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Abstract 

This thesis investigates relationships between cultural values and conservation practices, 

focusing on the whooper swan (Cygnus cygnus) in Iceland. Conflicts between farmers and 

swans in Iceland have triggered debates about how to balance utilitarian concerns with 

interests in visual appeal and other affective qualities in species conservation. This study 

therefore addresses the following: (1) How are swans conceptualized aesthetically, 

symbolically, and sentimentally in Iceland in light of their protected status and increasing 

population? (2) To what extent are swans conceived of as active agents in their 

environment? (3) How do these notions play out in the human–wildlife conflict between 

farmers and swans, as well as in broader social and conservation contexts? Qualitative data 

drawn from interviews with farmers, wildlife enthusiasts, and policy-shapers has been 

gathered and analyzed to address these questions. The study revealed a range of nuances 

and ambivalence within participants’ ideas about the cultural values of swans, with 

different groups approaching these values as fixed or contingent, respectively. Secondly, 

the degree to which participants attributed agency to whooper swans likely facilitates the 

swan’s recasting as a pest in the countryside. Finally, the study underscores the fact that 

management of “nuisance” species is always an ethically entangled issue that should 

engage public discussion. This case presents a timely opportunity to achieve a richer 

understanding of how cultural attitudes toward other animals gain value within 

conservation decision-making, a critical component of illuminating the often-concealed 

“biopolitics of conservation” that directly affect the protection of wildlife and landscape 

around the world. 

Keywords: biopolitics of conservation; nonhuman agency; human–wildlife conflict; 

whooper swan; crop damage 



 

Útdráttur 

Prýði á kornakrinum? Álftin á Íslandi og ágreiningur um verndun hennar. 

Í þessari ritgerð er fjallað um tengsl menningarbundinna gilda og ákvarðana um 

náttúruvernd. Horft er sérstaklega til stöðu álftarinnar (Cygnus cygnus) á Íslandi. Árekstrar 

milli bænda og álfta hafa vakið upp umræðu um hvernig ná megi jafnvægi í tegundavernd 

milli nytjasjónarmiða og sjónræns gildis eða annarra gilda sem tengjast skynhrifum. 

Rannsóknin miðar að því að svara eftirfarandi spurningum: (1) Hverjar eru hugmyndir 

fólks um fegurðargildi, táknrænt gildi og tilfinningalegt gildi álftarinnar á Íslandi, með 

tilliti til friðunar hennar og fjölgunar í stofninum? (2) Að hve miklu leyti eru álftir álitnar 

virkir gerendur í umhverfi sínu? (3) Hvernig speglast þessar hugmyndir í árekstrum þeim 

sem orðið hafa milli bænda og álfta, sem og í víðara samhengi samfélags og 

náttúruverndar? Svara við spurningunum er leitað með greiningu eigindlegra gagna, sem 

fengin eru úr viðtölum við bændur, áhugafólk um villt dýr og aðila sem koma að 

stefnumótun. Rannsóknin leiddi í fyrsta lagi í ljós mikla breidd í hugmyndum viðmælenda 

um menningarlegt gildi álfta. Þetta gildi er ýmist álitið fastbundið eða háð aðstæðum, eftir 

því hvaða hópur á í hlut. Í öðru lagi virðist viðhorf viðmælenda til gerendahæfni álftarinnar 

tengjast því að hún sé nú álitin plága í sveitum landsins. Að lokum undirstrikar rannsóknin 

þá staðreynd að stjórn tegunda sem taldar eru til ama er ætíð flókin siðferðilega og krefst 

umræðu meðal almennings. Þetta tiltekna dæmi eykur skilning á því hvernig menningarleg 

viðhorf til dýra fá hljómgrunn þegar ákvarðanir um verndun eru teknar. Þetta er afar 

mikilvægt til að varpa ljósi á pólitískar forsendur og ferli í náttúruvernd, sem oft eru undir 

yfirborðinu, en sem hafa bein áhrif á verndun villtra dýra og landslags um heim allan. 

Lykilorð: lífpólitík í náttúruvernd; gerendahæfni; árekstrar manna og dýra; álft; 

uppskerutap 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

To the rarest of birds: 

an Icelandic nightingale 

and a London puffin  

 

 





 

Preface 

Almost exactly five years ago, I borrowed the first line of a sonnet by Edna St. Vincent 

Millay for a little poem of my own: 

I looked in my heart while the wild swans went over. 

So naked were they under the insufficient cloak of dusk 

that I almost blushed; 

so compelling their cries that I almost followed. 

Who else 

behind these corrugated walls 

under these corrugated roofs 

allowed their hearts to break just now 

for those hoarse honks echoing with familiar disquiet? 

Last night on TV: 

the story of the vigilante farmers who blew up a dam, protecting their slice of the wild: 

my tenderness won’t do. 

The swans who went over Reykjavík in April 2013 were not the same kind as the ones who 

went over New England in 1921, the year Millay published “Wild Swans” in her book 

Second April (Millay, 2002/1921). Mine were whoopers, whereas hers would have been 

trumpeters (or, possibly, mute swans, a species introduced to North America in the late 

19th century). And while hers delivered an innocent invitation to freedom and expansion, 

mine were a conscience of sorts, witnesses to environmental changes on a scale that would 

have been unimaginable in Millay’s time. 

When I wrote that poem, I was unaware of the conflict between swans and farmers that 

served as the motivation for this thesis. It is all the more poignant to me, then, to rediscover 

my reference to farmers acting not as adversaries of wild nature but as radical 

environmentalists. As retold in the 2013 documentary Hvellur, a group of long-anonymous 

community members in rural north Iceland destroyed a dam on the Laxá River with 

dynamite in 1970. This sabotage and the dogged determination of the community led to the 

prevention of another planned dam, as well as the protection of Laxá and Lake Mývatn and 

the introduction of environmental impact assessments for energy production. Just as it is 

said that Iceland’s first philosophers were farmers, so too were its first environmentalists. 

Rather than pitting the three groups of interview participants in this study—farmers, 

nature-lovers, and policy-shapers—against each other, I hope that my work speaks to them 

all as fellow dwellers of the same land. May the swans fly equally over us all. 

