
site

proposal

research material

guide plan

PREDIPLOMA/
DIPLOMA
booklet

ABSTRACT

Reinvesting coastal heath landscape

Peter Has Larsen
Reinvesting heath landscape
Abstract

The heath landscape is an open coastal cultural heritage of Western Europe along the Atlantic coast. 
For over 4000 years, it has been both a distinctive agricultural type and an essential part of European 
development. Numerous traces of settlements testify that humans have used the landscape actively. 
The heather as a biotope resulted from centuries of deprivation of nutrients and was exploited to its 
limits. Nowadays, the Norwegian heath landscape is scarce, and it is going to disappear without a 
designer and locals’ intervention. How should we maintain such a landscape of tomorrow? How do we 
approach the natural processes of overgrowing heather?

The project is situated at Bliksvær - an archipelago of approx. Sixty islands located 15 km west of 
Bodø in Norway - operating as protected natural reservoir and a nationally valuable cultural heather 
landscape. Investigated coastal valley and the heather field on the main island are recognizable 
landscape entities on the Western coast of Norway. Therefore, Bliksvær, with its rare biotope, and 
aesthetics can be an example for other coastal heaths where high-quality food production may be the 
new purpose for management inlined with tourism. 

The thesis aims to question the current conservation practices and implies that it is impossible to preserve 
the heather landscape in its totality at Bliksvær. Traditional farming does not fulfill farmers’ needs and 
aspirations, while modern producers pretend to be nostalgic historical actors living in paradoxes. The 
proposal strives for a genuine representation of a farmer to whom the heather landscape represents the 
landscape of labor. It welcomes both locals and new neo-rural operators to continue the management, 
directly impacting nature, the rural economy, and the lives of various animals. 
Shifting focus from cultural landscape to cultural experience may allow farmers to stay on-site by 
embracing and reimaging the Nordic wilderness. Gastronomic movement contributes to managing 
and protecting the environment. The program introduces high-quality gastronomical landscapes – 
the spaces and linkages where food is produced and transformed by chefs and food innovators into 
sensory experiences and pleasurable eating, as a new way to rediscover the heathers and strengthen 
the local economy. 

Finally, through the introduction of the landscape architecture toolbox, the project reveals cultural 
practices and sustains local knowledge while transforms the issue of overgrowing into a profitable 
autonomous ecosystem. Overgrown nature in the coastal valley becomes a new precedent - introduced 
as a constructed landscape with enhanced landscape entities. The thesis develops an agroforestry 
system that suggests an answer to the current problem of the overgrowing landscape in the valley. It 
suggests that instead of combating natural processes, the farmers should convert it into an efficient and 
self-sufficient agricultural system that strengthens the local biotope, supports annual crops to grow in 
more significant amounts, and ultimately improves the soil quality; an initiator for further development. 

Figure 1.  Agroforestry in the valley at Bliksvær
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Throughout the history of agriculture until 
now, we have had to increase our food 
production. That has been humans’ primary 
focus. We have also had easy access to 
energy and resources. Agriculture has 
been highly dependent on adding the new 
nitrogen with fertilizers and fossil-derived 
phosphorus, which usually ends up in the 
oceans, eutrophicating them. Using this 
resource cannot be continued since it is 
inefficient, energy-dependent and we are 
about to run out of it. 

Today the situation is different since our 
planet became very fragile. We need to 
create circular systems and therefore recycle 
phosphorus.  It is equally essential that our 
agriculture creates ecosystem services 
such as preserving high biodiversity, 
contributing to the sequestering of carbon, 
and efficiently recycling nutrients. We need 
to use as little new nitrogen, phosphorus, 
and fuel energy as possible. From this 
aspect, our agriculture today is relatively 
inefficient.  

Agroforestry is a perennial intercropping 
system. Trees and shrubs are integrated 
with annual crops. These systems can be 
established on stable land or in forests 
and can also include animals. In Southern 
Europe, agroforestry systems combining 
animals and trees are more common, 
for example, oak trees and pigs, sheep 
and olives, or orchards and chickens.  In 
Northern Europe, there are many kinds of 
alley cropping, with trees for firewood and 
cereals in between. The trees are central 
in these systems; they serve a valuable 
purpose to increase biodiversity since wild 
insects and birds can find feed and shelter in 
these trees. We know that if global warming 
continues, we will see extinct many more 
species. 

Moreover, weather extremes occur more 
commonly, and most affected plants by 
weather extremes are weak annual plants. 
Due to their size and small root systems, 
they are not tolerant to droughts to floods. 
Well-established clusters of shrubs can 
control water supply and protect annual 
plants from extensive sun exposure and 
winds - very common on the Norwegian 
coast.

