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T
he F

aroe Islands

Tórshavn, capital of the Faroe Islands
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1. Introduction

E
nglishm

an S
ydney N

orgate described in 1943 T
he 

F
aroe Islands as  ”the land of m

aybe” . T
his m

aybe,  “kan-
ska”,  seem

s to be a crucial part of F
aroese life and w

ay 
of living

. “M
aybe we go fi shing, m

aybe we travel” – everything is 
related to clim

ate.
 

T
he F

aroe Islands are located in the m
iddle of N

orth A
t-

lantic O
cean, at 62°N

 and 7°W
. T

he islands consist of 18 
islands, w

hich are separated from
 each other by fjords and 

sounds. T
otal area is 1396 km

² - but there is alw
ays no m

ore 
than 5 km

 to shore. T
he closest land is S

hetland, w
hich is 

located at a distance of 300 km
 to the southeast.

 
J

ust over 47000 people and 70 000 sheep live in the F
aroe 

Islands, w
hich capital is T

órshavn. T
he offi cial languages 

spoken are F
aroese and D

anish. R
eligion has an im

portant 
role in F

aroese culture.
 

T
he F

aroe Islands has been a self-governing territory un-
der the sovereignty of the K

ingdom
 of D

enm
ark since 1948. 

A
utonom

y is ruled by local governm
ent,   Føroya L

andsstýri, 
and parliam

ent, Føroya L
øgting. T

he F
aroes has chosen not to 

be a part of E
uropean U

nion.
 

D
uring the sum

m
er 2003 w

e had the honour of visiting 
those islands and discuss w

ith the local people and learn m
ore 

about their culture, how
 they value life and how

 they respect 

L
ocal V

oices F
rom

 
T

he F
aroe Islands

B
y M

ika N
iem

inen, Johanna R
oto and E

ija Syrjäm
äki

nature. It w
as 

rew
arding experience 

to get to live there in the 
m

iddle of fog and rain and 
see the true nature and the 
pow

er of ocean and w
inds.

 
In this paper w

e w
ill be discussing and passing on the 

thoughts the locals shared w
ith us. A

ll the discussions are 
used w

ith the perm
ission.

2. W
haling

S
chools 

of 
long-fi nned 

pilot 
w

hales 
(G

lobicephala m
elas) 

have been caught in the F
aroe Islands for hundreds of years. 

T
herefore, the F

aroese culture is strongly connected around 
w

haling and activities related to the w
hale hunt.  In F

aroese 
the pilot w

hales are know
n as grindahvalur

 
W

haling has had a great im
portance in the earlier days, 

because it brought needed addition to a subsistence diet of 
the people. W

haling has rem
ained as w

ell a w
ay to get food 

and as a com
bining factor of people. T

oday the im
portance 

of pilot w
haling can be divided to three different reasons – 

w
haling has an im

portance as food, econom
ically and it has a 
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social m
eaning.

 
T

he F
aroese pilot w

haling has been w
idely and heavily 

criticised in the International m
edia. T

his happens often w
ith 

false argum
ents, because lack of understanding the tradi-

tion. 
 

Ó
lavur S

jurðarberg lives in L
eirvik and w

orks as a school 
teacher. H

e is the C
hairm

an of P
ilot W

halers A
ssociation, 

w
hich m

ain purpose is to spread inform
ation about pilot 

w
haling and train the local people to conduct the w

haling in 
a proper w

ay. 
 

“F
or the com

m
unity, F

aroes, they [w
haling] brought a lot 

of food for free. T
hat’s im

portant for the com
m

unity, for all, 
house holds and the com

m
unity in F

aroes, they got a lot of 
m

eat, for free, and also, of course, blubber and then the hunt 
is going on…

 w
hen the hunt itself is over, it’s like a dealing 

process and preparing process to store the m
eat. It gets all the 

people in com
m

unity in one w
ay or another and there’s a lot 

of people out, so you can have a talk and m
eet people…

 it’s 
nice together.” [Ó

lavur S
jurðarberg]

 
A

ccording to Ó
lavur S

jurðarberg, w
haling has been and 

still is an essential part in the people’s lives. P
ilot w

hales bring 
food for people, and activities related to the hunt itself bring 
people together. N

o m
oney is involved in hunting. A

fter the 
hunt, m

eat is dealt for free am
ong the participants and the 

habitants of the particular w
haling district. 

 
Ó

lavur S
jurðarberg also sum

s up the im
portance of pilot 

w
haling and connects it into the cultural relevance.

“[P
ilot 

w
haling] 

have 
cultural 

im
portance. 

(Y
ou’ve 

seen 
how

 social it’s,) it can assem
ble a lot of people from

 different 
villages, it is one. It’s also a supply for special food for the 
F

aroese households.  W
e [have practised] that all the tim

e 
people have lived on these islands and hopefully w

e can con-
tinue. “ [Ó

lavur S
jurðarberg]

 
E

veryone living in the F
aroe islands has an opinion about 

pilot w
haling. A

nd often it can be heard from
 them

 that it is 

natural part of their life. T
hey do not have m

uch land to be 
cultivated and they w

ill take w
hat the nature can offer them

. 
T

hey have developed the w
haling m

ethods and they do not 
see that the m

ethods could hinder them
 from

 continuing the 
w

hale hunt. T
herefore B

jarni M
ickkelsen, a biologist, com

-
pares hunting in E

urope, and hunting in the F
aroe Islands, 

and em
phasises the w

ay the pilot w
hale hunt is conducted.