And what of the swans themselves? British nature writer and self-described swan-watcher 

Jim Crumley has traced the commonalities among legends of swans dating back for 

millennia, spanning the globe, and reports that 

at the heart of many of these legends is a single idea—that the human soul flies on in 

the swan after death.…It is an understandable obsession. So many races and tribes 

adhere to the idea of an afterlife in a place other than on earth…To reach such a place, 



 

the soul must have wings, and what better conveyance than the exquisite and 

seemingly unstoppable flight of swans. (Crumley, 1997, pp. 26–27) 

But when he discovers the remains of one particular swan, a mute swan of whom he had 

grown unintentionally fond, the unmarked mound of feathers is hardly a sufficient 

monument to her life. It stirs in him a solitary, melancholy question: 

Now, standing on my own lochside, I have a new question, which no human legend is 

equipped to answer. 

Who cares for the soul of a swan? (Crumley, 1997, p. 27) 

Perhaps I am a hopeless romantic, but I think we all have it in us to care, if only we “allow 

our hearts to break just now/for those hoarse honks echoing with familiar disquiet.” Then 

we might recognize that our plight is, more or less, one and the same. 
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1 Introduction: 

Conflict born of “majesty”? 

Contact with wild birds has long afforded humankind a distinctive opportunity to find 

value in and make meaning of the natural world (Abram, 2010; Lawrence, 1997). 

However, not all value is positive, and not all meaning is manifest, as the three events 

described below make clear. 

On April 10, 2015, a conference sponsored by the Environment Agency and the Farmers 

Association of Iceland was held to address damage caused by swans and geese 

(Umhverfisstofnun, 2015), a new pinnacle of the mounting conflict between farmers and 

whooper swans in particular. At the same time that agricultural productivity has increased 

in Iceland over recent decades, the population of the whooper swan—protected here since 

1914 and celebrated for its beauty—has also increased. Regional farmers’ associations 

have called for the government to issue hunting permits as a solution for these “beloved” 

swans’ encroachment on croplands and hayfields (Bændasamtök Íslands, 2014). However, 

as ecologist Tómas Grétar Gunnarsson has argued, even if conservation laws could be bent 

and public opinion swayed, hunting might not be an effective solution to the problem; in 

comparison, he notes, the greylag goose continues to plague farmers despite around a 

quarter of the population being culled annually (Gunnarsson, 2015). The inability to shoot 

the whoopers has nevertheless left farmers feeling powerless, with some lamenting that 

they might as well give up on barley farming altogether. Furthermore, as Grétar Már 

Þorkelsson of the Farmers’ Association of East Skaftafellssýsla expressed to the media, the 

reality of swans in the hayfield is a far cry from the bird’s symbolic image: 

Two or three swans on the pond is really nice, but when that has become hundreds of 

birds eating up what the livestock should be getting, then people don’t find it so nice, 

and it’s far from being romantic.1 (RÚV, 2013) 

Is the sustained protection of the whooper swan in Iceland underpinned by aesthetic and 

symbolic presumptions about swans held by policymakers and the public? Are such 

presumptions reasonable, or do they needlessly complicate practical matters such as 

minimizing agricultural damage? 

On November 3, 2015, I posted a link to my online survey “Feeding Wild Birds in Iceland” 

on Facebook. The survey, part of a class assignment, gathered information about food 

provisioning habits, motivations, and beliefs of residents of the Reykjavík capital area. 

While I intended the survey as a means of data collection for a quantitative study, 

comments made on two of the three original Facebook posts advertising the survey had 

interesting qualitative merit: two individuals asked whether feeding the birds at Tjörnin in 

                                                 

1 Það er voða gaman að tveimur eða þremur álftum á tjörn en þegar þetta eru orðnir fleiri hundruð fuglar að 

éta það sem að búpeningurinn á að fá þá finnst mönnum ekkert gaman að því og langt frá því að vera 

rómantískt. 
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downtown Reykjavík counted as feeding wild birds. When given the response that, yes, 

that “counted” for this survey, one person elaborated on the reasoning behind her query: 

I would not consider the ducks and swans on the pond as wild, because they have 

modified their migration habits to stay where they are fed all year long. So our feeding 

habits have semi-domesticated them (name withheld, personal communication, 

November 3, 2015). 

Whether the terminology of “semi-domesticated” is accurate or not, indeed, there are some 

otherwise migratory birds—including swans—who overwinter in Iceland with help from 

their human friends, reportedly shivering from the cold and eagerly awaiting their bread 

rations (Pétursson, 2014). If the act of feeding birds takes the “wild” out of wildlife, what 

implications follow in terms of how people conceptualize urban conservation challenges? 

While the general public of Reykjavík might not see whooper swans as such a challenge in 

the way that Iceland’s farmers do, the birds might be implicated in a problem of a different 

sort. More than a quarter of my bird feeding survey respondents who had fed birds over the 

past year had provisioned at least once during summer months in a park or recreational 

space, despite discouragement by the City of Reykjavík (Reykjavíkurborg, 2014). In 

addition, nearly 80% had offered birds bread, despite admonitions from international 

conservationists that bread products are not suitable foods for birds (Mathiesen, 2015). Are 

local cultural practices of feeding wildfowl, reflected in and reproduced through personal 

beliefs and motivations, out of line with the birds’ best interests? Do we appreciate some 

species too much, or express our appreciation in the wrong ways? 

On the evening of November 14, 2015, the St. Petersburg Festival Ballet performed 

Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake for a sold-out audience at Reykjavík’s Harpa Concert Hall. As 

the event took place the day after a major series of terrorist attacks in Paris, the LED lights 

on the building’s facade were programmed to display the tricolor, and the performance 

commenced only after the crowd rose for a powerful moment of silence for the French 

nation. For at least two audience members—namely, myself and my companion—this 

reminder of abhorrent, all-too-real human drama served as a poignant counterpoint to the 

fanciful cross-species drama represented in the ballet. Is humankind so intrinsically ugly 

that we seek deliverance not only by yearning after but actually imitating other creatures, 

such that the aping of swans by skilled dancers is a paragon of beauty and artistic 

perfection? And where were the real swans in the impossibly graceful Princess Odette: the 

swans who torment farmers with their seemingly endless appetites, the swans head-down 

in the polluted water of Tjörnin with their feet paddling anything but gracefully in the air? 

1.1 Purpose of the study and research questions 

Specific questions raised by the swans in the farmlands, the swans in the city center, and 

the “swans” on the stage all fall under the umbrella of a farther-reaching question: How do 

human preferences about other animals inform the quality of intertwined human and 

animal lives? The aim of this research is to investigate relationships between cultural 

values and conservation practices, focusing on the whooper swan (Cygnus cygnus) in 

Iceland as one of many possible case studies. Conflicts between grain farmers and swans in 

the Icelandic countryside have triggered debates about how to balance utilitarian concerns 
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with interests in visual appeal and other affective qualities in species conservation. This 

study therefore addresses the following questions: 

• How are swans conceptualized aesthetically, symbolically, and sentimentally in 

Iceland in light of their protected status and increasing population? 