The trees can also function as nutrient 
pumps with their deep root systems. They 
can absorb nutrients from deep soil layers 
and transport them to the surface.  When 
their leaves fall, the nutrients land on the 
surface, helping to build a fertile and active 
soil where microorganisms release nutrients 
in the soil.  Agroforestry is also productive 
because perennial plants quickly grow 
large foliage, efficiently gathering solar 
power. They grow all year as long as there 
is enough heat. In addition, they absorb 
nutrients at different levels in the ground of 
all existing niches. If the aim is to intensify 
food production in a small area, agroforestry 
systems and other intercropping systems 
may be the answer by growing many 
different crops together, providing diversity 
for local businesses, food consumption, and 
the local economy.

This intentional combination of agriculture 
and forestry also has multiple benefits, 
such as improved soil structure and health, 
reduced erosion, and carbon sequestration.  
It is the latter, together with the timber 
industry, that has been driving many to plant 
trees on the European heather landscape. 
Studies of the valley at Bliksvær indicate 

that this area in time will become naturally 
afforested, and no threatened heather entity 
needs to be protected within the boundary 
of the valley. Consequently, introduced 
controlled agroforestry as a landscape 
architecture design strives to highlight 
natural processes, positively contribute 
to the ecosystem, and restore neglected 
farms. Overgrown hills of the valley 
composed of several types of shrubs and 
trees can enhance the arable and heather 
landscape through cross-fertilization 
processes. The system’s underlying layer is 
grazing; in the context of Bliksvær, it moved 
from the coastal heaths and centered in the 
valley. Animals thrive in the trees’ shadows 
and naturally prefer vegetation higher in 
nutrition while contributing to the lifecycle 
of the crops.  
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The random orchard

The orchard is composed of different kinds 
of fruit trees, and its system is arranged at 
random. Two trees of each species, and then 
when we get to the end of those pairs in the 
eight species, start again in a different random 
order. Consequently, diseases and pests 
are much harder to spread since they need 
to travel longer between the same fruit tree 
types. The orchard grid is situated on a slightly 
sloping terrain where it unites with ordinarily 
growing trees at the edges of rocky hills. 

The meadow

Hedges are aligned according to the sun’s 
position, so crops originating in the alleys between 
the trees have minimal shading while growing. 
By having the trees arranged in this way, there is 
no competition to the trees on the east or west 
side. So although the linear hedges are dense 
in the northeast to southwest direction, there is 
no competition of light or water. That means that 
plants grow extremely fast. Left for nature, it is a 
place of high biodiversity. The root system goes 
across underneath the alleys. Grazing takes place 
in a controlled manner so that the grass will not 
become too high. The tree hedges also help to 
protect crops from the potential diseases usually 
spread by the wind. 

Fields of the wheat lab allow the farmers to 
experiment with the wheat genetic variety. 
The lab is about combing both modern and 
old wheat populations used for centuries. 
Numerous researches point out that mixed 
populations usually show no sign of diseases, 
and weed competition tends to be very 
strong. The great benefit of the old wheat 
population is that it copes much better with 
growing very close to the trees.  In such 
a growing “all-time” population, crops get 
together and sort themselves out, ending up 
with the best genotypes of the wheat breed 
for the particular climate they find themselves 
in. Plants suppose to get more resilient, thus 
allowing expansion. 

Vegetable carpet

The fields of different types of vegetables 
resembling the arrangement of modern 
agriculture allow to plant and harvest more 
significant quantities of crops. With their 
diversity of relatively “low” species, they 
create a synergy of increased yields. The 
simple geometrical grid and proximity to the 
main road allow farmers to increase efficiency 
using industrial machines. Some rows can be 
used as a testbed for vegetables adaptable 
to the colder climate (Pac Choi, Mizuna, or 
Amaranth).

circular economy

Involved participants Scheme of economy for Lygra (Lindås project) Proposed scheme of economy for Bliksvær
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The platform

The viewing platform is situated on 
the hill out on heather to gain a larger 
perspective and see the island in its 
totality. It is a place to reflect, observe the 
setting, notice the island’s boundaries, 
and imprint of the past. With a great 
distance from the ground, the garden’s 
geometrical patterns reveal the whole 
narrative of human presence on-site. 
The round panoramic platform carved 
slightly into the ground provides a view 
that reaches four directions: the heather 
garden, surrounding islands where 
birds nest, the infinite sea horizon, and 
overgrowing peninsulas with the wild 
heather outlook of our time.  

The tourists’ hut

The second structure aims to capture 
the heather’s beauty, in literature 
defined as an endless open landscape. 
The building adjusts to the ground 
and organizes the space by creating a 
primitive structure. The mass of carved 
peat from the tasting cave creates a 
permanent structure above the ground. 
It is labeled as tourists’ hut - a space 
where one may encounter the heather 
through senses. Just as peat bricks 
collected and exposed to the sun out 
on the field, the visitors may experience 
the sensation of unlimited horizon and 
presence of the past translated into 
geometrical shapes in the everlasting 
sun blare of nordic summer.  The 
light flows into space, highlighting 
the human presence and maintained 
nature as one common organism.

