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Introduction:	  The	  Right	  of	  Public	  Access	  

In Sweden the so-called Right of Public Access is of fundamental import for the public’s 

visits to and presence in the countryside in the form of outdoor life activities, recreation and 

nature-based tourism. Similar – although not identical – relations apply in Norway and 

Finland.1 The basic principle for the Swedish Right of Public Access is that it is the existing 

landscape with its characteristic features and traits and associated enjoyment that is 

“accessible”, as long as the tolerance limits for what one can and cannot do, principally 

“disturb not, destroy not”, are not transgressed.2  

 

Although the Right of Public Access is named as a concept in both The Environmental Code 

and the Swedish Constitution, its content is not specified. In principle, the Right of Public 

Access can be seen as the “free space” that is formed between the different laws’ terms of 

reference, in the main: economic interests, privacy and nature preservation/conservation. The 

terms of reference relating to the Right of Public Access’ free space are thus to be regarded as 

relatively broad grey zones in terms of what one can do, what one ought or ought not to do 

and what one cannot do. The bottom line is that the landowner has to accept that other people 

temporarily visit or cross his/her land and water, providing that no economic damage is done 

or that privacy is infringed. Government agencies are expected to enforce and safeguard 

nature protection/conservation with the aid of e.g. various national park/nature reserve 

provisions and regulations and legal protection. A fourth demarcation – the landscape itself 

and its use – means that the fact that agricultural land, forestry, infrastructure etc., disappears 

or is accrued according to the landowner’s interests, legislation, government agency plans 

etc., is to be regarded as given from a public access perspective. Thus, with regard to the 

Right of Public Access, with very few exceptions is it possible to maintain that the landscape 

should or should not be made use of in certain ways.  

 

All in all, this means that it is the landscape itself that must “tell” the user about the 

possibilities and limitations of things like land use and time of year (e.g. how vulnerable the 

                                                 
1 Examples of literature discussing public access in an international perspectives are: Cordell 
& Betz, 2000; Curry, 2002; Højring, 2002; Millward, 1993; Pigram, 1981; Watkins, 1996; 
and Williams, 2001. 
2 Examples of literature discussing and presenting the Scandinavian Right of Public Access 
are: Ahlström, 2008; Åslund, 2008; Bengtsson, 2002; Bengtsson, 2004; Brox, 2001; Colby, 
1988; Hultkrantz, 1994; Kaltenborn et al, 2001; Sandell, 1997; 2001; 2006a; and SEPA, 2008. 
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land is); weather (e.g. for lighting fires); visibility (e.g. how close one can be to a house) etc. 

Like with all stories, though, one has to learn to read, listen and interpret; something that is of 

course challenged in today’s highly mobile and multicultural society.  

 

The	  Current	  Role	  and	  View	  of	  the	  Right	  of	  Public	  Access	  in	  Sweden	  

Recent national surveys (Fredman & Sandell, 2005; Fredman et al., 2008) show that the Right 

of Public Access has very strong support among the general public in Sweden. About 95 

percent of the respondents think that defending this right is important and almost 80 percent 

think that it is important for their own participation in outdoor recreation activities. This latter 

figure can be compared with the equivalent figure of 42 percent for nature reserves and 

national parks, indicating that designated areas for recreation are less important than public 

access for outdoor recreation participation in Sweden.  

 

Table 1 is from Sandell (2006b) and is based upon the survey described in Fredman & Sandell 

(2005). Here we could dig a bit deeper in the strong support for the current Right of Public 

Access mentioned. From this it could be argued that the Right of Public Access holds a very 

strong public position in Sweden today, which means that any discussion concerning changes 

– especially with regard to limitations – has to take this into account. In table 1 it could also 

be seen a support for a need for a clearer statement of the Right of Public Access in 

legislation. More ambivalence was evident with regard to the use of the rights by tourism 

businesses, whether landowners should have more rights to restrict its use and if the rights 

should be more restrictive for tourists compared to local residents. There was less support for 

restricting the rights of public access to Swedish residents only, and even less for excluding 

non-profit organizations. It is also evident that the Right of Public Access is perceived as 

being of little threat to animals and vegetation. 
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Table 1: Attitudes towards the current Right of Public Access according to a survey among a 
random sample of the Swedish population asked to what extent they agree with various 
proposals concerning the need to defend and change the access tradition (total rejection=1 to 
total agreement=5). (From: Sandell, 2006b). 
 