• To what extent are swans conceived of as active agents in their environment? 

• How do the above notions play out in the human–wildlife conflict between farmers 

and swans, as well as in broader social and conservation contexts? 

What makes swans an interesting subject is the overlapping of various factors: their 

widespread and longstanding appeal in the Western arts and culture; their decidedly varied 

status amongst contemporary Icelandic residents, from despised pests to appreciated co-

inhabitants; and the whoopers’ adaptability to a broad spectrum of environmental 

conditions in their extensive range, such that each breeding population can be considered 

unique (Brazil, 2003). That the swans are further able to adapt to urban and agricultural 

niches, as they have in Iceland, has likely ensured the favorable conservation status of the 

species. However, it is worth investigating how this extension of the whooper swan’s 

natural history into a “more-than-natural history” affects the birds’ quality of life. While 

my thesis will not take that question explicitly into account, it was a topic that hovered in 

the background and partially motivated the study. 

This research, which draws from the field of human–animal studies, considers whooper 

swans as nonhuman agents who actively shape and reshape social and ecological processes 

in both the city and the countryside, transgressing human orderings and expectations 

(Lorimer, 2015; Freeman & Leane, 2011; Whatmore, 2002; Philo & Wilbert, 2000). It 

considers the places occupied by both humans and swans as hybrid spaces, heterogeneous 

“more-than-human worlds” where meaning and even being are co-constitutive (Whatmore, 

2002; Haraway, 2008). But first and foremost, it investigates the biopolitics of 

conservation—a process often underpinned by aesthetic responses and subjective 

motivations (Lorimer, 2015)—while contextualizing and elucidating the human–wildlife 

conflict with whooper swans. 

1.2 Background to the study 

While swans and geese have long been blamed in Iceland for their destructiveness on 

agricultural land, formal attempts to quantify the extent of the damage have only recently 

begun (Harðarson, 2015). On the other hand, agriculture has been more destructive to the 

Earth’s biodiversity than any other form of human activity (Balmford, Green, & Phalan, 

2012), and understanding the effects of land-use change in Iceland on migratory birds is of 

great international consequence (Gunnarsson et al., 2006). In this case, agricultural 

expansion is not displacing whooper swans but, if anything, appears to be bolstering the 

already protected population. 

The main plotline traced in this research begins in 2014, when domestic production of 

cereal grains, most of it barley intended as livestock feed, totaled 6,227 tons (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Grain production in Iceland, 1990–2017 (data: Statistics Iceland, 2018b). 

 

Small-scale arable farming in Iceland had been practiced since settlement times with some 

success prior to the Little Ice Age. However, it was not until the 1980s that crop production 

became more significant and began to reliably increase (Búnaðarsamband Suðurlands, 

n.d.). This growth can be partially attributed to improvements in technology and breeding 

of cultivars, but it can also be linked to milder summer temperatures and a longer growing 

season as a result of global climate change. In a contentious interview on April 1, 2014, the 

then prime minister Sigmundur Davíð Gunnlaugsson went so far as to boast of the 

opportunities that climate change presents to the country: 

It clearly opens up many opportunities for the Arctic in terms of shipping routes, in 

terms of oil, gas, and other raw materials, and not least of all food production.2 (RÚV, 

2014) 

Climate change has also presented “opportunities” to other residents of the island, among 

them the geese and swans. With more favorable conditions in their nesting grounds, the 

swan stock has been on the rise (Figure 2): the Icelandic whooper swan population, 

predominantly migratory and distributed throughout Iceland and the British Isles, almost 

doubled between 1985 and 2010 to nearly 30,000 individuals (Hall et al., 2012). The most  

 

                                                 

2 Bent er á að það séu augljóslega að opnast mjög mikil tækifæri á Norðurslóðum varðandi siglingaleiðir, 

varðandi olíu og gasvinnslu og önnur hráefni og ekki hvað síst til matvælaframleiðslu. 
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Figure 2. Icelandic whooper swan population according to internationally coordinated 

censuses, 1986–2015 (data: Black, 1986; Kirby et al., 1992; Cranswick et al., 1997; 

Cranswick et al., 2002; Wordern et al., 2009; Hall et al., 2012; Hall et al., 2016). 

 

recent mid-winter census in 2015 counted over 34,000 birds, and while the cause of this 

growth trend has not definitively been determined, it seems to be due to a combination of 

greater breeding success, greater survival rates, and possible mixing with the Northwest 

Mainland Europe whooper population (Hall et al., 2016). Further, in Britain and Ireland, 

agricultural intensification in the 20th century has resulted in use of arable land and pasture 

by whooper swans continuously since the 1960s (Robinson et al., 2004). That there has 

been an increase of swans counted on pasture and arable land in the British Isles in recent 

surveys (Hall et al., 2012; Hall et al., 2016) reflects that anthropogenic food sources have 

helped support the growing stock over the winter as well as during the summer in Iceland. 

In part to try to mitigate damage to crops in Iceland, both greylag and pink-footed geese 

populations are culled annually, with as many as 40,000 greylags killed each year (around 

a quarter of the population) (Gunnarsson, 2015). But the whooper swan has been protected 

locally since 1914, when new legislation defined several different protection categories for 

all the country’s wild birds (Þingskjal 144, 1913). By the early 20th century the whooper 

was not in apparent danger of local extinction, but it had ceased to be of much economic 

value; it thus was categorized as strictly protected along with other birds that were not 

utilized, did not cause harm, and contributed to the ornamentation and recreational value of 

Icelandic nature. The original protection of the whooper swan was rationalized by virtue of 

the aesthetic qualities (prýði = decorative value) that were thought to distinguish the 

species (Figure 3): 
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Then there is the swan…the committee has no doubt that it is right to protect it. The 

swan is an exceedingly beautiful part of Icelandic birdlife; its use-value is mostly for 

its feathers and such utility increases with protection; the value in killing the bird itself 

is so little that its protection can be considered fully justified. It should also be noted 

that if the swan will be protected, it will become tamer and more common, and thus a 

source of enjoyment and beauty more widely.3 (Þingskjal 144, 1913) 

This original protection is maintained domestically under the 1994 Act on the 

Conservation, Protection and Hunting of Wild Birds and Mammals (Regulation no. 