The tasting cave

The project includes facilities where 
guests may experience the site 
through their senses. The tasting cave 
is located beneath heather patches, 
where construction works in continuity 
with the landscape and wishes to 
belong to the earth. Gravitational force 
is translated into a massive, rough but 
humble structure, providing shelter 
from sea breeze and wind. The center 
accommodates facilities for maintaining 
optimal conditions for storing collected 
crops while tourists may gather, 
especially in the colder months, to 
enjoy a meal produced from the ground 
they reside in.
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the heather

The heath landscape is an agricultural type and 
an open coastal cultural heritage of Western 
Europe along the Atlantic coast. It reaches from 
northern Portugal to Lofoten in Norway, including 
the United Kingdom and Ireland as well. Remains 
of stone walls, castles, old peat houses, and 
traces of settlements testify that humans have 
used the landscape for centuries.

Traditional heather farming has been sustainable 
in utilizing the resources in the coastal fields. With 
grazing livestock, seasonal burning, and ax, the 
first farmers began clearing the primeval forest to 
create heather moors. 

Landscapes such as heathland are always in 
flux as they are so dependent on active human 
presence. When usage is reduced or stops 
altogether, it will, after a few years, become 
overgrown. The heather plants will start to get 
coarser and get one more wooded growth form. 
At the same time, the heather field is invaded by 

shrubs, especially junipers. Gradually, different 
types of trees establish themselves, and the open 
character of the landscape fades away. 

Historically, heather is the result of centuries of 
deprivation of nutrients and had been exploited 
to its limits. The traditional farm was run in the 
spirit of a “sustainable” way of life, which is 
ironic because it was the lack of nutrients that 
created the heather moors. Sheep were kept 
enclosed overnight, where their manure would 
be gathered and used on the fields, leaving the 
heather deprived of the soil’s nutrition. 
Today we experience acid rain with nutrients like 
sulfur and nitrogen, which fertilize the ground 
more extensively than earlier. Furthermore, 
animal welfare was also at stake. Animals were 
starved long enough to make them graze the 
heather and maintain it to the desired aesthetics. 
Lambs were carried off to the pasture because 
of their weakness (sheep in their nature do not 
prefer heather vegetation, but rather lush grass). 
This cruelty does not comply with current animal 
welfare laws. Undoubtedly, both society and 
ecologists appreciate the heath landscape. Even 

though the biodiversity is low on the heather 
mores and none of the moor species are rare, 
the moor’s biotope has become rare. Because of 
the lack of intensive grazing, this has become an 
aesthetic and ecological dilemma in Norway. 

The traditional Norwegian heath farm was based 
on the usual principles of the infield (innmarka) 
and outfield (utmarka). The moors’ unique climate 
conditions allowed grazing throughout the year, 
and the bogs’ peats were essential as an energy 
source for the farm. Heather was burnt and 
harvested by farmers to encourage new-growth 
and thereby maintain a fairly nourishing fodder.  
In the beach zone, fisheries, seaweed, kelp, and 
shell sand were collected to contribute to the 
fields’ fertilization. 

After the second agricultural revolution in Norway, 
chemical fertilizer made the grass a feasible crop 
in areas where the only heather would grow in 
the past. It affected not only farming practices 
but also the agricultural landscape of Norway. 
Farmers could buy fertilizer and grow crops 

without livestock, which decreased to 70% in the 
past 50 years. Moreover, they were affected by 
the post-war timber prices; therefore, large areas 
of rough grazing fields became afforested. One 
of the most visible changes of those actions 
has been the pasture’s afforestation and natural 
re-growth of native woodland in previously 
grazed areas such as heathland. Norwegian 
authorities considered the strip of heather 
land as poor and marginal. During the national 
romantic period, famous writers fought for the 
fascination of forests. A negative attitude towards 
heather landscape was also noticed between 
researchers. Some called the deforestation off 
the coast a “land accident” that one had to try to 
get out of. Since the 1960s, due to low economic 
profit, most coastal farms have been left behind.
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Traditional coastal heathland cycle
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Traditional coastal healthland cycle. Regular maintenance helps to 
retain an open landscape by keeping vegetation low.
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Discontinued coastal healthland cycle. Lack of maintenance allows 
plants to spread and get coarser.
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Overview of 23 chosen areas in Norway based on report 
“Kystlyngheiene i Norge” by Miljødirektoratet. The Directorate for 
Nature Management launched in May 2008 a project to ensure the 
operation of a representative selection of coastal heathland areas 
along the coast of Norway. The aim was to provide recommendations 
on how much Norway should ensure future management of coastal 
heaths. Based on the inventory in the 1980s and recent surveys, they 
come up with a revised and concrete proposal for regions in all the 
relevant coastal heath counties with potential value. Together, they 
can form a network of coastal heath areas covering various biotopes 
in Norway.

Model that illustrates the construction of the traditional heather farm. 
© Based on illustration made by Lyngheisenteret.
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