Survey Question Mean Score Standard 

Deviation 
It is important to defend the Right of Public Access 4.804 0.5566 
The basic content of the Right of Public Access should be  
clearer in the legislation 

3.973 1.0165 

The Right of Public Access should not be possible  to be used by 
commercially organized groups e.g. tourism business 

3.158 1.4312 

Landowners should have increased possibilities to curtail the Right of 
Public Access    

2.714 1.2713 

The Right of Public Access should be more restrictive for tourists 
compared with the situation for local residents 

2.477 1.4785 

The Right of Public Access should only be possible to be used by people 
living in Sweden 

2.318 1.4975 

The Right of Public Access is a threat to animals and vegetation 2.192 1.2136 
The Right of Public Access should not be possible to be used by non-
profit organized groups, e.g. boy-scouts and girl-guides 

2.111 1.2782 

 
 
In the latter national survey (presentetd in Fredman et al., 2008), knowledge about the content 

of the Right of Public Access was also investigated. On the whole most people have good 

knowledge: around 90 percent of all the respondents answered four out of five questions 

concerning keeping dogs on a leash, tree-cutting, berry- and mushroom picking, camping and 

fishing correctly (Table 2). Incidentally, as the fifth question, about being allowed to fish with 

a casting-rod in the five largest lakes, has a much more recent history from the 1980s, it is less 

known to the Swedish public and it is neither regarded as part of the Right of Public Access. 

 

Table 2: Knowledge about the Right of Public Access among the general public. 
Proportions (%) of the Swedish population. Correct answers given in brackets. 
(Based upon survey described in Fredman et al., 2008.)   
 
Survey Question Correct 

answer 
Wrong 
answer 

Don’t 
know 

Dogs are allowed without leash in the forest all year 
around (NO) 92.3 3.3 4.4 

You are allowed to cut a few large trees down in 
someone else’s forest if you use the wood at the 
location (NO) 

92.0 1.5 6.6 

You can pick berries and mushrooms in the forest 
without permission from the landowner (YES) 91.9 4.2 4.0 

You are allowed to camp one night on land not used 
for agriculture if it is located at a certain distance from 
residential homes (YES) 

86.3 6.5 7.2 

You are allowed to fish (using casting rod) without 
permission in the five largest lakes: Vänern, Vättern, 
Mälaren, Hjälmaren and Storsjön. (YES)  

35.7 30.9 33.4 
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In sum, the surveys clearly showed that the Right of Public Access is a well-accepted concept 

in Sweden today and that it has enormous support. Despite this, there seems to be some 

support to further clarify the concept through legislation. It is clear that if the Right of Public 

Access is to be restricted, it should mainly be in connection with commercial activities and 

not for non-profit organizations. Also, there appears to be very limited support for restrictions 

according to residency.  

 

Rural	  and	  Urban	  Aspects	  of	  the	  Right	  of	  Public	  Access	  

Looking for a variable that perhaps could be called an ‘urban - rural identification’, we could 

compare the interest in defending the Right of Public Access with the following question 

posed in the former survey (presented in Fredman & Sandell, 2005): ‘About how much time 

do you spend in the countryside each year?’ (Table 3). Firstly, some reluctance to defend the 

Right of Public Access among those respondents who never went into the countryside was 

evident in the relatively higher ‘don't know’ response – which is reasonable. But it is evident 

that, although the people living in the countryside are somewhat less in favour of the Right of 

Public Access, still 98.5 per cent agreed that there was the need to defend it. The highest 

levels of total agreement exist for those visitors who visit the countryside `very little´ or `a 

little´. This could be interpreted as an urban group that depends largely upon the Right of 

Public Access for their visits to rural areas. 

 
Table 3: The interest in defending the Right of Public Access (from totally rejecting that it is 
important to defend, to totally agreeing) compared with the question of how much time is 
spent in the countryside each year (from no time at all, to living in the countryside), 
according to a survey among a random sample of the Swedish population (percentage). 
 
