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Craft, Forest, and Sustainability. An interregional Resumen

d eyve ZO p ment p]fo]e ct \/\/_Lth pro /[e S SIO Nol z cra /C[:ers Artesania, bosque y sostenibilidad (2022-2024) fue un proyecto de colaboracién
interregional entre artesanos de seis regiones suecas. El objetivo principal
i N S\/\/G C/ on consistié en posicionar la artesania como recurso cultural para una sociedad

mas sostenible, centrandose en la Agenda 2030 de la Organizacién de las
Naciones Unidas (ONU). A través de residencias en entornos forestales de

A]’(‘:@SC{/‘TL/C]’ bOsque >/ Sosteﬂlblhdgd Uﬂ p]’oyecto tres regiones suecas, los artesanos profesionales tuvieron la oportunidad de

desarrollar su practica artistica en relacién con cuestiones de sostenibilidad.
/ ; Se presté especial atencién al proceso mas que a los resultados, y los

de deSC”/TO UO R teﬁeglOﬂaz con OT[:@SOHOS/OS participantes trabajaron con diversos materiales procedentes del bosque. La

. . nueva figura del bibliotecario forestal actué como puente entre los artesanos,
pTO/[eS-LOﬂO Z@S en SU@CIQ el bosque y los propietarios de las tierras. El proceso de elaboracién se
complementé con conferencias y debates. Esto reforzé la estructura de la
artesania dentro del trabajo de residencia y desarrollé6 un método para las
Kajsa Stinnerbom, Region Virmland residencias basado en los términos de los propios artesanos, en el que se
kajsa.stinnerbom@regionvarmland.se entrelazan las dimensiones individual, colectiva y social. El proyecto también
hizo énfasis en la sostenibilidad social, partiendo de la comunidad local, la

Sara Olsson, Region Varmland

: reflexion y el intercambio de conocimientos como elementos centrales. Las
sara.olssonS@regionvarmland.se Pa Iabras Clave residencias pusieron de manifiesto el potencial de la artesania como actor
Abstract Residencia, artesania, social y base de conocimientos para el trabajo con el desarrollo sostenible
bosque, sostenibilidad, en zonas rurales. A través de perspectivas culturales y basadas en el lugar, la

Craft, Forest, and Sustainability (2022-2024) was an interregional collaboration
project between craft developers in six Swedish regions. The main goal was to
elevate craft as a cultural resource for a more sustainable society, with a focus
on UN's 2030 Agenda. Through residencies in forest-adjacent environments

in three Swedish regions, professional crafters had the opportunity to develop
their artistic practice in relation to sustainability issues. The focus was on Introduction
process rather than results, with participants working with various materials

desarrollo rural. practica local se vinculé a retos globales.

) S This note is written within the framework diverse backgrounds, among which Region
from the forest. The newly established role of forest librarian acted as a . ; ) ) . .
bridge between crafters, forest, and landowners. The crafting process was of the EU Horizon project CULTURALITY, Varmland is one, tasked with promoting ru-
complemented by lectures and discussions. This strengthened the structure which aims to promote and develop rural ral development through the creation of job
of craft within residency work and developed a method for residencies based areas by elevating intangible and tangible opportunities and business models for cultu-
on the.crafters’ terms, where individyal, colle'zctive, apd sc'JFiaI d!mensions are cultural heritage and craft traditions in re- ral creators.
KeyWOF ds interwined. The project also emphasized social sustainability, with community, lation to cultural tourism. The CULTURA- Region Virmland is one of Sweden’s 21
reflection, and knowledge exchange at its core. The residency made visible . . . . . . . . .
Residency. craft forest . X . N LITY consortium, with The University of  self-governing administrative regional divi-
ency, 1 1 the potential of craft as a societal actor and knowledge base in working with . . . . . . .
sustainability, rural sustainable development in rural areas. Through cultural and place-based Oviedo (Spalp) as lead partner, cor.1s1sts. of sions and is responsible for publicly fundgd
development. perspectives, local practice was linked to global challenges. 13 organizations from nine countries with regional development, healthcare, public
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transport, and culture. The region receives
national funding to help achieve the goals of
Sweden’s cultural policy and to promote good
access to culture for its 250,000 inhabitants.

The Culture Department of Region Var-
mland employs development officers in areas
such as handicrafts, visual arts, and film. The
department is responsible to initiate, support
and lead development processes in collabora-
tion with others, in order to strengthen each
respective field of art and culture.