64/1994)4, in which all Icelandic fauna is protected by default unless explicitly listed as 

game species. Internationally, the conservation of the global whooper swan is regulated 

under several multilateral agreements: the Bern Convention on the Conservation of 

European Wildlife and Natural Habitats (Appendix II, strictly protected); the Bonn 

Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals (Appendix II, 

migratory species conserved through international agreements); and the EU Birds Directive 

(Annex I, threatened bird species). While its conservation status is listed as Least Concern 

by the International Union for Conservation of Nature, it is on the Amber list of the UK’s 

Royal Society for the Protection of Birds; threats include behavioral disruption, habitat 

degradation, lead poisoning, and illegal hunting (BirdLife International, 2016; DG 

Environment, 2016; Brazil, 2003). 

 

Figure 3. A pair of whooper swans (photo: Ken Billington/Creative Commons). 

 

                                                 

3 Þá er svanurinn…nefndin er í engum vafa um að rjett sje að friða hann. Svanurinn er hin mesta prýði í 

íslensku fuglalífi, nytjar hans munu mestar í fjaðratöku og þær nytjar vaxa við friðunina, nytjar á drápi 

fuglsins sjálfs eru svo litlar, að þeirra vegna verður friðunin að teljast fyllilega rjettmæt. Þess ber og að geta, 

að sje svanurinn friðaður, mun hann verða spakari og algengari, verða víðar til yndis og prýði. 
4 Reglugerð nr. 64/1994, um vernd, friðun og veiðar á villtum fuglum og villtum spendýrum. 



7 

Within Iceland’s farming community in recent years, the whooper swan has been seen as 

frustratingly untouchable despite its role in agricultural damage (Figure 4). Farmers 

confronted by the relentless “plague of swans” cannot legally shoot these birds wreaking 

havoc in their grain crops and hayfields, nor have they received government subsidies to 

compensate for their losses as a result of the swans and geese. In 2014, the Farmers 

Association of Iceland began quantifying the damage done by birds to croplands and 

hayfields by asking farmers to submit voluntary reports to a new online database, Jord.is. 

At the Farmers Association’s annual assembly that year, regional contingents proposed that 

the national association petition for hunting permits as a solution for the swans’ 

encroachment on farmers’ land and livelihood. The Farmers Association instead resolved 

to request that the Ministry for the Environment and Natural Resources collect data to 

determine whether culling would be beneficial (Bændasamtök Íslands, 2014). To date, the 

Environment Agency and the Icelandic Institute of Natural History have continued to 

uphold the swan’s protected status by declining to issue hunting permits. 

 

Figure 4. Whooper swans on a south Iceland farm. 

 

On December 1, 2015, a special committee was assembled by the Ministry for the 

Environment and Natural Resources and the Ministry of Industries and Innovation to 

address this mounting human–wildlife conflict between farmers and birds. After a series of 

four meetings, the committee delivered its report to the ministries on February 17, 2016. 

The first three recommendations were addressed to the Ministry of Industries and 

Innovation: first, the committee suggested that the ministry commission the Icelandic 
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Agricultural Advisory Centre to compile a report on bird-related agricultural damage based 

on the Jord.is data. This action has already been completed, with the Agricultural Advisory 

Centre submitting its report in March 2016. The second suggestion is that the ministry 

consider whether it is possible to compensate farmers for damage by geese and swans 

under the new ten-year agricultural production agreement that was about to go into effect; 

such compensation, the committee pointed out, is given in Norway. Finally, the committee 

suggested that the ministry look into farmers’ willingness to set aside part of their cropland 

for the birds, as is practiced in Norway and Scotland, with the idea that government 

subsidies or compensation for damages would be higher in such cases. The committee 

recommended that the Icelandic Food and Veterinary Authority should oversee work on 

these issues on behalf of the Ministry of Industries and Innovation. 

To the Ministry for the Environment and Natural Resources, the committee also had three 

suggestions: first, that the ministry entrust the Institute of Natural History with the urgent 

task of “defining the optimal conservation status of the swan and geese stocks in Iceland,”5 

in light of the considerable increase of these stocks over the last few decades. Second, if 

the stocks are shown under the previous action to exceed their optimal numbers, the 

ministry is encouraged to explore options for reducing the population(s) under 

amendments to Regulation no. 456/1994 on Hunting and Use of Resources of Wild Birds.6 

The third point included the reminder that under Article 7 of the 1994 Act on the 

Conservation, Protection and Hunting of Wild Birds and Mammals (Regulation no. 

64/1994), farmers may apply for restricted permits to hunt geese and swans on their land if 

they are shown to be causing damage; the suggestion here was that the damages registered 

to the Jord.is database be taken into consideration when making decisions about such 

applications. 

As of April 2018, there has not been much further development in the management of the 

human–wildlife conflict at hand. The agricultural agreement that dates to 2016, the 

Framework Agreement on the General Operating Conditions of Agriculture,7 will indeed 

provide compensation for losses from birds, as per Article 5: “Support payments are 

possible for the intrusion of swans and geese on cultivated fields.”8 Details about the 

reporting of damages and the amount of compensation are further defined in Article 12 of 

Regulation no. 1180/2017 on General Support for Agriculture.9 

The debate about swans has tended to wax and wane over the years along with other 

circumstances, especially the weather during any given crop cycle. While at the time this 

research began, the “swan issue” was a burning one, at the present time the pressure from 

farmers’ associations is less intense (J. G. Pétursson, Ministry for the Environment and 

Natural Resources, personal communication, April 11, 2018). It remains to be seen 

whether the perceived human–wildlife conflict will be solved by compensation to farmers 

for damages from geese and swans, but it is my opinion that the perception of conflict 

extends beyond financial considerations alone, as this thesis will go on to explore. 