 No time at all Very little or a 

little of my time 
A lot or most of 

my time 
I live in the 
countryside 

Total rejection 0.0 0.0 0.4 0.1 
Partial rejection 7.0 1.0 1.4 1.1 
Don´t know 20.9 1.9 3.0 0.3 
Partial agreement 0.8 8.6 8.7 15.3 
Total agreement 71.3 88.5 86.5 83.2 
Overall total 100 100 100 100 
 

 

It is reasonable to believe that the attitude towards recreation access in the rural landscape is 

linked to the type of relation the individual have to the landscape, something that involves 
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what could be labelled as an urban-rural identity in terms of living. Therefore the relationship 

between the question of commercial use was combined with two further questions:  

 

(i) ‘are you, now or previously, working with agriculture, forestry, fishing, reindeer 

keeping or in the mining industry?’ and  

(ii) ‘have you or your family larger domestic animals like e.g. cows, horses, sheep or 

reindeer?’  

 

From Table 4 it can be seen that the small (but with regard to rural development nevertheless 

crucial) group of people with more of a production relation to the landscape is far more 

interested in limiting the Right of Public Access to non-commercial use. 

 

Table 4: Attitude towards commercial use of the Right of Public Access (From: Sandell, 
2006a.) 
 
 (a) Now or previously, 

working with 
agriculture, forestry, 

fishing, reindeer 
keeping or the mining 

industry (%) 

(b) Having larger domestic 
animals such as cows, horses, 

sheep or reindeer (%) 

The Right of Public Access 
should not be available for use 
by commercially organised 
groups, e.g., tourism business 

No Yes No 
Only for 

use within 
household 

Yes 
for 

living 

Total or partial rejection 35.2 25.5 34.9 20.8 7.2 
Don't know 19.2 14.9 19.3 9.5 3.6 
Total or partial agreement 45.6 59.6 45.8 69.7 89.2 
Overall total 100 100 100 100 100 
 
 

 

Rural	  Tourism	  and	  the	  Right	  of	  Public	  Access	  

Together with Peter Fredman I have discussed the role of the Right of Public Access for rural 

tourism (Sandell & Fredman, 2010, In Manuscript). He has carried out a survey among nature 

tourism entrepreneurs in Sweden regarding success factors and obstacles in their business 

operations. Contact information was received from three national organizations working with 

the promotion of nature tourism – the Farmers Association (Lantbrukarnas Riksförbund, 

LRF), the Swedish Ecotourism Association (Ekoturismföreningen) and Sveaskog, which 

resulted in 176 completed interviews. Respondents were asked to reply on a five graded scale 
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ranging from (1) “no importance” to (5) “very large importance” with respect to the success 

factors, and from (1) “not at all” to (5) “to a very large extent” with respect to the obstacles. 

One of the items in these two sets of questions targeted the role of the Right of Public Access.  

Looking at the kind of business activity the surveyed companies were engaged in data from 

the telephone survey show that the most frequently reported activity is lodging (n=52) 

followed by hiking, guiding, climbing (also including wildlife viewing, cross-country skiing 

and snowshoeing; n=48), hunting and fishing (n=45), kayaking, sailing, rafting (also 

including canoeing and boat rental; n=38), horse riding (n=37), conferences, courses and food 

(n=33), other (e.g. tourism products based on experiences of the Samí culture, events, 

adventure activities, unspecified nature experiences (n=32), and dog-sledging and 

snowmobiling (n=21). Forty percent reported one activity and almost two thirds of the 

companies had two or more business activities.  

 

Considering the Right of Public Access as a success factor, 43 percent of all companies report 

that this is of very large importance, while 20 percent state that it is of no importance at all. 