Slojd and craft

This note will be based on a Swedish context
where the starting point is the context of “sl6-
jd”. The word originates from the Old Swedi-
sh “sleghp” meaning “skill” (SAOB, n.d.) and
can today be understood as a form of manu-
facturing and knowledge as described below.
“Sl6jd” can be difficult to define, but the word
that is closest in meaning in English would
likely be “craft”. Often overlapping in mea-
ning, but not identical to “sléjd” is the con-
cept of “hemslojd” (lit. home craft) which can
be translated to traditional “domestic craft” or
“folk craft”. A common definition today is that
“(home) craft is something a person makes
themselves, as opposed to something that is
bought already made” (Palmskold, 2024, p.47)
and primarily made with nature- and recycled
material. “Artisanal craft” captures the artis-
tic, professional producrs, while “handicraft”
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the handmade, everyday items; both these
perspectives are sides of what “slgjd” is, but by
themselves fail to capture the essence of the
meaning. Sometimes the word “sloyd” is used
in international contexts, but for the readabi-
lity of this note, the word “craft” will be used
throughout the note and will thus mean “slo-
jd” in a Swedish context.

Craft is a form of manufacturing and
knowledge that can be viewed from four pers-
pectives: as an aesthetic expression, a compo-
nent of cultural heritage, a part of the indus-
try sector, and a social function. Aesthetically,
craft is based on traditional techniques and
natural materials, often with roots in folk
culture, and the personal touch of handmade
work. As a cultural heritage, craft transmits
knowledge and traditions across generations.
Economically, few people today live solely
from their craft, but since it’s based on circular
systems, it is highly relevant. (Melldahl, 2003,
p. 9-13). In craft there’s inherent knowledge
about production, material, maintenance and
reuse, as well as the creativity needed to solve
problems. (Almevik, Bjorling, Brun, Svantes-
son, 2024, p. 33—-34) Craft therefore has much
to contribute to the work on sustainable de-
velopment and the global goals in the 2030
Agenda. In craft, there is an approach based
on using as little material and resources as
possible. (Peterson, 2024, p. 21) The craftsper-
son simply learns to read the properties of the
material and use it for the right purpose and

utilizing the resource where it is most effec-
tive. (Almevik, Bjorling, Brun, Svantesson,
2024, p. 33) Craft also plays an important so-
cial role by creating community and offering
meaningful activities. (Melldahl, 2003, p. 13)
From a historical perspective domestic
craft was crafted to meet household needs.
Many people lived under difficult conditions,
and as a reaction there was political governan-
ce to support the rural population’s making of
livelihood through the sale of craft products,
which was the origin of the domestic craft mo-
vement that began in the late 1800s. Local
craft associations were formed throughout the
country, working to strengthen and develop
the area through, among other things, craft

Ficure 1 Fryksdals precinct.
Domestic craft exhibition in
Karlstad, Varmland 1922. Photo
rights: Lanshemsldjdsféreningens
i Varmlands arkiv (The Regional
Handicraft Association in
Varmland).

shops, educational programs, and weaving
studios. (Hemslojden, 2024) This function
evolved into the role of the craft consultant
that is present today.

Today there’s approximately 55 regional
craft consultants in Sweden that works with
craft promotion. Employers can be a region,
a county museum, or a non-profit craft asso-
ciation, which receives government funding.
(NFH, 2018, p. 31) In Varmland, work to pro-
mote craft began as early as the 1870s, and the
region has had a consultant since 1949 (Da-
nielson, 2005, pp. 11-34), with two employees
currently working full-time today. (FIGURE 1)

Since 2019, craft developers in the country
have been working on how craft can contri-
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bute to the transition to a sustainable socie-
ty through what is referred to as “strategic
craft” (Strategisk slgjd). This initiative was
launched by the government agency The Na-
tional Swedish Handicraft Council (NFH),
and the aim was to explore craft’s role as an
actor in society in relation to the United Na-
tions’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
the 2030 Agenda. (NFH 2024, pp. 4-5) In ad-
dition to collaborating with craft developers,
NFH also worked with Helena Hansson, a de-
sign researcher and lecturer at HDK-Valand,
University of Gothenburg. Hansson’s work
included, among other things, mentoring, give
lectures, and raising awareness of craft in re-
lation to the SDGs. Within the field of craft,
there was already work on sustainable deve-
lopment, but through strategic craft, the com-
munication of craft’s sustainable values was
clarified and placed within a global context.
(Hansson 2024, pp. 11-16)