 
“A

s a local I can’t see any diffi culties in the pilot w
hal-

ing. I can see that there have been som
e in earlier tim

e the 
w

ay that w
e traditionally hunted these anim

als w
ith a spear 

for exam
ple. It w

as used to secure these anim
als. A

lso it w
as 

im
portant that w

e got them
. It w

as very im
portant to get this 

m
eat, food source, so you put a lot of effort in to get them

. 
B

ut today w
e have cut out everything so w

e use only the m
ost 

necessary equipm
ent. S

o this is a w
ay of hunt actually, it is 

quite different than w
hat you experience in E

urope in hunt of 
land anim

als but still this is a hunt and w
e kill these anim

als 
as quick as w

e can w
ith traditional w

ay, w
hich w

e have found 
out to be the best w

ay to do it.” [B
jarni M

ickkelsen]
 

B
jarni M

ickkelsen continues by telling about the sustain-
able level of the pilot w

hale hunt. 
 

“... this is part of nature to harvest these m
arine m

am
m

als 
on a sustainable level. A

nd in the F
aroes w

e are, w
e have the 

very strong feeling about the sustainable level that w
e harvest 

and w
e do quite som

e calculations on num
bers of w

hales and 
so on and so on. S

till our traditional w
ay of hunting these ani-

m
als has been, has not threatened any stock of pilot w

hales in 
the N

orth A
tlantic.” [B

jarni M
ickkelsen]

 
E

veryone is free to participate into the  
grindadráp, the 

w
hale hunt. T

here are no professional w
hale hunters, but 

the know
ledge about conducting the hunt is taught by ex-

perienced hunters. T
here are no special vessels for w

haling 
either. B

oats, w
hich are used are norm

al shore fi shing boats. 
 

T
he grindadráp happens only w

hen it is possible to drive 
the w

hales into shore. T
his m

eans that the school of w
hales 
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has to be close enough to the shore, before the hunt can take 
place. 
 

“A
s you can see, nobody in the F

aroes are a professional 
w

hale hunter, all have other civil jobs and w
e never go out 

for seeking, w
e never go out by boat seeking w

here the pilot 
w

hales are, w
e only take them

 w
ho  com

e  here random
ly in 

betw
een the islands. A

nd if it’s possible so w
e drive them

 on 
the shore, it’s also som

etim
es, it’s not possible, w

e have tried, 
but they w

ill not…
 then w

e have to let them
 go out again.” 

[Ó
lavur S

jurðarberg]

2.1 H
ow

 the w
hale hunt happens?

T
he 

inform
ation 

presented 
next 

is 
com

piled 
from

 
inter-

view
s w

ith J
ústines O

lsen, Ó
lavur S

jurðarberg, and P
áll 

M
ikkelsen.

 
T

he traditional hunt of pilot w
hales,  grindadráp or just grind 

in F
aroese, is a com

prehensive process, w
hich starts from

 
spotting a school of pilot w

hales and ends w
hen the m

eat has 
been dealt and killing area is cleaned. 
 

T
hree stages can be recognised in the pilot w

hale hunt that 
is traditionally conducted in the F

aroe Islands. T
he stages are: 

1) D
riving the w

hales; 2) K
illing the w

hales, and; 3) D
ealing 

out the m
eat and blubber. 

 
D

riving the w
hales starts w

hen a school of w
hales is spot-

ted near the land - otherw
ise it is im

possible or very diffi cult 
to drive them

 on the shore. T
he hunt can happen at any tim

e 
of the year, but m

ost frequently the hunts take place during 
the sum

m
er m

onths. S
potting w

hales can happen from
 boat 

or on shore. A
 m

essage about a school of w
hales, G

rindabøð, 
is given im

m
ediately after spotting. M

eaning of G
rindabøð 

is to get enough people for catch. N
ow

adays this m
essage is 

given norm
ally via phones. 

 
T

he w
hales are driven to the specifi c w

haling bays. T
here 

are 22 offi cial w
haling bays in the F

aroe. T
he legalization is 

based on the character of the bay – this m
eans suitable sea to-

pography and suffi cient land infrastructure. T
he boats partic-

ipating into the hunt drive the w
hales in a w

ide sem
icircle. If 

som
e group of the w

hales cannot be beached like described, 
the group should then be driven out back to the sea. 
T

he second phase, killing the w
hales, takes place w

hen the 
fi rst w

hales are stranded. P
eople, usually m

en, are standing 
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in the sea; w
ith w

ater about up to their w
aists. If the w

hales 
are in too deep w

ater they should be hauled upper to the 
shore to ensure that the killing is as fast as possible and that 
the w

hale cannot escape back to the sea w
hen it has already 

been injured.
 

T
raditionally the hauling is done w

ith the help of rope 
and special gaff, sóknarongulin, designed for it. A

fter this, the 
w

hale is killed using a traditional w
haling knife, grindaknívur, 

by cutting dow
n to sever the spinal cord. T

his cuts dow
n the 

blood supply to the brain, w
hich causes the loss of conscious-

ness and death happens in seconds. U
sually people w

ho are 
the m

ost experienced in hunting do the killing.
 

A
fter slaughtering of the w

hales the m
eat and blubber are 

shared am
ong the participants of the hunt and the residents 

of the w
haling bay. T

he catch is dealt out according to the 
rules of traditional com

m
unity sharing, w

hich ensures that 
everyone gets their share. If a w

hale hunt takes place in the 
sam

e bay for several tim
es, the catch w

ill be shared outside 
the district.
 

A
 district sheriff, w

ho is responsible that the sharing is 
done in a correct w

ay, looks after the sharing process. S
har-

ing is still done in a traditional w
ay, w

hich m
eans that w

hales 
are m

easured in old F
aroese m

easurem
ent units,  skinn, w

hich 
corresponds to roughly 38 kg of m

eat and 34 kg of blubber. 
 

A
fter the sharing, the m

eat and blubber are put into stor-
age and prepared. T

here are various w
ays to storage and pre-

pare the m
eat and blubber: m

eat is norm
ally dried or frozen, 

blubber is salted or frozen - preparing occurs m
ost typically 

by boiling. P
áll M

ikkelsen show
ed us the traditional w

ay of 
preserving the blubber in salt.
 