                                                 

5 Að skilgreina ákjósanlega verndarstöðu álfta- og gæsastofna á Íslandi. 
6 Reglugerð nr. 456/1994, um fuglaveiðar og nýtingu hlunninda af villtum fuglum. 
7 Rammasamningur um almenn starfsskilyrði landbúnaðarins. 
8 Heimilt er að greiða stuðning vegna ágangs álfta og gæsa á ræktarlöndum bænda. 
9 Reglugerð nr. 1180/2017, um almennan stuðning við landbúnað. 
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1.3 Organization of the thesis 

Following this introduction and background, Chapter 2 reviews the scholarly material that 

has informed the study, namely, literature from human–animal studies, conservation 

biopolitics, and aesthetics. The research methodology is discussed in Chapter 3, which also 

introduces the interview participants and the study areas. Results from the three interview 

sets with policy-shapers, farmers, and wildlife enthusiasts are presented respectively in 

Chapters 4, 5, and 6. Each of these chapters addresses three parallel themes (though not 

always in the same order): cultural values associated with swans, attribution of agency or 

blame with regard to agricultural damage, and thoughts about how to move forward from 

the human–wildlife conflict at hand. Chapter 7 puts these three perspectives into dialogue 

with one another and attempts to answer the research questions listed in Section 1.1 above, 

and finally, Chapter 8 offers a brief conclusion.  
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2 Of beasts and beauty: 

Animals as subjects, adversaries, 

and objects of the eye 

My research is situated at the intersection of three overlapping topics. First and foremost, it 

is inspired by scholarship from human–animal studies, particularly with regard to questions 

of animal agency, hybridity, and especially human–wildlife conflict. Second, it is informed 

by studies of conservation processes, namely, the so-called biopolitics that shape 

conservation decision-making around the world. Third, it is motivated by work on the 

aesthetics of nature in general and of animals in particular. 

2.1 Themes from human–animal studies 

2.1.1  Nonhuman agency 

Human–animal studies (HAS) emerged in the late 20th century as a normative 

interdisciplinary field whose aim is to correct for the neglect of animals as subjects in 

nearly every field of academic inquiry, as well as to explore the myriad relationships 

between humans and nonhuman animals (Freeman & Leane, 2011; Shapiro & DeMello, 

2010). One major motif running throughout the HAS literature is the question of 

nonhuman agency: how nonhuman life operates actively to shape and reshape social, 

ecological, even geological processes, sometimes transgressing human orderings and 

expectations (Freeman & Leane, 2011; Hediger & McFarland, 2009; Whatmore, 2002; 

Philo & Wilbert, 2000). Although there is no consensus on the nature or dynamics of 

nonhuman agency, its implications as a topic of scholarly inquiry include undermining the 

notion of rational human beings as the primary source of social and environmental 

change—indeed, even the undermining of rationality itself, the cornerstone of humanism 

(Lorimer, 2015). 

Studying animals sensitively as subjects has allowed us to confirm more and more 

capabilities in our fellow creatures. Scholarship by HAS-affiliated ethologists like Bekoff 

and Pierce (2009) and Balcombe (2010) has helped update scientific understanding about 

increasing numbers of nonhuman animal species as not only sentient but also possessors of 

complex sensory experiences, feelings of pleasure, and in some cases even morality. 

Indeed, at an international conference in 2012, a group of prominent neuroscientists signed 

the Cambridge Declaration on Consciousness, which claims that the conscious minds of 

many animals bear great resemblances to ours (Low, 2012). Two years later, at the 11th 

meeting of the Conference of the Parties to the UN’s Convention of Migratory Species, a 

resolution was passed urging conservationists to work with the social complexities of 

species such as primates, cetaceans, and elephants; this marked the first time the scientific 

establishment validated the phenomenon of nonhuman culture (CMS, 2017). Some 

scholars in and around HAS have sought to solve the riddle of nonhuman agency by 
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focusing on the perceptual lifeworlds, or Umwelten (Lindström & Tønnessen, 2010), of 

animals within their environments, whether wild reindeer in the Arctic (Nyyssönen & 

Salmi, 2013) or trained whales and dolphins in captivity (Warkentin, 2009). Other have 

explored how closely associated humans and animals with varying degrees of 

intentionality play joint historical roles, such as the “unity” of the Duke of Wellington and 

his horse Copenhagen in the Napoleonic Wars (Shaw, 2013) or the militarized dogs on the 

Western Front of World War I (Pearson, 2013). 

Models of nonhuman agency allow for deeper and more meaningful understandings of 

certain human–animal interactions as intersubjective, or as constituting a “relational 

epistemology” (Hurn, 2012, pp. 125–138).  But nonhuman agency need not be confined to 

sentient animals. Low (2011) provides a compelling (albeit somewhat rhetorical) account 

of present-day biodiversity loss as caused not by human actions but by the agency and 

global expansion of grasslands. He posits that although our ability to grasp the essence and 

extent of nonhuman agency is limited in part by our language, “we [human beings] should 

see ourselves as not always operating alone when we cause environmental harm” or flux 

(Low, 2011, pp. 203–204).  

2.1.2  Hybridity  

As Low (2011) argues, moving beyond reductive accounts of human domination over the 

natural world and challenging mainstream environmentalism that pits Man against a 

timeless yet vulnerable Nature is fundamental in breaching the divide between ourselves 

and the rest of the world. For organisms linked ecologically and socially—such as wildlife, 

livestock, agricultural crops, and humans—meaning and even being are co-constitutive: 

various human and nonhuman actors work together to embody shared realities (Figure 5). 

Furthermore, “wild nature” and “human culture” are neither static nor finite but dynamic 

and pervasive, always in a state of becoming, always reshaped by the more-than-human 

creatures and forces claiming a place therein. Thus another significant theme with the HAS 

literature is that of hybridity: the upending of clean dichotomies such as human/animal, 

wild/domestic, nature/culture, biology/technology, and even subject/object (Latour, 

1993/1991; Whatmore, 2002; Haraway, 2008). The notion of hybridity speaks to complex, 

heterogeneous “more-than-human worlds” in which “all of the actors are not human and all 

of the humans are not ‘us’ however defined” (Haraway, 1992, p. 67). In this sense, it is 

linked to the concepts of nonhuman agency and intersubjectivity, as hybridity is both cause 

and consequence of the relational processes defined by Actor-Network Theory (Philo & 

Wilbert, 2000; Whatmore, 2002; Waage, 2010).  

Attuning ourselves to the positive potential that hybridity might afford is all the more 

crucial as we step further into the Anthropocene, and for some scholars, celebrating the 

multispecies worlds we humans occupy is more fruitful than lamenting the damage we 

have done to the natural world. Transformation might come through urban reconciliation 

ecology projects, such as green roofs and living walls in city centers (Francis & Lorimer, 

2011); hope could come through creative acts of social resistance in battered landscapes 

like Louisiana after Hurricane Katrina and the Deepwater Horizon oil spill (Kirksey et al., 

2014). Other scholars have endeavored to center animal subjects as agents in their research 

in hybrid environments, as do Geiger and Hovorka (2015); the authors explain the 

relationships between donkeys and humans through postfeminist understandings of 

performativity, characterizing donkey experience and identity as created through a network 
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of sociopolitical and environmental factors wherein animals play active roles. Likewise, 

Baura (2013) describes Asian elephants as a cosmopolitan species, contributing to global 

interconnectivity across difference in their encounters with human beings and serving as 

starting points for diverse assemblages. 

