see Table 4). It emerged that
the places pointed out by the officials as the residents’ favourite places were in line with
residents’ own answers in the survey. Officials were also generally aware of what was most
valued by the residents. In the words of one of the officials:

“When you go around you come across environments that have been created during
thousands of years—I think you feel the passage of time as well. When you go past the
churches you know that inside there are paintings from the 1000s. Moreover, people
extracted stone from the mountain 3000 years ago. In addition, you can still see the unique
touch from the different people on the surface of the stone. It is almost breath-taking.”

Interviews with officials reaffirmed that Mount Kinnekulle is an important favourite
place for residents (according to one-quarter of the participants in the survey). The officials
described the mountain as a visual and restful vantage point, where one feels the wings
of history. Kinnekulle is often called “the flowering mountain” due to the wild garlic that
flowers there in May. Officials also described the mountain as a “pilgrimage” where many
people go to have picnics, hike, and be with family and friends. Several respondents argued
that rather than the flowers or biological features it is the historic landscape that is the main
attraction. Old stone walls and other features make it easy to form ideas of the people who
once lived in and cultivated the landscape. This is illustrated by the following quote by
another official:

“There are both natural and cultural values, which is something we always have to
explain—that nature would not be there without the culture. We do not have any wild
areas; everything is characterized by culture, so you can’t separate them.”

Another question asked during the interviews was about collaboration. As shown
in Figure 5, most collaboration on issues related to the landscape’s cultural values exists
between the local and regional public agencies and museums, all of which have formal
assignments to manage the cultural environment and heritage. However, the results also
showed that non-governmental organisations play a strong role in the management of
the cultural environment (Figure 5). While national, regional, and local authorities are
responsible for the monumental heritage, such as churches and castles, the industrial and
agricultural heritage (e.g., stone quarrying, slate mining, sawmills, and the fishing industry)
are often managed by non-governmental organisations. The results showed that local
and regional authorities assist with networking and specific project resources rather than
being in charge of management. According to the officials, the non-profit work by the
non-governmental organisations’ members is grounded in their strong interest in local
history and local identity issues.

The interviews revealed that the Biosphere Association has no staff responsible for the
planning and management of the social and cultural dimensions of sustainability. Instead,
they rely on established structures such as the local and regional public agencies. However,
as shown in Figure 5, only one-quarter of the interviewees noted that a collaboration
exists between the Biosphere Association and the local authorities, and as few as 10%
between regional authorities and the Biosphere Association. This limited collaboration
was confirmed during the interviews, where several officials said that they did not have
any contact with the Biosphere Association or even did not know anything about it. In the
words of one respondent:

“I have not really understood what they are doing and since they do not work with
landscape and history, then it falls outside my area of work.”
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Some respondents argued that the biosphere reserve lacks a clear profile, and that the
organisation is fragmented. They expressed a desire for the Biosphere Association to be a
platform for landscape issues—a relatively neutral place for various actors, such as local and
regional public agencies, non-profit organisations, and landowners. The results show that
most of the officials want stronger and more continuous collaboration within the biosphere
reserve. They argue that increased cooperation between local and regional authorities and
other actors within the biosphere reserve is required to achieve sustainable development,
as well as to integrate the cultural and natural values of the landscape into this work. One
example of an initiative for cooperation between different actors within the biosphere
reserve is the ecosystem service network. This network was initiated by a public official
at the municipality level a few years ago in connection with the publication of national
directives to implement the ecosystem service approach in practice. The motive was to
increase cooperation between actors on issues related to ecosystem services by forming
a horizontal platform for discussion that creates trust and common targets. The network
consists of representatives from the three municipalities, the County Administrative Board,
the Biosphere Association, and two nature conservation associations. Actors with expertise
in the social and cultural dimensions of sustainability are sometimes invited but are not
regular members of the network. It is evident that the existence of the biosphere reserve
has had a positive effect on collaboration on and implementation of the ecosystem service
approach in the present case study area. The respondents argued that the network is an
important arena for discussions on ecosystem services. The network meets regularly, and it
has applied and received funds for training projects in ecosystem services for politicians,
public officials, and developers working within the biosphere reserve. Nevertheless, at the
time of the interviews, the respondents expressed a great deal of uncertainty about how to
work with the ecosystem service approach. Cultural ecosystem services were less known
and were given less consideration than other ecosystem services [29].