T
he m

ethods of w
haling have changed in the F

aroe Is-
lands. T

he w
ays to kill the w

hales and haul them
 into a beach 

are constantly im
proved. J

ústines O
lsen, w

ho w
orks as a 

veterinarian in the F
aroe Islands, has developed and keeps 

developing new
 tools to m

ake the killing tim
e shorter. 

D
anjal A

ndreasen refl ected the changes in pilot w
haling, 

w
hich have occurred during the years. 

 
“If you look to the past, w

hen I w
as young, then w

e of-
ten had this spear, harpoon, so it w

as not good. T
oday it’s 

stopped, it’s very nice. S
o, it’s m

uch better than it w
as tw

enty 
years ago. I think it is very im

portant for G
reenpeace and 

other people to com
e to F

aroe Islands, and for us to see this 
thing that you have to change it how

 you kill the w
hale. I 

think it’s im
portant.”   D

anjal A
dreasen

T
he w

ay the killing process is done has been changing dur-
ing the years. F

or exam
ple, the use of the w

haling hook,  
sóknarongul, has been criticised due to pain it causes for the 
w

hale, before the actual killing. A
nother traditional w

haling 
equipm

ent, harpoon,  skutil in F
aroese, has been banned since 

1986. 
T

he blow
hole hook has been tested for several years in the 

F
aroe Islands w

ith the purpose that it w
ould replace the 

Blubber has to be salted in order to m
ake

it last longer. 

©
 M

ika N
iem

inen, 2003

Som
e of the traditional pilot w

haling equipm
ent: 

harpoon, knife and w
haling hook. The use of the 

harpoon has been banned since 1986. The tra-
ditional w

haling knife is decorated w
ith fi gures 

related to the w
hale hunt.

The blow
hole hook, blásturongul in Faroese, has been developed to be 

used instead of the w
haling hook. A

t the m
om

ent, the blow
hole hook is 

tested in the Faroe Islands. 

©
 M

ika N
iem

inen, 2003
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w
haling hook. T

he idea of the blow
hole hook is to secure the 

w
hale w

ithout unnecessary pain. 
  

O
ther killing techniques are also currently tested, w

ith the 
intention to m

ake the killing process faster. A
 new

 design for 
the w

haling knife can be seen on the right. 

2.2. T
aking P

art In W
haling

D
uring our visit to the F

aroe Islands the pilot w
haling hap-

pened tw
ice. W

e w
ere asked to join the hunt in H

valvík, 
3.8.2003. P

eople w
ho participated into the hunt w

ere from
 

very young to very old, m
en and w

om
en, but m

ostly m
en. 

A
bout 200 boats and m

ore than 1100 people, from
 w

hich 
som

e 500 to 600 people w
here on land taking part to the hunt  

on that day. R
oads along the bay w

ere full of cars and people 
w

atching the hunt, everyone seem
ed to be there.  T

o com
pare 

– no m
ore than 200 (181 people in 31.12.2002) people live in 

H
valvík. 

 
W

hen w
e got into H

valvík, w
e asked people if w

e could  
join them

 and com
e w

ith them
 into their boats. F

irst w
e asked 

from
 an old m

an, w
ho w

as sorry because his boat w
as very 

sm
all and thus he could not take us w

ith him
, but he advised 

us to ask from
 a bigger boat, next to his. T

he bigger boat w
as 

also fi lled w
ith people, but they m

ade room
 for us. P

eople on 
the boat hoped that the hunt w

ould go w
ell and fast.

 
O

ur fi rst glim
pse from

 the w
hales cam

e and w
e w

ere told 
that w

e can see only one tenth of the w
hole school of w

hales 
at tim

e. H
uge ring of boats w

as driving the w
hales tow

ards 
the w

haling bay, H
valvík. A

ll kinds of boats took part in the 
hunt and w

e w
ere w

ondering, how
 it w

ould have looked if 
the boats w

ould have been those row
ing boats that F

aroese 
used in the past.
 

T
he m

ost spectacular m
om

ent w
as w

hen the fi rst w
hales 

cam
e into the beach and w

hen the fi rst kill took place. T
he 

peaceful m
en on the shore ran to the bay w

ith knives and 
hooks to do w

hat they had to do. 152 w
hales w

ere killed and 

N
ew

 design for the killing knife has 
been developed to m

ake the killing 
process faster. This knife is currently 
tested by Justines O

lsen.

© Mika Nieminen, 2003

the w
ater in the bay becom

e red in colour. 
 

T
he killing w

as done fast and the hunt w
as over rela-

tively fast. A
fter this the slaughtered w

hales w
ere hauled on 

the docks, w
here they w

ere later cut into pieces and shared 
am

ong the participants. 
 

T
he tim

e of the hunt w
as late evening and because of that 

the sharing w
as done not until the next m

orning. A
s suddenly 

as the village of H
valvík had fi lled w

ith cars and people, it 
em

ptied. E
veryone w

ent hom
e to w

ait the next m
orning. A

lso 
w

e w
ere offered a share from

 the hunt. E
ven though w

e are 
not F

aroese w
e w

ould have been entitled to a share because 
w

e took part by driving the w
hales to the shore. T

he w
hales 

w
ere shared after killing parts, “drápspartar”. E

veryone got 
0,7 skinn, w

hich corresponds to som
e 24 kg of blubber and 

27 kg of m
eat, for everyone taking part in the hunt or living 

in H
valvik’s w

haling district.

W
hale hunts are very spectacular and they m

ight upset people w
ho are not 

used to seeing them
. This picture is not from

 the sam
e hunt m

entioned in 
the text above.

