Cultural tourism in Västerbotten and Russian Karelia – an interregional example

by Anders Karlsson

Today I will try to give you a small example of how a European region – Västerbotten – has been working with cultural tourism. I will also give an example of interregional cooperation between our county Västerbotten and the Russian republic of Karelia.

But first I would like to make a journey through the history of Västerbotten – a history which is

10 000 years old, in an area a little bit bigger than Slovakia (just south of Poland). The first people who came here after the last Ice Age were fishermen and hunters. Seals were caught by the coast and elk in the inland. At the time of the birth of Christ, people began to tame the wild reindeer – and this is the origin of the saami reindeer-breeding of more recent times. Near the coast, people were beginning to try their hand at breeding stock and farming, in addition to fishing and seal-hunting.

The next step in Västerbottens cultural history was the industrialization. The first ironworks in Västerbotten were established in the 18th century. Then the importance of the forests increased. The old waterdriven sawmills along the rivers were replaced by steam sawmills along the coast. During the 20th century water power stations and the mining industry became important. Hand in hand with the industrialization, the roads and transportation developed – the shipping was the basis for foreign trade, but the roads and of course the railways became more and more important.

This was 10 000 years of Västerbottens cultural history, presented in one minute. It is the remains of this history we are focused on in our work in the museums. We have been quite successful when it comes to documentation and preservation of our cultural heritage, but we have not been so good when it comes to information.

And this is what our cultural tourism project ”Sights in Västerbotten” is all about – to tell people the story about our long and interesting history. But we did not want to do this only by exhibitions at our museums or by producing books – we wanted all the fascinating stories to be told throughout the landscape, where the history once happened. To make this happen we needed a plan. Our aim was to develop different kind of sights in order to get a representative picture of our cultural heritage. That means that it was important for us to choose sights which were well spread throughout the region and that the sights was representing different parts of our natural and cultural heritage. We also wanted to work with different kind of levels of information.

· The most interesting and worthseeing sights were suggested to get a Visitor Centre; that is an information building with exhibitions and perhaps a shop and a café.

· Another information level was to produce information signs out in the landscape, in order to present information for the visitors about buildings, ancient remains and so on.

· And the third level was to produce booklets, brochures and a guidebook about the most interesting places and our most important tourist roads.

That way we have obtained a working structure of cultural-historical sights in Västerbotten.

Of course we also use the webb to spread information about our historical sights.

All this work was mainly done in the 1990s. During the last years we have been doing a lot of other things, for example we have been running guide educations and media training for the staff in our visitor centres. And this picture shows our efforts in trying to make our sights more accessible for disabled people, for instance how a person in a wheelchair can come inside a historical building by eliminating the stairs.

In the late 1990s, a number of heritage managers in the county of Västerbotten were given the opportunity to visit colleagues in Karelia, where our hosts organized a very pleasant and eventful journey for us. The reason that we were invited, was that Västerbotten and Karelia are “sister regions”.
Another reason was that The Blue Higway is passing through our both regions as a cultural road, connecting our people. During the concluding discussion we agreed on continued cooperation, based on cultural tourism. The project was led by the International Blue Highway Association and resulted in a structural plan for the development of cultural-historical sights in Karelia. The stretch of road that was chosen was the Blue Highway from the Finnish-Russian border to Petrozavodsk.

In 2005 we had the opportunity to re-establish our contacts with Karelia. This time, the aim of the project was to make a similar selection of sights along the road from Petrozavodsk to Pudozh, the eastern terminus of the Blue Highway. On that occasion, we also began to establish closer contacts with the museums along the Blue Highway, particularly with Petrozavodsk Museum. Together we drew up plans for yet another project, the aim of which was to make our cultural heritage mutually known and accessible. On a practical level, we made two things:

· The first thing was exchange of exhibitions, where the Museum of Västerbotten produced an exhibition which, during 2007, travelled around in Karelia. It was an exhibition with photographs from our famous photographer Sune Jonsson. In addition to the exhibition we also produced a book in swedish, english and russian. And last year this book got the award as the best photographic book in Sweden. Petrozavodsk museum produced an exhibition as well – about their unique petroglyphs – which travelled between the museums in the county of Västerbotten during the same period.

· The other thing were translations, where the museums in both Karelia and Västerbotten translated texts into English, thus making them available for a larger audience, not least tourists. This is a booklet about sights along The Blue Higway in Karelia, produced by our Russian colleagues.

Finally, some concluding thoughts. The cooperation between Karelia and Västerbotten will continue. There are so many similarities between our regions, but also many differences – and that´s what makes an intensified cooperation so stimulating. And I am convinced that this is only the beginning of future cooperation between Västerbotten and other European regions. We can learn other regions how we have been building a successful method for development of cultural tourism in a region. But we have so much to learn from other regions, for instance in marketing our cultural heritage or how to engage more people to use our cultural heritage in festivals and other events. If we have more interregional cooperation I think it will be raising our regions potential – in tourism but also in other ways.

Thank you very much.