 

Figure 5. Hybridity in the landscape: bird footprints and tractor tread. 

 

2.1.3  Human–wildlife conflict 

Just as animals like Baura’s (2013) elephants have the power to unite, so too do they have 

the power to divide. In Sri Lanka, where urban dwellers have predominantly positive 

attitudes toward elephant conservation, rural populations are more ambivalent about 

elephants because they are perceived as agricultural pests (Bandara & Tisdell, 2003). 

Human–elephant conflicts are frequent throughout the animal’s range in Sri Lanka, as 

farmers compete with elephants—a true companion species, having coevolved with 

humans over the course of millennia—for space and resources (Lorimer, 2010). Conflicts 

like these can be complicated to manage, particularly when different human stakeholder 

groups have their own conflicting opinions about the animals in question. 

The topic of human–wildlife conflict, particularly as seen through the HAS lens, is a 

central interest in my research. Such negative interactions between humans and wild 

animals can range from quantifiable to subjective and may encompass aesthetic problems, 

economic impacts, and even injury or death (Messmer, 2000). While some conservationists 
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prefer the term human–wildlife interaction because they believe conflict implies an 

anthropomorphic conscious intention on the part of animals (Peterson et al., 2010), I 

choose to stick with the latter precisely because it suggests nonhuman agency and because 

it connotes the urgency for resolution.   

Certain animals’ conflicts with humans are hardly deniable as such. Collard’s (2012) study 

on people and cougars on Vancouver Island explores how humans and nonhumans 

“discipline” each other because of the deadly threats they pose to one another; in the 

author’s analysis, cougars rather than humans are the key agents in shaping spatial 

configurations on the island. Yet other conflicts with animals are more perceptual. In 

tracing the historical transformation of pigeons from urban co-inhabitants to pests, 

Jerolmack (2008) demonstrates how modernist notions of appropriate spatial divides 

between humans and nonhumans lead societies to create “problem animals” (Figure 6). 

Views about pest species often carry moralistic undertones (e.g., with regard to hygiene or 

utility) and are manifest in metaphorical associations with other negative phenomena 

(Jerolmack, 2008). Incidentally, domesticated animals have been the subjects of similar 

constructions as well, as seen for instance in Mizelle’s (2010) account of the 

problematization and subsequent disappearance of pigs from urban settings. For many 

species whose lives overlap with humans, the blurry lines between domestic and wild can 

also lead to the perception of animals as problematic, as Snæbjörnsdóttir and Wilson 

(2014) point out with the case of feral sheep in the Icelandic Westfjords. 

 

Figure 6. “Nuisance animals” in the city: silver gulls in Sydney, Australia 

(photo: Richard Taylor/Creative Commons). 
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While the popular notion of species protection might be the shielding of wild animal 

populations and their environments from “contaminating” human influences, such a 

definition no longer suffices in the Anthropocene, where hybrid ecologies and multiple 

“Natures” are the norm (Lorimer, 2015). Increasingly for wild animals, coexisting with 

humans despite conflict is a necessary condition of survival. Conservation behavior, a 

merger of conservation biology and ethology that relies upon knowledge of animal 

behavior in order to protect biodiversity, is one way to promote such ends (Caro, 2007). In 

certain circumstances, an objective is to alter wild animals’ behavior, often alongside other 

conservation actions; such is the case with the deliberate habituation of critically 

endangered mountain gorillas in central Africa, whose tolerance of human contact 

facilitates ecotourism, research, and veterinary care (Robbins et al., 2011). On the flip side, 

sometimes greater human tolerance is needed as well. As Carter & Linnell (2016) stress 

with regard to co-adaptation with large carnivores like wolves, big cats, and bears, 

“coexistence does not preclude risks…rather, it necessitates human tolerance of these risks 

and bringing risks to tolerable levels” (p. 575). Similar assertions could be made with 

regard to other species that do not pose threats to human safety but are nonetheless 

considered to be a nuisance. 

Madden and McQuinn (2014), in arguing for an approach they term conservation conflict 

transformation, state that most cases of human–wildlife conflict  

stem from (or are exacerbated by) a deeper conflict between people and groups, not 

solely a conflict between people and wildlife—or even a conflict between people 

about wildlife. Yet, in many cases, the conflict with wildlife has become a symbolic 

manifestation of this deeper social conflict. (Madden & McQuinn, 2014, p. 98) 

As with other conservation challenges in hybrid environments, managing human–wildlife 

conflicts requires a wider focus than merely on the animals and people ostensibly involved.  

2.2 Biopolitics of conservation  

For that reason, at the same time my study is concerned with the actors on both sides of a 

particular human–wildlife conflict, it is also concerned with the broader nature 

conservation context(s) within which that conflict is situated. Wildlife conservation is 

never governed by neutral scientific knowledge alone but also subjective motivations, 

financial limitations, and social pressures. These and other processes contribute to what 

can be called the biopolitics of conservation: “productive and destructive [human] 

processes through which life is made to live or left to die” (Lorimer, 2015, p. 58). 

Additionally, conservation is a post-normal science: it addresses problems that need 

immediate action, but in the absence of scientific certainty about methods and about 

outcomes, it involves considerable participation by people who are not scientific experts 

and relies on subjective decision-making (Francis & Goodman, 2010). This is not in and of 

itself a negative thing, nor are biopolitics, but it is crucial to make such aspects more 

transparent and subject to scrutiny and review. 

Discussing aesthetic preferences in the context of nature conservation might seem trivial, 

but in fact aesthetic and other cultural values contribute significantly to the biopolitics 

guiding wildlife and habitat protection. For this reason, conservation efforts often focus on 

iconic species that are more likely to garner public attention and interest (Figure 7), and 
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there have even been scholarly efforts to develop systematic frameworks for marketing 

flagship species effectively (Verissimo, MacMillan, & Smith, 2011). The playing field is 

certainly uneven for endangered species: a review of the disproportionate spending on 

wildlife conservation in the United States found that only 12% of species on endangered 

species lists received adequate funding, while other more appealing species received more 

than enough funding despite populations that continue to decline (Gerber, 2016). 