©
 Justines O

lsen. U
sed w

ith perm
ission.
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3. O
ther T

raditional S
ources of F

ood

T
he traditional w

ay of living m
ixed into the m

odern w
ay 

of life can be seen in the every day errands of the F
aroese 

people. T
he use of natural resources is im

portant for both 
com

m
unity and individuals. F

or exam
ple m

any people still 
participate in w

haling and fow
ling, w

hich are their w
ays to 

live off the land. 
 

V
ery productive areas w

ith abundant m
arine species sur-

round the F
aroe Islands. F

ishing plays an im
portant role in 

the every day life of people, by providing food and incom
e. 

F
isheries products, w

hich include farm
ed salm

on, com
prise 

m
ore than 95%

 of total exports.  
 

M
any people get their food straight from

 the sea and 
in m

any cases the catch is divided up am
ong relatives and 

neighbours. T
his also m

eans that it is alm
ost im

possible to get 
a fresh fi sh from

 the local store. 

3.1 F
ow

ling
T

he F
aroe Islands are densely populated by various species 

of birds. S
om

e of the species e.g. puffi ns and fulm
ars are 

hunted. T
here is plentiful bird cliffs in the F

aroes, but m
ost 

of the fow
ling cliffs are on the w

estern or northern coasts of 
the islands. F

ow
ling happens on the cliff ledges. M

en use the 
net at the end of the pole to catch the bird. F

ow
ling and egg 

collecting are traditional activities and sources of local food. 
 

S
eabird 

colonies 
living 

around 
the 

F
aroe 

Islands 
are 

harvested based on traditional m
ethods. H

ans J
acob H

er-
m

ansen, w
ho w

orks as driving school entrepreneur in the 
F

aroes and is the form
er C

hairm
an of P

ilot W
halers A

ssocia-
tion, describes the situation of the bird hunting today.
 

“W
e take the fulm

ars, the young fulm
ars, w

e take that in 
the end of A

ugust on the tw
enty fi fth, later again and…

 I 
suppose fi fty to sixty per cent of the F

aroe Islands are active 
in this thing, w

hereas in other countries a sm
all percentage 

Puffi ns at M
ykines, the m

ost W
estern island 

of Faroes.

©
 Johanna Roto, 2003

w
ould be active, rest w

ould go to shops and buy it. S
o w

e live 
in a w

ay w
e go to the shop to buy things, otherw

ise w
e are 

self-providing w
ith things: fi sh, sheep, birds and so on. S

o 
that is the w

ay, it’s a com
bined existence of the life, w

here the 
old w

ay of living and the m
odern w

ay of living.” [H
ans J

acob 
H

erm
ansen]

 
R

ene H
ansen, 29-year-old bird hunter from

 N
olsoy, a 

sm
all island opposite to the capital T

órshavn, refl ects that 
“the fi rst reason why I catch the puffi ns is to have som

ething to eat.” 
In addition, he also expresses his concern about the future of 
fow

ling.
 

“M
eans a lot for m

e [fow
ling]. I am

 the youngest w
ho is 

catching the birds now
, so it seem

s like that. W
hen I get old 

enough, it’s stopped.” [R
ene H

ansen]

3.2 S
heep H

erding
It is said that “wool is Faroese gold”. A

 sheep is an im
portant ani-

m
al on the F

aroe Islands – and nearly everyone w
ho is living 

on a village could be called a shepherd. M
any people in the 

F
aroe Islands have som

e sheep by them
selves, even on tow

n 
area. S

heep herding is partly com
m

unal – each m
an ow

ns 
certain sheep, but pasture is often locally ow

ned. Individual 
sheep can be recognized w

ith sheep ear m
arks. 

 
T

he ow
ner usually does the w

ool gathering and slaughter-
ing of his or her sheep. A

ccording to Ó
lavur S

jurðarberg, it 
is an essential thing that you know

 how
 to prepare your food 

from
 the beginning; the only w

ay to learn your culture is by 
practising the traditional activities. 
 

B
esides sheep, there are som

e cattle in the F
aroe Islands, 

m
ainly for m

ilk production. 

3.3 F
ishing

A
s a consequence of the location of the F

aroe Islands near 
the strong sea currents the surrounding w

aters are abundant 
in fi sh. F

ishing in such conditions requires great am
ount of 

Sheep herding is an im
portant part of 

Faroese life.

©
 Johanna Roto, 2003
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know
ledge about the sea currents and navigation. 

 
F

aroese econom
y is strongly dependent on the fi shing 

and aquaculture industries. B
ecause of geographical location 

m
ost of the exported fi sh is frozen or salted. B

ut even these 
days there are a lot of fi sherm

en w
ho do the sm

all catch on 
the side of fi shing vessels. T

he species w
ith biggest econom

i-
cal value are cod, haddock, seithe, salm

on and halibut.
 

D
ue to the experience in fi shing, the techniques to catch 

the fi sh and the other activities related to it have been shaped 
by the sea and w

eather conditions. R
eðin L

eonson, retired 
policem

an from
 M

ykines, tells about fi shing in the F
aroe Is-

lands and criticises the fi shing quota, w
hich is used in m

any 
countries. 
 

“H
ere in the F

aroes it is very good w
ith the fi shing. B

e-
cause w

e have no quota, it is crazy w
ith the quota because 

if you have quota as one tons cod today and they just take 
the good cod and rest is handed outside again. T

hey m
aybe 

catching ten ton, and take one ton, the rest out, dead fi sh. 
B

ut w
e have fi shing days, all you can fi sh that day you com

e 
hom

e w
ith. W

e have fi shing days, instead of quota. A
nd it is 

ok because here is plenty of fi sh. V
ery good regulator w

ith 
the fi shing day. M

uch better than quota.” [R
eðin L

eonson]
 

S
ofus S

trøm
, w

ho lives in S
uðuroy, in the southernm

ost 
island, and w

orks as a teacher, assesses the factors affecting 
the am

ount and quality of fi sh.
 