3.3. Documents

The results show that the keywords (Table 4) appear in 19 of the 57 documents analysed
(Table 5). The majority of hits were found in the application to UNESCO for designation
as a biosphere reserve, with 40 matches for the keyword “cultural environment” and 9
for the more specified keywords “cultural heritage, cultural history and cultural values”.
Search results for the keyword “culture” in the context of landscape, places, areas, and
values showed hits on 62 of the 126 pages in this document (Table 5). The review of the



Land 2023, 12, 587 11 of 16

application to UNESCO showed that aspects related to the landscape’s cultural values are
recognised mainly in paragraphs where the natural environments are described as assets
for the area. Examples of such writings include “The area is known for its rich variety
of outdoor life and recreation, unique flora and cultural history” and “Promote a long-
term development, based on the area’s natural and cultural environmental qualities” [36].
However, the significance of the concepts of cultural environment and cultural heritage is
not described in the application to UNESCO, apart from the description of 19 architectural
monuments. Moreover, the text does not refer to any inventories of actors working with
the cultural environment or to previous projects related to social and cultural dimensions
of sustainability.

Table 5. Numbers of hits in different documents for three groups of keywords.

Type and Total No. of Documents Number of Documents
Containing Keywords Number of Matches for Each Group of Keywords

Cultural
Environment
(Values, Care)

Cultural Heritage
Cultural History
Cultural Values

Culture
(Landscape, Places,

Areas, Values)

Application to UNESCO 1 1 40 9 Hits on 62 of
126 pages

Reports from activities performed
by the biosphere reserve 28 14 1 15 18

Projects performed by the
biosphere reserve 20 3 1 2 0

Annual reports 9 0 0 0 0

Periodic review report to
UNESCO 1 1 16 35 16

Table 5 also shows that 14 of 28 reports included at least one of the keywords; however,
the numbers of hits were low. The highest number of hits per document was five, which
occurred in three reports. The first was the report “Table Mountain—Geopark”, which
is a document clearly based upon the historical environment and cultural heritage of the
landscape. The second report, “Social Enterprise Workshop”, stated that cultural heritage
is a basis for certain business activities, and that it has development potential. The third
report, “Volunteering in the Biosphere Reserve”, states that cultural history, cultural events,
and historical landscapes are excursion destinations. Another report, “The Forestry of the
Future”, stands out, as the text is based on historical perspectives and lessons learned from
history, but the search results only showed one keyword match. In the remaining 24 reports,
texts about social and cultural dimensions of sustainability were either non-existent or
simplistic, where the cultural environment was described as taken for granted—a backdrop
in the landscape.

As shown in Table 5, only three keyword matches were found in 3 of the 20 project
documents available on the biosphere reserve’s webpage. No keyword matches were
found in the nine annual reports analysed (Table 5), except for references to the present
research project.

The analysis of the periodic review report to UNESCO [27] showed 67 matches for
the keywords (Table 5). However, the review showed that, in line with the text in the
application to UNESCO, the keywords were used mainly in sweeping terms, such as
“The castle is surrounded by a stunningly rich natural environment, with the Kållandsö
cultural landscape meeting islets, skerries and a rich flora and fauna”. In some paragraphs,
the landscape’s cultural values are described without using any of the present study’s
keywords (Table 4). One example is when the text briefly touches upon identity and
cultural heritage in relation to a documentary film about three generations of commercial
fishermen. Another example is a brief description of the agrarian history of meadows
and ancient remains under the heading “Ecosystem services”. However, the concept of
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cultural ecosystem services is mentioned only three times throughout the document, all
in relation to the present research project presented in this paper. It should be noted that
the periodic review report acknowledges “Over the years, a lot of the focus has been on
economy and ecology, but there is considerable potential for the development of better
social sustainability” [27].

4. Discussion

In this section, we shall discuss the results in relation to the four questions set out in
the Introduction.