Craft consultants in the regions of Vir-
mland, Dalarna, Viastmanland, Orebro, Gi-
vleborg, and Uppsala have close collaborations
regarding craft and sustainability issues.
Through strategic craft, an opportunity was
seen to develop knowledge within the field
through residencies for professional crafters.
The basis for a residency is to give cultural
practitioners an opportunity to create, deve-
lop, and deepen their artistic practice by offe-
ring a time-limited work stay in a place where
they do not normally work. Residencies can
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Ficure 2 The first recidency at Fagelsjo gammelgard

in region of Gavleborg was situated in a picturesque
environment, surrounded by vast forests.

vary, but the cultural practitioner is usually
offered accommodation and a fee during their
stay. Residencies are common for various cul-
tural forms in Sweden, but within the craft
field, residency calls are relatively new. This
led to the development of the three-year re-
sidency project «Craft, Forest, and Sustaina-
bility.» The project was funded with regional
funds and project funds from The National
Swedish Handicraft Council.

Crafts, Forests and
Sustainability

The starting point for the residency was to
elevate craft as a cultural resource for a more

sustainable society by broadening perspec-
tives on how craft uses materials from the
forest. The goal was to strengthen the weak
structures of craft within the residency for-
mat through the development of methods for
residencies based on the crafters’ own condi-
tions. The residency also included strengthe-
ning communication around the sustainable
values of craft.

In the application, applicants were asked
to describe a project of their own to work on
during the residency, using materials from
the forest. The focus of the project was not on
the product itself, but on the process of crea-
tion. The selection of participants emphasi-
zed the representation of different materials
and techniques, gender, age, and geographi-
cal origin. The residency was held three ti-
mes in rural forest areas, with 7-9 professio-
nal crafters per year, and it ran six days each
year. Group dynamics were also considered
in the selection, as participants were expec-
ted to take part in workshops and discus-
sions, among other activities. Residency par-
ticipants received a fee, food, accommodation,
and travel expenses for their participation.

Forest, place and material

The residency was carried out in Fagelsjo in
the region of Gavleborg, Mattila in the region
of Varmland, and Sixtorp in the region of
Orebro. The selected locations also featured

business-operated venues closely connected
to the forest, outdoor activities, and cultural
tourism. The project group saw an opportuni-
ty to further strengthen these venues throu-
gh the residency activities. The first two loca-
tions were situated in areas with vast forests
mainly consisting of spruce, pine, and smaller
amounts of deciduous trees, while Sixtorp is
dominated by deciduous forest, such as hazel.
(FIGURE 2)

In Sweden, there is a strong connection to
the forest for many inhabitants, and many
people are accustomed to spend time in it,
supported by the Constitution, which states
that «everyone shall have access to nature
according to the Right of Public Access» (Ben-
gtsson, 2023, p.7). This means that everyone
has the right to move freely in nature and,
for example, forage to pick mushrooms and
berries. Many people in the country are in-
volved in the debate about the ecological and
social values of the forest in relation to the
economic values of forestry, a debate with
strong opinions and forces on both sides.

69% of Sweden’s land area is covered by fo-
rests. The majority consists of pine and spru-
ce, but there has been a steady increase in de-
ciduous trees. (SLU, 2025, p. 55) Historically,
the forest has been used for centuries, and
today it is a raw material for, among other
things, building materials and paper pulp.
(Foreningen Sveriges hemsléjdskonsulenter,
n.d.) The majority of the forest is managed
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Ficure 3 To establish a connection to the place, the residency
began with a forest walk, here with Ann-Sofi Eliason, a
nature guide at Sixtorp in region of Orebro in 2024.

.

Ficure 4 Participants worked practically and reflected on
their own role in relation to the global goals of Agenda
2030. Their own work was interspersed with discussions
and lectures on craftsmanship and sustainability.
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through clear-cutting with cycles of about
60-100 years. (Skogsindustrierna, 2025) As
a result, only about a tenth of the forest is
older than 120 years. (Foreningen Sveriges
hemslojdskonsulenter n.d.) Due to today’s ra-
pidly growing plantation forests, it has beco-
me more difficult in some cases for crafters to
find the right quality of material, for example,
for woven pine baskets where the trees need
to have grown slowly for at least 150 years
for the splints to be split. (Mansson, Aberg &
Forss, 2023, p. 58)

The residencies took place during different
seasons, which affected the aviability of mate-
rials and techniques. For example, birch bark
can only be harvested in mid-June when the
birch is running sap, while heather for dyeing
is more available in the autumn. With each
passing year of the residency, the perspecti-
ve on craft materials expanded beyond wood
species.