“T
here are m

any things, w
hich are affecting the grow

th 
of the fi sh stock; tem

perature, currents. S
o, w

e think that 
because there are so m

any things, w
hich are affecting, you 

cannot just look, three, four years back that it is our fi shing 
w

hich is causing that.” [S
ofus S

trøm
]

 
O

n the other hand, S
trøm

 sees that over fi shing is affect-
ing the fi sh stocks in a negative w

ay. 
 

“B
ut I believe w

e are over fi shing. N
ot w

ith traw
lers, it 

w
as ten years ago I thought it w

as traw
lers, w

hich caused it. 
B

ut now
 I believe it is the long line fi shing, w

here hooks w
ith 

baits are used. In one line fi shing ship there can be 40 000 
hooks, and if you think there is tw

enty ships out during one 
night, I now

 m
ean only the biggest ships. A

nd if the w
eather 

is good, you also have the sm
aller ships, so I think w

e have 
each day about 10 -15 m

illion hooks in the sea, every day, 
110/150 days a year. S

o, it’s very m
uch.” [S

ofus S
trøm

]

4. C
ulture

In the F
aroe Islands the local culture and habits have been 

seen as the pow
er of ow

n identity. In this contexts history, 
language and traditional livelihoods has had the biggest im

-
portance. 
 

L
anguage is for F

aroese m
ore than a w

ay of com
m

uni-
cation – It´s an im

portant role F
aroese culture and identity. 

F
aroese language is rooted in O

ld N
orse, and is rather near 

Icelandic.  F
aroese language w

as an im
portant elem

ent in the 
process of F

aroese nation-building. A
ll inform

ants w
e inter-

view
ed em

phasised the im
portance of their culture. 

L
ike F

aroese culture, also F
aroese language has been en-

riched due to the harsh environm
ent and clim

ate. A
s Ó

lavur 
S

jurðarberg refl ected to us:
 

“W
e have m

any nam
es, answ

ers for w
ind because w

e are 
so dependent on the w

eather. S
o w

e have, w
e have m

any dif-
ferent w

ords for w
ind and for w

eather, and also for rough 
sea.”
 

F
aroese culture has its roots strongly in nature; it is de-

pendent on the environm
ent w

here it has evolved. In addi-
tion, natural resources, such as fi sheries, are the m

ain sources 
of incom

e for the F
aroese people. M

ickkelsen tells about how
 

he sees nature and the people. 
 

“I think nature m
eans a lot for the F

aroese. I think if you 
look at the islands you can say w

e have a lot of nature, still w
e 

do not have that lot of land that w
e can w

alk on but w
e have 

the nature very close to us and w
e live by nature.” [B

jarni 
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M
ickkelsen]

S
till today, m

any people are fi shing and participating in w
hal-

ing and fow
ling, w

hich are w
ays to live off the land. T

he use 
of natural resources is seen as an im

portant thing for both 
com

m
unity and individuals.

 
H

ow
ever, changes in the F

aroese culture can be seen. 
R

ene H
ansen tells about the change from

 his point of view
 as 

a bird catcher. 
 

“It’s [puffi ns] the sam
e as the pilot w

haling, now
 it doesn’t 

have so m
uch m

eaning, but in the past it w
as very im

portant. 
A

nd that’s the sam
e about pilot w

haling, it is not so today…
 

w
e can eat anything else, but it is just the culture [w

hy] w
e 

kill. A
nd som

e people like very m
uch, old people, but young-

er generation…
 I think, 50 years and w

e not kill w
hales any-

m
ore, m

ake the sam
e w

ith the puffi ns, w
e are not catching 

them
 anym

ore. W
e change, the culture [is] changing.” [R

ene 
H

ansen]
 

A
ccess to exported food has got better and becom

e m
ore 

ensured, due to the faster and m
ore reliable transportation. 

B
ut still Ó

lavur S
jurðarberg discusses w

hale hunt as an event 
that brings people together and S

jurðarberg also w
ants to 

em
phasize the cultural and social im

portance w
hich cannot 

be enough stressed.
 

“F
or the com

m
unity, F

aroes, [w
haling] brought a lot of 

food, for free. T
hat’s im

portant for the com
m

unity, for all, 
house holds and com

m
unity in F

aroes, they got a lot of m
eat, 

for free, and also, of course, blubber it gets all the people in 
com

m
unity in one w

ay or another and there’s a lot of people 
out, so you can have a talk and m

eet people…
 it’s nice to-

gether.” [Ó
lavur S

jurðarberg]
 

E
ven though people are still getting together during a 

w
hale hunt, m

any of the traditions have been changing along 
the w

haling m
ethods. Ó

lavur S
jurðarberg gives an exam

ple 
by telling about the traditional F

aroese dance, w
hich w

as tra-
ditionally danced during and after the w

hale hunt.

 
“E

arlier, I rem
em

ber w
hen, w

hen there w
as a grindadance 

[pilot w
hale dance], every tim

e w
hen there has been a hunt. 

G
rindadance w

as a dance that w
as going on from

 the point 
w

hen the killing process w
as over, until the participant of 

the hunt w
as allow

ed to go to their w
ay to the w

hales and 
cut their share. It w

as a social phenom
enon in these w

aiting 
hours, but since our infrastructure has been as good as it is 
today, the grindadance is not a com

m
on w

ay m
ore. S

o w
e 

have lost, because of infrastructure this, I think so, the grinda 
dance. B

ut it’s w
ritten m

uch about that in books, now
 they 

only talk about it and do not practice it that m
uch. B

ut w
e 

still have the old F
aroese ring dance. G

rinda dance and the 
old F

aroese ringdance is the sam
e, but w

hen it’s grinda day 
w

e do not dance.” [Ó
lavur S

jurðarberg]
 

T
he m

eaning of this particular  grindadansur, grinda dance, 
has changed. A

ccording to som
e of our inform

ants (Ó
lavur 

S
jurðarberg and D

orete B
loch), the grinda dance had a pur-

pose, it w
as danced in order to keep w

arm
 and dry out the 

w
et clothes after the slaughtering of the w

hales. 
 