Preferential conservation of physically “beautiful” animals has even been defended on 

ethical grounds (Hettinger, 2010). Attractive, iconic species take on symbolic roles within 

conservation discourse, such as polar bears becoming associated with climate change 

(Yusoff, 2010) or giant pandas being given as diplomatic gifts from China (Buckingham et 

al., 2013). On the flip side, controversial species can be constructed as having negative 

aesthetic or even moral value. In the historical case of the now-extinct thylacine, or 

“Tasmanian tiger,” the features of an unwanted species were contorted in representations 

of the animal to justify its eradication (Freeman, 2007), and in the contemporary case of 

the lupine in Iceland, the discourse surrounding the non-native plant by its detractors draws 

from the language of nationalism (Benediktsson, 2015). 

 

Figure 7. The giant panda, the ultimate iconic flagship species. Pictured here is Xiao Liwu 

at the San Diego Zoo (photo: jballeis/Creative Commons). 

 

Often left out of conservation discourse is the fact that endangered species do not merely 

disappear; rather, individuals die, and in the case of sentient creatures, sometimes suffer. 

The removal of violence from discussions of biodiversity loss is also biopolitical, and it 

has its own aesthetic dimensions (Yusoff, 2012). Actual violence can be symbolic in 

origin, particularly as we continue to metaphorically distance ourselves from the 

nonhuman world. The idea of “the animal”—in the singular, as a Platonic ideal—is 
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powerfully confronted by Derrida (2008), who describes the abstraction performed by this 

chimerical, singular word as a violent disavowal of the lives of other creatures. 

2.3 Aesthetics, affect, and animals 

Within aesthetic contexts, Baker (2000, 2013) has argued influentially that the animal as 

symbol or metaphor, predicated on the classic human/animal dualism, is not only a form of 

injustice toward nonhumans but has become artistically anachronistic and simply 

uninteresting (see also Watt, 2011; Snæbjörnsdóttir & Wilson, 2010). Such arguments 

relate to another important theme within the HAS literature, namely, the push to 

individuate animal subjects rather than to theorize about animal species or even all of 

animalkind. In the modern Western world, however, we have been conditioned to view 

animals through abstracted, conglomerate representations (Berger, 1991/1977). What 

models do we have to help us understand our responses, visual and emotional, to actual 

animals? 

2.3.1  Struggling with animals in aesthetics 

Insofar as environmental aesthetics provides an avenue for exploring how humans perceive 

and appreciate the world around us, it seems a fitting starting point to find an answer. 

However, to read certain major texts on environmental aesthetics (e.g., Carlson, 2000; 

Brady, 2003) is akin to walking through an empty forest: the acknowledgement of other 

sentient life can be conspicuously absent. Benediktsson (2010) sums up the problem—

though with reference to the exact same absence in the landscape studies literature—by 

pointing out that “the presence of animals tends to be either very limited or simply 

assumed without many questions asked…they are not really included in the stories as 

active co-constituents of the landscape” (p. 173). Several possible explanations for the 

neglect of animals within contemporary aesthetic theory, including but not limited to 

environmental aesthetics, are proposed by Parsons (2007), who goes on to propose the 

notion of “fitness for function” as the proper aesthetic category in which to appreciate 

animals. In response, Brady (2009) argues that expressive qualities of wild animals are a 

more appropriate starting point than fitness for developing an aesthetics of animals. She 

also maintains, largely following Midgley (1995), that the appreciation of animals’ 

expressive and even symbolic qualities is not necessarily akin to shallow 

anthropomorphism but is rather born of empathetic engagement. 

If expressive rather than fixed qualities are more suitable for approaching wild animals 

aesthetically, perhaps environmental aesthetics is not an ideal framework from which to 

develop an aesthetics of animals. As the field builds upon traditional philosophical 

aesthetics, one of its tasks is to distinguish between nature and art, both ontologically and 

experientially, and it has also inherited the legacy of Kantian disinterestedness as a basis 

for making aesthetic judgments (Carlson, 2000; Brady, 2003). Brady’s (2009) suggestions 

toward animal aesthetics are certainly interested, and yet they are still predominantly 

anthropocentric, based on one-way valuation of animals by humans. 

Contemporary art historical scholarship on relational aesthetics, which has distanced itself 

from disinterestedness, might contribute to the pursuit of animal aesthetics. As defined by 

Bourriaud (2002) and furthered by Bishop (2004), relational art takes the intangible form 
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of “intersubjective encounters (be these literal or potential) in which meaning is elaborated 

collectively” (Bishop, 2004, p. 54, emphasis in original). Such trends in the visual arts in 

the 1990s have led to great international interest in participatory art or “art as social 

practice,” motivated largely by the desire to disrupt conventional relationships between the 

artist, the art object, and the audience-as-viewer (Bishop, 2012). Incidentally, Bourriaud 

(2002) conceives of relational aesthetics as being concerned entirely with the wide sphere 

of “inter-human relations” and even defines “aesthetics” as “an idea that sets humankind 

apart from other animal species” (p. 107). However, the notion of aesthetics as an 

embodied, performative, intersubjective encounter seems relevant in exploring the nature 

of aesthetic experiences with non-human animals. 

2.3.2  Responding to animals 

Over the long course of Western art history, “the animal” has been represented visually 

and conceptually, from deity, symbol, allegory, object, and motif to subject, body, and 

contested site. Baker’s (2003, 2013) influential contribution to art history and HAS is the 

investigation of contemporary artists whose work relates to animals in innovative ways, for 

instance, by offering insights into nonhuman perspectives or by reminding us that 

ecological concerns are also social/cultural concerns and vice versa. Similarly, Broglio 

(2011) explores contemporary art’s capacity to engage with other species 

phenomenologically in ways the sciences cannot, particularly through embodied 

encounters that raise questions about animal experiences and animality itself. Following 

Deleuze and Guattari (2007/1987), whose interrelational understanding “capture[s] the 

notion of human–animal relationships based on affinity rather than identity or imitation—

with a heavy emphasis on difference” (editors’ note, p. 37), Broglio (2011) finds great 

value in the potential of animals to inspire wonder at our points of contact with them, 

especially insofar as they differ from us. Within or beyond the arts, empathetic and 

embodied encounters with animals can provide an avenue for liberation from the confines 

of human symbolic understanding, as phenomenologist Abram (2010) describes in relation 

to birds: “The songs of birds, utterances at the origin of human language, release us from 

the bounds of our own speech—as their winged forms, watched intently, sometimes release 

us from the grip of the ground” (p. 275). 