Practical Implementation

The residency involved the crafters living and
staying together, with the first day starting
with a joint forest walk in the local area led by
a guide with knowledge of the forest and the
conditions of the site. The days were struc-
tured with larger cohesive sessions that in-
cluded time for individual crafting. Between
these sessions, discussions, lectures, and wor-
kshops were held, all focused on various as-

- - =4
; T _
Ficure 5 Tonas Sjoblom split long fibers  Ficure 6 Several participants worked Ficure 7 Pigments extracted from
from an ash log. The thin fibers were with natural dyeing using plant parts. iron-rich clay from a nearby swamp

then woven into a large basket.

Heather, which blooms with beautiful in Mattila 2023. After being burned

purple flowers in the fall, gives wool yarn  on a fire pit, the result is red

in yellow shades. Fagelsjo 2022.

pects of sustainability. A recurring discussion
topic was: «Craft needs the forest, but does
the forest need craft?. (FIGURE 3)

Space was provided to discuss the eco-
nomic, social, and environmental aspects of
craft, including through the lens of the UN’s
SDGs. Each year, an invited inspirational
speaker spoke about the values of craft rela-
ted to a specific theme: craft culture, climate
issues, and branding. Helena Hansson, de-
sign researcher and lecturer at HDK Valand,

ochre, which, mixed with egg and
linseed olil, creates a beautiful and
sustainable color.

also held larger workshops during the first
two residencies, where participants mapped
their own crafting practices in relation to the
global climate goals of the 2030 Agenda. As
the residencies were held in relatively isola-
ted locations, the workshop also served as a
tool to connect what was happening on-site to
its broader significance. Small-scale change
work, on the handmade scale, was put into
context and became relevant for larger global
issues. In the third year, the work was fur-
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ther developed through a workshop focusing
on the Inner Development Goals (IDG) and
its framework. During this workshop, parti-
cipants reflected on their own role in working
toward a more sustainable society. (FIGURE 4)

Several participants worked with mate-
rials sourced from the forest. One year, diffe-
rent techniques were tested to explore wood
fibers by splitting fibers from ash or bird che-
rry trees, discussing how the season in which
a tree is felled affects the fiber structure and
possibilities. In practical terms, this process
could then be used to, for example, weaving
a basket or making a whisk. Another type of
fiber was extracted from nettles, which were
retted and treated to eventually become fine
thread. Other participants explored shrin-
king techniques, where fresh hardwood was
used to shrink-fit a bottom made of dry wood.
One participant chose to practice making
several items as identical as possible, while
another allowed the shape of the material
to determine the shape of the craft entirely.
Natural dyeing was a recurring theme, with
yarn being dyed using different plant parts.
Another theme was various techniques for ex-
tracting color pigments. One topic discussed
during the week was the difference between
letting the material guide the craft versus di-
recting the material. (FIGURES 5, 6, 7)

During the residency, consultants from
the collaborating regions were present throu-
ghout the week. The host region had an ex-
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tended responsibility each year, while other
responsibilities included roles as discussion
leaders, assistance with material gathering
(e.g., tree felling in the forest), and other
practical tasks. The work of documenting the
crafters’ processes developed throughout the
residency as a way to preserve and continue
the collective experience.

During the first residency, participants
expressed a need for someone with in-depth
knowledge of both the forest and craft, who
could match materials with needs, much like
a librarian matches books with readers. This
resulted in the creation of the Forest Librarian
position, which was tested during the following
two years of residency. In addition to knowled-
ge of species, the forest librarian needs to un-
derstand, for example, a tree’s habitat, growth
pattern, and climate impact. The role serves as
an intermediary between the crafter, the forest,
and the forest landowner. Local knowledge of
the area is central to the forest librarian, be-
cause it must have a deep understanding of the
forest and a network of contacts with owners of
forested land. (FIGURE 8)

Social Sustainability with
a Focus on Process

One aspect that became clearly evident du-
ring the residency years was the focus on so-
cial sustainability. The residency served as
a unifying function, creating a sense of com-

Ficure 8 The forest librarian at Mattila was involved in

selecting an aspen from the local area, which was felled
and used in the residency.

munity. Several participants expressed that
they felt «<something happened on the inside»!
and shared that the week had helped them on
a personal level in various ways. The impor-
tance of seeing each other at work fostered
connections, especially since many normally
craft alone, and the week became a shared
journey. Living and having meals together
also contributed to the group dynamics.
There was no predetermined goal for a fini-
shed product during the residency; the focus

Ficure 9 An open
atmosphere was
created where
participants
developed
together. Here,
you can see a
meeting between
birch bark crafts
and eco-printing,
where some
participants

in Fagelsjo
experimented with
printing plants on
birch bark.

was meant to be on the individual’s crafting
process. Many participants expressed that it
was relieving «not having to perform»?, despi-
te the residency also involving participation
in scheduled activities. The process itself can
be seen as one of the results. By focusing on
process, time and space were created for de-
velopment and reflection.