E
arlier, connections betw

een villages and islands w
ere ir-

regular and m
oving from

 place to place w
as done only w

hen 
necessary. T

oday, w
hen people have cars and other possibili-

ties for easy m
oving from

 place to place, there is no need for 
the w

arm
ing up and drying the w

et clothes by dancing any-
m

ore.
 

T
his w

as seen clearly during our ow
n attendance to the 

w
hale hunt in the F

aroe Islands. M
any people cam

e to par-
ticipate into the hunt, but after the hunt w

as over, everybody 
w

ent back to hom
e and the sharing of the m

eat w
as done 

next m
orning, w

hen everybody cam
e back to pick up their 

shares. 

5. F
uture and C

urrent C
oncerns

D
uring the last couple of years the m

ain topic of F
aroese 
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political agenda has been the question of 
independency. 

G
enerally 

strong 
F

aroese 
identity and the fact that the F

aroe Islands 
is a self-governing territory under the sov-
ereignty of the K

ingdom
 of D

enm
ark, di-

vides people’s opinions w
hether the F

aroe 
Islands should be totally independent from

 
D

enm
ark or not. Q

uestion is m
ostly eco-

nom
ical and nationalistic. L

eonson express-
es his feelings about the independency. 
 “W

e can’t be independent. W
e are inde-

pendent in  [our] w
orld.

T
hey should call us F

aroe Islanders, w
e are 

F
aroe Islanders, w

e can never be D
anish. 

W
e are F

aroe Islanders. A
nd w

e are very 
proud to be F

aroe Islanders. B
ut I w

ill never call D
enm

ark 
our m

other country, w
e are F

aroe Islanders, and proud of 
that.” [R

eðin L
eonson]

5.1. S
tate of E

nvironm
ent

M
any of the concerns of the F

aroese people are connected to 
the changes in nature. E

nvironm
ental pollutants are seen as 

a threat, w
hich affects consum

ption of the w
hale m

eat. L
ink 

betw
een the w

hale m
eat and F

aroese culture is evident, as 
m

any of the traditional activities are done during the w
hale 

hunt. A
lthough F

aroese culture contains a lot of other things 
than the w

hale hunt.
 

R
ene H

ansen discusses relationship w
ith nature now

 and 
before. H

ansen sees changes in relationship w
ith nature of 

people.
 

“W
e are so far aw

ay from
 nature now

, they don’t under-
stand that [killing anim

al for food], but in the past w
hen you 

lived so close to the nature…
 w

e lived like the anim
als, w

e 
had to so w

e could get them
, w

e don’t live that w
ay anym

ore. 

M
ykines

©
 Eija Syrjäm

äki, 2003

T
here is people w

ho don’t like that.” [R
ene H

ansen]
 

D
anjal A

ndreasen discusses about the im
portance of tak-

ing care of environm
ent. 

 
“T

he future... I hope w
e can take the w

hale, I also hope 
that the people outside look after us so w

e do it in hum
an 

w
ay, alw

ays, it’s very im
portant. W

hat I also hope is the peo-
ple outside F

aroe Islands, they w
ill understand that w

e need 
it, it’s im

portant for us. It’s not only for w
hale it’s for every-

thing w
hich is living in this w

orld. Y
ou have to take care of 

everything. It’s the sam
e w

ith fi sh. A
s w

e say in the F
aroe 

Islands: everybody can’t go out fi shing. It w
ill take fi ve six 

years,-no m
ore fi sh. S

o, I think w
e have learned it. If w

e do 
not have fi sh w

e cannot live on these Island. I think w
e w

ill 
take care of this. I am

 sure about it.”  D
anjal A

dreasen

5.2. F
uture of T

raditions?
S

jurðarberg tells about problem
s of the m

odern w
orld and 

sees them
 happening in the F

aroe Islands as w
ell.

 
“Y

oung people are going to the center area, that’s a w
orld 

w
ide problem

. W
e also feel it here and areas on the outskirt 

of the F
aroes are, I m

ust say, dying out. S
om

e villages earlier, 
if you only go fi fty year back in this there w

as big villages 
and now

 really sm
all villages. D

ecreasing, getting sm
aller and 

sm
aller.” [Ó

lavur S
jurðarberg]

 
B

esides the fact that the young people are m
oving to the 

capital area, aw
ay from

 the sm
all villages, R

eðin L
eonson ex-

presses another threat, w
hich is evidently changing people’s 

habits. 
 

“I think in ten, fi fteen years they [w
e] w

ill not eat w
hale 

anym
ore. B

ecause I w
ill not give m

y grandchildren w
hale 

now
 because after all the talk about the quicksilver. I w

ill not 
give them

. If they w
ant, ok, but I w

ill not ask. W
hen I w

as a 
child, it w

as, you have to eat so m
uch blubber, because it is 

good for you. I w
ould never do it for m

y children or grand-
children.” [R

eðin L
eonson]
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In other w
ords, if young people are not practicing the tradi-

tional w
ays to live off the land and other traditional activities, 

the future of any culture is uncertain.
 

T
raditional w

ay of living is an im
portant part of people’s 

life in the F
aroe Islands. F

or instance, F
aroese traditional pi-

lot w
haling has often been m

isunderstood outside the islands. 
F

or last tw
enty years the F

aroe Islands are m
ost know

n and 
criticized because of their w

haling practices. T
he pilot w

hal-
ing becam

e the object of attention since m
id-1980s w

hen an-
tiw

haling groups becam
e interested in it. A

ccording to H
er-

m
ansen, the F

aroese pilot w
haling is not going to be affected 

by international pressure, but by another external threat.
 