4.1. What Awareness and Knowledge of the Landscape’s Cultural Values Do Residents Have?

The residents participating in the landscape survey were aware, and had a broad
knowledge, of the landscape’s cultural values in the biosphere reserve. They expressed
interest in and knowledge about both material and immaterial heritage and how these
aspects are related at their favourite places. One example is the connection between historic
persons and families, the built heritage, and related stories and legends. The results also
showed a strong local identity in relation to the long tradition of the crafts and traditions
of, for example, liming and burning, brickwork, and fishing in the area. The sense of calm,
scenery, beauty, and the possibility of socialising with family and friends were among
the most valued aspects of the residents’ favourite places. These results are in line with
recent research showing that the most valued attributes at residents’ favourite places in
the Swedish mountains are related to aesthetic values of the landscape, such as “beautiful,
wide vistas, views, terrain, towering mountain”, and to outdoor restoration experiences
such as “relaxation, recreation, spirituality, freedom, silence, peace and quiet” [22].

In the present study, several of the residents’ favourite outdoor places were in the
built environment and towns. These results confirm the importance of considering urban
areas in biosphere reserves. In the Lake Vänern Archipelago Biosphere Reserve, the
small towns and settlements are considered as integrated parts of the biosphere reserve.
However, in many other parts of the world, biosphere reserves consist of protected nature
areas with no connection to urban areas. The role of biosphere reserves for sustainable
urban development has been developed within the UNESCO MAB Programme in order
to facilitate integrated sustainable resource management, foster the conservation of urban
ecosystems, and improve environmental governance [37,38].

4.2. How Well Do Residents’ Awareness and Knowledge Mirror Cultural Heritage Management at
the Local and Regional Planning Levels?

Interviews with public officials confirmed the survey findings that showed a strong
local identity and pride, linked to the landscape of the biosphere reserve, among residents.
According to the officials, above all, the deep layers of history and the cultural diversity
of the landscape are what makes the biosphere reserve attractive. Some respondents
argued that the main attraction is not the natural values but the landscape’s time-depth
and the stories that it provides people. These results give implications of a strong focus
on immaterial values in landscape planning and management at the local and regional
levels. However, this is not always reflected in the officials’ daily work, which has a focus
on material landscape dimensions [24,29,30]. Residents’ interest in and knowledge of local
history were also reflected in the fact that non-governmental organisations often oversee the
management of the industrial and agricultural heritage related to, for example, sawmills,
the fishing industry, stone quarrying, and shale mining. The role of local and regional
authorities was to assist these organisations with networking and specific project resources
rather than being in charge of management. These results are in line with previous findings
from the County of Jämtland in Sweden, showing that a key factor for the successful
management of historic landscapes is obtaining a balance between expert conservation
practice and non-expert practice guided by personal engagement, sense of responsibility,
and personal wellbeing [25].
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4.3. Are There Any Collaborations within the Biosphere Reserve regarding the Landscape’s
Cultural Values?

Previous research has demonstrated that biosphere reserves can act as platforms for
collaboration [17–21]. However, this is not evident in the present study, which shows a
very limited collaboration on issues related to the landscape’s cultural values between
the Biosphere Association and local and regional public agencies or NGOs. Several of the
officials interviewed had limited or no knowledge about the Biosphere Association, and
some respondents reported that the organisation is fragmented and lacks a clear profile.
However, the idea of a platform for collaboration appealed to most respondents who
wanted a stronger and more continuous dialogue within the biosphere reserve to achieve
sustainable development. The network for ecosystem services is one good example of
collaboration between different actors that is already set up within the biosphere reserve.
The network has successfully created new forms of collaboration and an extended dialogue
about ecosystem services between different actors at different levels, including training
programs for politicians and developers. A weakness that counteracts a holistic and
sustainable approach is that experts on the landscape’s cultural values are not regular
members of the network. For the formation of the network, the existence of a biosphere
reserve was important. The implementation of the ecosystem service approach was in an
initial stage in the case study area at the time of the interviews, and the respondents stated
that the work was tentative and that cultural ecosystem services were especially difficult to
concretise [29,30].

4.4. Are Concepts Related to the Landscape’s Cultural Values Considered in Documents Produced
by the Biosphere Association?