A strategy from the project group was to
promote an atmosphere where participants
felt safe to openly discuss their thoughts and

!The quote refers to unpublished documentation work by Sara Olsson och Kajsa Stinnebom.
2The quote refers to unpublished documentation work by Sara Olsson och Kajsa Stinnebom.
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reflections. Part of the method was to conduct
individual in-depth interviews focusing on
craft, the forest, and sustainability with all
the participants. These interviews formed the
basis for crafting portraits on social media,
highlighting the core essence of each partici-
pant. The portraits can be seen as a collective
contemporary document that presents various
debates on sustainability from a craft perspec-
tive. The introspective and personal focus of
the interviews was complemented by lectures
and discussions, which placed the craft within
a global context for the participants.

By creating conditions for reflection on
both an individual and collective level, the
participants could develop their work ba-
sed on their own terms, but also in relation
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Ficure 8 The residency provided participants
with the opportunity to meet, discuss,

and reflect on their own skills. They also
experienced how, as a group, they learned
and developed together. Mattila 2023.

to each other. During the residency week,
participants build an understanding of each
other’s ideas and processes and discussed so-
lutions to problems together. In this way, they
used each other’s experiences and competen-
cies. During the first few days, they worked
on their respective projects, but as they got to
know each other more closely, collaborations
increased to further develop ideas. An open
atmosphere was created where participants,
by approaching each other, solved problems
and developed together. Kco-printing, that
is, plant printing, is usually done on texti-
les or paper, but during the first residency,
as participants experimented with using the
technique to print on birch bark. Others tes-
ted painting a shrinking box with iron oxide

tempera made from clay collected from a bog.
Collaborations between different individuals,
which would not have occurred if the atmos-
phere had not been permissive and open,
emerged. (FIGURE 9)

As a whole it can be seen as a process and
combination of several interacting factors
that created a residency based on the craf-
ter’s conditions.

Conclusion

By continuously working to promote handi-
crafts, craft developers can work closely with
professional crafters and gain insight into
their conditions, circumstances, and needs.
This also makes it easier to identify possible
pathways for development within the field.
Working with craft on a regional level with
publicly funded resources offers relatively
unique opportunities to plan work strategica-
lly and in long-term, a factor that is further
reinforced by the existence of a network of
consultants across the country. Slow structu-
res, such as the difficulty of making a living
from craftsmanship, can mean that it takes
time before the effects of changes are visible.
The project Craft, Forest, and Sustainability
has been exactly such a process, dependent
on close collaboration between colleagues in
other regions, both in the development and
implementation of the residencies, and has
required «trusting the process.»

One of the objectives of the residency was
to develop methods for residencies based on
the crafters’ conditions. We can identify three
factors that are central to this method: the
individual crafting process, the individual in
relation to the group, and the collective.

The individual crafting process was at the
centre, as all participants applied with their
own personal projects. This provided a uni-
que opportunity for development, as crafters
often lack the time to advance their skills
while simultaneously earning an income.

The individual in relation to the group
was also an important factor. The residency
had a relatively large number of participants,
which allowed more people to develop further
in their own creative processes through advi-
ce, support, and the exchange of experiences
with others. Additionally, social sustainabi-
lity played a larger role than expected and
became one of the most significant elements.
This became particularly evident during the
conclusion, when it was revealed that many
felt they had been seen not only as crafters
but also as individuals, which had a great
emotional impact. (FIGURE 10)

There was also a collective development,
where participants, through activities the-
med around sustainability, placed their craft
in a broader context. Together, they discussed
the values and possibilities of craftsmanship,
as well as how they could work together. Pro-
fessional crafters had expressed a desire for

notas B3



networking opportunities with other craf-
ters, and the effect of the residency was an
expanded network. Specifically, for the par-
ticipants, this led to new collaborations, such
as exhibition and sales opportunities in other
regions, and innovative joint projects that
were carried out together.

The countryside and rural areas of Sweden
is characterized by forest and the culture that
belongs to it. Crafters live and work primari-
ly in rural areas and are thus also one of the
forces supporting and participating in rural
development. Through their knowledge and
skills in hand-tool techniques, their aware-
ness of natural materials, and their approach
to circular and holistic work in their cultural
practice, crafters contribute to a more sus-
tainable society. By further deepening their
skills, for example through residencies, deve-
lopment 1s also propelled forward. The work
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