”I think that w
e are not in a position today that interna-

tional pressure w
ould stop us from

 killing pilot w
hales, w

hat 
I fi nd the biggest problem

 is pollution, w
hy w

e have to stop, 
because the pilot w

hales, like everything living in the ocean, 
is so polluted that w

e cannot use that for consum
ption and 

perhaps they are even threatened to extinction because of the 
pollution.” [H

ans J
acob H

erm
ansen]

 
H

erm
ansen is concerned about the pollutants in the pi-

lot w
hale’s m

eat. B
ecause of these pollutants in the m

eat and 
blubber, health authorities have set recom

m
endations for the 

consum
ption of the w

hale m
eat. A

ccording to the experiences 
w

e had during our trip to the F
aroe Islands, local people are 

very w
ell inform

ed and educated about the current situation. 
 

F
or exam

ple, R
ene H

ansen and R
eðin L

eonson em
pha-

sised in their interview
s that no bird or w

hale w
ill be killed 

just for fun; the killing is done only for getting food.
 

H
ans J

acob H
erm

ansen refl ects the current situation from
 

his point of view
, and em

phasises that the facts should alw
ays 

be checked before m
aking any assum

ptions.
“T

he question, w
hether people are in favour or opposed to 

w
haling that is a personal decision that everybody should be 

allow
ed to m

ake. B
ut, w

hat w
e feel or w

hat I feel is that it 
should be based on facts, and, I think, that is w

hat happens 

all around the w
orld that w

e are draw
ing conclusions on in-

form
ation, but w

e are never checking w
hether it is right or 

w
rong.” [H

ans J
acob H

erm
ansen]

 
Ó

lavur S
jurðarberg also expresses his concern about the 

environm
ental pollutants, w

hich are threat both to the people 
and the w

hales.
 

“O
f course earlier the w

hale m
eat w

as a bigger part of the 
consum

ption, food here in the F
aroes, because it seem

s w
e, 

every year got approx the sam
e num

ber of w
hales, approx 

thousand each year, so it w
as also earlier, but population only 

w
as a half of today, so earlier it w

as m
ore to every household 

than today, still they got their share and ate it. B
ut w

e got 
also a recom

m
endation from

 health authorities, that w
e shall 

not eat w
hale m

eat m
ore than every fourth day or so…

 it’s 
because of pollution. (F

rom
 the industrial nations here close 

to us.)” [Ó
lavur S

jurðarberg]
 

J
ustines O

lsen brings up another threat, w
hich is brought 

into the F
aroese culture aside the environm

ental pollutants. 
 

“T
here is one thing, w

hich is w
orrying m

e for the m
om

ent, 
and it is that the recom

m
endations that is com

ing out in the 
F

aroe Islands at the m
om

ent is that they are recom
m

ending 
pregnant w

om
en and children: don’t eat pilot w

hale. A
nd 

from
 anthropological point of view

 that’s a very tough rec-
om

m
endation. If the children cannot eat and the m

other in 
the house preparing the food is not eating it w

hen w
ill they 

learn to eat it? I think if that m
essage is com

ing through it w
ill 

not take m
any years until there is no one except old, old m

an, 
eating it.” [J

ustines O
lsen]

 
D

orethe B
loch tells about her feelings and questions 

w
hether it is better to continue w

ith the traditional diet or 
replace it by som

ething other. B
loch com

pares the situation 
of the F

aroe Islands to the situation in G
reenland.

 
“I didn’t eat it [w

hale m
eat] w

hen I w
as w

aiting the babies  
but I also know

 from
 G

reenland that it is m
ore dangerous for 

hum
an beings to leave the traditional food and instead eat, 
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w
hat you call…

 if you see G
reenland the alternative today to 

traditional food, birds and seals, w
hales, it is fast food, pizza 

and all that stuff. A
nd it is m

ore dangerous for the G
reen-

landers to eat that, the doctors in G
reenland say to go on w

ith 
the risk in the traditional food. S

o, I don’t know
.” [D

orethe 
B

loch]
 

A
nother observation concerning people in the F

aroe Is-
lands, is the am

ount of birds. F
or instance, R

ene H
ansen has 

fi rst hand know
ledge about the birds, because he has been 

hunting them
 for m

any years. 
 

“T
here’s less birds than it used to be. I don’t know

 w
hat’s 

the trouble. W
e think it’s the food [of the birds].” [R

ene 
H

ansen]
 

D
orethe B

loch links the fl uctuation in the bird popula-
tions and clim

ate together. 
 

“W
e think it  [decrease of the birds] is about, it’s clim

atic 
related. Y

ou know
 these oscillations in the clim

ate and it in-
fl uence on to production of the sea, and you can see it, if there 
is the pilot w

hales or not here, or bottlenose w
hales or not, it 

is clim
ate related.” [D

orethe B
loch]

 
H

erm
ansen expresses his feelings about the w

ay people 
are categorized to indigenous and non-indigenous. 
 

“It’s another thing that, very often, it depends on, it’s the 
highest discrim

ination that I fi nd is that the m
ore indigenous 

you are the m
ore cruel you are allow

ed to be, but w
e are not 

indigenous so w
e are not allow

ed to do such things, if w
e 

w
ere a bit m

ore dark or if w
e w

ould have a span of dogs in 
front of our…

 in front of us. T
hen w

e w
ould be allow

ed to do 
this.” [H

ans J
acob H

erm
ansen]

T
he criticism

 is also pointed tow
ards everyone w

ho is pre-
senting opinions and argum

ents based on feelings or untrue 
inform

ation. O
r m

aybe the fl ow
 of inform

ation is not effi cient 
enough in today’s w

orld even though w
e are living in the m

id-
dle of inform

ation societies. H
erm

ansen gathers the situation 
w

ith follow
ing w

ords:

 
“A

lso I think that the gap is so w
ide betw

een people living 
here and the people getting the inform

ation about w
hat w

e do 
w

hile w
e are living here, because the im

age of F
aroe Island-

ers far aw
ay, is quite different, I think, from

 those w
ho have 

lived…
 w

ho have been here, to see w
hat actually goes on, I 

im
agine that.” [H

ans J
acob H

erm
ansen]

T
hanks to all w

ho contributed to carrying out this project by 
giving their tim

e and full support!