No significant differences are found in this respect concerning the different business 

activities. Neither do our analyses show any significant differences with respect to number of 

years in business, size of business (measured as labour years) or among companies with 

activities in regions with high and low population densities. Of all the companies included in 

the study, 14 percent report an activity in a region with high population density (>50 

inhabitants/Km2), while 32 percent report an activity in a region with low population density 

(<5 inhabitants/Km2).3  

 

The second inquiry targeted the Right of Public Access as an obstacle to the companies 

studied. In this case, about 4 percent of all the companies reported it to be an obstacle to a 

large extent while 71 percent stated that the Right of Public Access did not act as an obstacle 

at all. Because of the limited number of observations, test statistics are reported for three 

groups – companies reporting 1, 2, and 3 to 5 on the scale respectively. Looking at the 

different business activities we find that companies engaged in hiking, guiding and climbing 

to a larger extent reported the Right of Public access as an obstacle (3, 4 or 5 on the scale) 

compared to companies not engaged in these activities. Results show that companies engaged 
                                                 
3 High population density: >50 inhabitants / km2 (the counties of Stockholm, Skåne and 
Västra Götaland); and low: <5 inhabitants / km2 (the counties of Västerbotten, Jämtland and 
Norrbotten) 
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in other activities to a larger extent reported the Right of Public Access as not being an 

obstacle compared to companies not engaged in these activities (e.g. tourism products based 

on experiences of the Samí culture, events, adventure activities, unspecified nature 

experiences). There are, however, no significant differences with regard to number of years in 

business, size of business or companies having activities in regions with high and low 

population densities. 

 

In our sample, 69 companies reported that the Right of Public Access has a very large 

importance as a success factor (=5) and 26 companies reported it to be, to some extent, an 

obstacle (=3, 4 or 5). Six of the companies were “contradictionists”, in the sense that they 

were included in both categories, i.e. reported the Right of Public Access both as a success 

factor and an obstacle. This can apply because of engagement in multiple activities with 

different characteristics, although to further elaborate the role of the Right of Public Access 

for the supply of nature tourism in Sweden we excluded these six companies from the 

analysis and then compared the two groups identified above. Companies involved in hiking, 

guiding and climbing to a larger extent report the Right of Public Access as an obstacle and 

less as a success factor compared to those not involved in these activities. Results also show 

that companies involved in dog-sledging, snowmobiling and other activities to a larger extent 

report the Right of Public Access as a success factor and less as an obstacle compared to those 

not involved in these activities. In addition, those companies reporting the Right of Public 

Access as an obstacle have on average been in business for a longer period compared to those 

reporting it as a success factor. No differences are found for size of business or with respect to 

activities in more or less densely populated regions.  

 

In sum, the overall picture among the tourism entrepreneurs studied is that the Right of Public 

Access generally is seen as much more of a success factor than an obstacle. The differences 

between business categories and characteristics are small. The one category that differs from 

the others is companies engaged in activities such as hiking, guiding, climbing, wildlife 

viewing, cross-country skiing and snowshoeing. These companies to a larger extent report the 

Right of Public Access as an obstacle and less as a success factor compared to companies not 

involved in these activities. At the same time, these are all typical back-country activities 

associated with the Right of Public Access being important among the general public. Hence, 

here we can identify a tension regarding the role of the Right of Public Access with respect to 

possibilities for outdoor recreation participation and nature tourism supply. Therefore it seems 
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important to improve the dialogue between the tourism sector and the authorities that carry 

out the interpretation of the Right of Public Access (mainly Swedish EPA and regional 

authorities) including a serious investigatation of the possibility and pros and cons of making 

a clearer demarcation from the Right of Public Access with regard to use that is both 

organized and commercial. Such a demarcation will probably lead to hindrances for many 

entrepreneurs but could also perhaps lead to an advantage in the business competition for the 

more serious and locally integrated firms. Also as it is not possible for the tourism 

entrepreneurs to charge for the entrance to the recreation areas applicable to the Right of 

Public Access it is important to stimulate the development of activities (incl knowledge, 

equipment and safety) and the supporting services in the form of lodging, food etc. that could 

be charged for. Other themes of importance to discuss concerning the future of the Right of 

Public Access is: 

 

• Investigate the possibility of specifying the core of the Right of Public Access in the law 

for establishing a formalisation of the basic principles, eventhough not the exact 

boundaries for the "free space". 

• Investigate how landowners, especially in attractive areas, can make themselves 

collectively “reachable” and “negotiable” for tourism entrepreneurs. This will of course be 

of special interest if there will be a demarcation from the Right of Public Access with 

regard to use that is both organized and commercial as mentioned above. 

• Test the possibilities of a Right of Public Access ombudsman in order to establish a good 

case law, to critically review modifications to the Right of Public Access and to oversee, 

document and pursue selected cases. 
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