The results showed that the role and importance of the landscape’s cultural values,
which were a basis for the designation by UNESCO, were barely touched upon in the
Biosphere Association’s published materials. This is a result that confirms previous studies,
reporting a lack of focus on social and cultural values in biosphere practice [1–3,5]. The
concepts of cultural environment and cultural heritage were generally not defined, and
descriptions were vague in all documents analysed. The cultural environment was seen as
a background; a scene; something that is obvious; an abstract value of the landscape. A
clear understanding of the significance of the landscape’s cultural values for sustainable
development was rarely expressed. The document analysis did not reveal any major inter-
est or commitment on the part of the Biosphere Association to highlight the importance
of managing the landscape’s history and cultural values. It is clear that the Biosphere
Association has not problematized the concepts of social and cultural dimensions of sus-
tainability in their activities. This can be explained partly by the fact that, in Sweden, the
nomination process of a biosphere reserve involves local enthusiasts and local/regional
expertise but rarely integrates researchers—particularly those from the social sciences and
humanities [5]. However, even though a bottom-up approach is important within biosphere
reserves, the residents’ interests and knowledge of tangible and intangible heritage were
not reflected in the documents produced by the Biosphere Association. These results are
in line with research that shows how the relevance of local, traditional, and experiential
knowledge, passed down from one generation to another, is recognised in sustainable
landscape management but less common in practice [39,40].

5. Conclusions

The social and cultural dimensions of sustainability are complex and multifaceted and,
as argued by Weller [6], the UNESCO guidance lacks clarity and practical tools. We agree
with [1] that improved communication on expectations and the meanings of the social and
cultural dimensions of sustainability are crucial to increase the broad understanding of
these concepts and the UNESCO mandate. If, for example, the concepts describing the
landscape’s cultural values are not defined, articulated, and actively used in projects and
activities, actors with the right expertise will not be attracted. The language used in the
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documents produced by the Biosphere Association in the present study did not encourage
actors with knowledge of cultural heritage management, and without this expertise it
is difficult to define which aspects are important. Many of the projects and activities
initiated and supported by the Biosphere Association in the present study made use of the
landscape’s cultural values but did not label them as such. In fact, the biosphere reserve
would not have been designated by UNESCO without these values, but if not articulated it
is difficult to find areas of collaboration. Our results show that the Biosphere Association in
the present study is aware of the very limited focus on the social and cultural dimensions
of sustainability, as in the periodic review report to UNESCO they acknowledge that the
“focus has been on economy and ecology” [27]. One major obstacle is that biosphere
reserves lack the necessary regulatory authority, direct management, and decision-making
powers [1,16]. The results of the present study show that the Biosphere Associations do not
have any legal authority related to the planning and management of the social and cultural
dimensions of sustainability; they rely on collaboration with local and regional authorities
on these matters. However, as shown above, such collaboration is limited.

Despite the limited role of the landscape’s cultural values identified in the present
study, we can conclude that several unexplored opportunities exist to increase awareness
and knowledge about these values (Table 6). One such opportunity is to make use of resi-
dents’ knowledge and interest as a resource to link the immaterial heritage to the material
objects. Our study clearly shows that the residents showed a broad knowledge about the
landscape’s cultural values. Their strong identity and pride in relation to the landscape
were confirmed by the public officials, who argued that it is the deep layers of history and
the cultural diversity of the landscape that make the biosphere reserve attractive. Residents’
knowledge is also reflected in the ambitious work of non-governmental organisations. Col-
laboration between the Biosphere Association and the local and regional public agencies,
as well as NGOs and the civil society, is a key factor in order to increase awareness and
knowledge of the landscape’s cultural values. This also includes inventories of actors,
definition of goals, and articulation and use of concepts.

Table 6. Opportunities identified to increase awareness and knowledge of the landscape’s cultural val-
ues.

Opportunities to Increase Awareness and Knowledge of the Landscape’s Cultural Values
in the Practical Work of Biosphere Reserves

Increase collaboration between the Biosphere Association and the local and regional public agencies,
NGOs, and civil society in order to make use of residents’ knowledge and interest

as a resource to link the immaterial heritage to the material objects.

Make an inventory of actors working with the landscape’s cultural values.
This includes authorities with a formal assignment regarding cultural heritage management,

as well as NGOs and civil society.

Define which goals and aspects of the landscape’s cultural values are important.
Articulate and make use of these concepts in all communication.
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