W
e w

ant to present biggest thanks to all from
 the F

aroe Is-
lands, just to m

ention:
D

ánjal A
ndreasen, D

orethe B
loch, K

risfi nn C
hristiansen, 

M
aria D

am
, O

ve F
redriksen, G

utti G
uttesen, B

ogi H
ansen, 

R
ene H

ansen, H
ans J

acob H
erm

ansen, A
nna J

acobsen, 
J

ákup á F
. J

acobsen, M
arius J

acobsen, J
ens-K

jeld J
ensen, 

A
ndras J

oensen, F
innbogi J

oensen, S
ofus D

ebus J
ohan-

nesen, P
alli L

am
hauge, R

eðin L
eonson and his fam

ily, B
jarni 

M
ickkelsen, P

áll M
ikkelsen, J

ustines O
lsen, K

ate S
ander-

son, Ó
lavur S

jurðarberg, S
ofus S

trøm
, J

ógvan V
agsheyg 

and Z
acharias Z

achariasen.

A
nd to you w

ho m
ade this possible in the fi rst place:

T
ero M

ustonen, S
now

change P
roject; and T

am
pere P

oly-
technic
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T
he F

aroese have long been
 “a place without interest,”  es-

pecially if w
e are talking about their culture. Interna-

tionally, the m
ain topics about the F

aroe Islands have 
recently been oil and w

haling. In fact, the pilot w
haling can 

be seen as a central part of the F
aroese culture and w

ay of liv-
ing. T

he pilot w
hale itself can be seen as a sym

bol w
ith both 

cultural and national m
eaning. 

 
W

e can handle the social m
eaning of pilot w

haling through 
actors and situations. A

ctors and situations are closely related 
to place and its special characteristics, both on the sides of 
physical and social environm

ents.
 

T
he place has been a resource w

here the self-suffi cient lo-
cal culture has lived on in balance w

ith nature. W
hen w

e are 
talking about locality, our goal is to fi nd cooperation betw

een 
social processes and local conditions. T

he practice of hunting 
has long been a culturally m

eaningful practice for the F
aroe 

Islanders as a tradition and a custom
 w

ith historical roots. 
 

T
he F

aroese call the pilot w
hale “grind.” T

he traditional 
killing of the w

hales, grindadráp, has a huge social m
eaning. 

T
he w

hole village and even som
e others are taking part in 

it – there are no professional w
halers in the F

aroe Islands, 
neither special w

haling vessels or boats. 
 

H
ow

ever, there are plenty of specifi c rules, norm
s and 

habits about the catch. A
lso m

any F
aroese w

ords and prac-
tices are connected to the pilot w

hale and its hunting: special 
tools, activities, regulations, songs, foods, and so on. 
 

G
rindadráp is said to be bloody. T

he catch happens only 

E
cological M

onitoring and O
bservations of C

ultural 
H

unting of P
ilot W

hales In the F
aroe Islands – 

T
he L

ocal S
ociety P

erspective 
B

y Johanna R
oto

w
hen a stock of pilot w

hales are observed near the shore. 
T

hen the w
hales are driven to a killing bay. H

unting the 
w

hales m
akes the killing place look like a blood bay for days. 

B
ut it’s m

ost effective and hum
ane to kill the w

hales by cut-
ting the blood vessels in the w

hales’ neck. It’s the only m
eth-

od by w
hich these w

hales can be killed successfully. C
utting 

happens w
ith a special w

haling knife,  grindaknívar. 
 

P
ilot w

haling is a non-com
m

ercial action - every partici-
pant of the hunting has rights to get a part of the catch for 
free. P

articipating in the hunt is not an obligation, and even 
the villagers w

ho do not participate receive their shares of 
m

eat. A
fter slaughtering the pilot w

hale the hunting tradi-
tions do not end. T

he grindadráp is a beginning for social 
com

m
unication betw

een the villagers, relatives and friends. 
W

hale division, carving and distribution (grindabýti) are also 
a crucial part of hunting. T

he pilot w
hale m

eat and blubber 
are a central part of traditional (ordinary) F

aroese food. 
Internationally, the F

aroe Islands are m
ost know

n and criti-
cized because of their w

haling practices, although there is 
often a huge lack of understanding of the econom

ic, logis-
tical, cultural and social dim

ensions of F
aroese pilot w

hal-
ing. Y

early the catch in the F
aroes varies from

 a couple of 
hundred to thousand(s). B

ehind the criticism
 is the question 

about international netw
orking and international contracts 

and relations. C
entre – periphery relations have a central 

m
eaning. 

 
T

he F
aroe Islands as a northern autonom

y are a sm
all fac-
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tor on the international arena, w
here the cooperation happens 

betw
een m

icro and m
acro levels. W

e shouldn’t see these lev-
els as opposites, but concentrate on the interaction betw

een 
the levels. It is im

portant to m
ake the actors w

ith pow
er to 

observe and pay attention also to local societies and their 
culture. W

e should see the local, national and international 
levels as a w

hole. It’s im
portant to give a chance to cultural 

Jan
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e

b
M
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M
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diversity, and respect others and their custom
s - T

here’s not 
only one w

ay to do and understand things. W
e are allow

ed 
to criticize the F

aroese pilot w
hale hunting, but as long as it 

is a non-com
m

ercial cultural tradition w
ith a great m

eaning 
to the local societies, w

e are not allow
ed to fi ght against it or 

forbid it. W
e should respect it. 
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