With regard to the factors that guide our affective responses to animals, geographer 

Lorimer (2015) has developed a useful tripartite typology for describing the degree to 

which a nonhuman species can be said to be charismatic through human eyes. Overall 

charisma lies at the intersection of ecological charisma, the material properties of 

organisms that make them perceptually accessible to humans; aesthetic charisma, the 

visual properties of organisms that trigger affective responses in humans, whether positive 

or negative; and corporeal charisma, the relational properties of organisms that give an 

affective charge to humans’ embodied encounters with them (Lorimer, 2015, pp. 35–55). 

That is, the “charm” of a species is rooted in biology, influenced greatly by culture, and 

brought to life through interrelationality. Lorimer’s nonhuman charisma typology fills a 

gap in the aesthetic literature and is current insofar as it understands the appeal of other 

species as being relational and culturally constructed. Perhaps most importantly, it 

facilitates discussion of a sometimes overlooked, sometimes uncomfortable ethical 

dimension of conservation.  
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2.4 Working with the literature  

Scholarship from human–animal studies, explorations of biopolitics, and work on 

aesthetics and affect are all important in understanding why swans are beloved by some 

and despised by others—and why it matters. Investigations of human–wildlife conflicts 

from HAS points of view reveal that such conflicts are often as perceptual as they are 

tangible, an important point to remember in parsing out the “swan problem” in Iceland. 

Nonhuman agency is another critical notion in exploring the mechanisms that underlie 

agricultural success or failure. I was curious to discover whether interview participants 

conceived of swans and other birds as self-interested subjects of their own lives, creatures 

who do more than merely react instinctively to external stimuli but rather respond actively 

and adaptively to their environments. I was also interested to explore some of the 

participants’ perceptions of how other factors such as climate change interrelate with the 

agricultural impacts that are partially attributable to birds, and to what extent they conceive 

of the Icelandic environment as hybrid. 

Whether certain species should be protected or not can be a matter of scientific debate, but 

it can equally be a social and political question. Discussing with the research participants 

in this study their perspectives on such biopolitics, especially their opinions about the 

importance of aesthetics and affect in conservation decision-making, was a primary 

objective. Further, I was eager to know their own personal views on swans in general and 

whooper swans in particular in order to engage with the literature on animal aesthetics, a 

topic in which much more work is wanting. 
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3 Methodology 

This qualitative study is based on data collected through three sets of in-depth interviews 

with, respectively: 1. professionals whose work shapes Icelandic conservation policy; 2. 

farmers in the south of Iceland; and 3. wildlife enthusiasts in Reykjavík. Additionally, an 

extended field observation at a south Iceland farm deepened my understanding of the 

human–wildlife conflict at hand. An approach informed by grounded theory using open 

coding and analytic memos was used to analyze data. Reflexivity and attention to ethical 

issues were maintained throughout the study. These factors are discussed in turn below. 

3.1 Research design and choice of methodology 

The current conflict between farmers and swans served as the initial prompt for this 

research. However, the study was not motivated per se by a desire to propose policy 

solutions, but rather by an interest in exploring the biopolitics at play. A qualitative 

approach (Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey, 2011) was best suited for exploring research 

participants’ responses to swans, especially given the expectation that indicating cultural 

values directly might not come readily to members of the study population. (Even before 

interviewing farmers, this expectation was reinforced by the series of interviews with 

policy-shapers and even with the wildlife enthusiasts, for whom aesthetics and symbolism 

were not straightforward to discuss.) Also of great importance were perceptions of the 

nature of the human–wildlife conflict, including farmers’ accounts of the agricultural 

damage they experience as a result of whooper swans. While the Farmers Association of 

Iceland has collected self-reported information from farmers about the impacts of swans 

and geese, such data attempts to isolate the impact of the birds when in fact multiple 

factors often work synergistically to contribute to crop failures (wildlife ecologist at the 

Icelandic Institute of Natural History, personal communication, May 18, 2016). A 

qualitative study is useful in fleshing out the context of the interactions between birds and 

farms, examining how farmers and others situate the role of swans among various factors 

contributing to agricultural damage. It also allowed research participants an opportunity to 

reflect more generally on conservation priorities. 

The research results are structured as a series of studies that build on one another. I 

explored similar themes in the analysis of the three interview sets before attempting to put 

the various perspectives into dialogue with one another in the discussion in Chapter 7.  

3.2 Data collection and analysis 

3.2.1  Policy-shapers 

The first of the perspectives I sought out were those of conservation policy-shapers, 

professionals with an ostensibly objective view of the “swan issue” who could deepen my 
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understanding of the background of the conflict while offering their own individual angles 

as well. Such expert interviews were crucial in the exploratory stage of the research as 

“‘crystallization points’ for practical insider knowledge” (Bogner, Littig, & Menz, 2009, p. 

2). 

Namely, I contacted the special committee that was assembled by the Ministry for the 

Environment and the Ministry of Industries and Innovation to address the human–wildlife 

conflict between farmers and geese and swans (see pp. 7–8 above). I conducted expert 

interviews with three of the four committee members, as well as with an ecologist who met 

with and advised the committee on one occasion. The fourth committee member did not 

participate in the research in this interview series, but he served an invaluable role as 

gatekeeper to the farming community (see next subsection below). These participants were 

informed that while their names would not be used in the writing of the thesis, their 

identities might be traceable; confidentiality was not a concern for any of them. The four 

experts are as follows: 

• The administrative expert, who has a degree in business administration, is a 

finance manager at the Environment Agency of Iceland. She served as the project 

manager for the committee.  

• The agricultural expert is the CEO of the Farmers Association of Iceland. He 

holds a degree in political science. 

• The resources expert has a degree in resource management. He is a special advisor 

on hunting for the Environment Agency. 

• The wildlife expert holds a degree in wildlife ecology. He is the director of 

zoology and an ecologist at the Icelandic Institute of Natural History. 

The four interviews, conducted in English, were taken between May 11 and May 27, 2016 

at the participants’ workplaces (the resources expert participated in the interview via online 

video chat). The interviews were semi-structured with an interview guide organized around 

the themes of swans and conservation, human–wildlife conflicts/interactions, and 

aesthetics and conservation. Also on hand during the four interviews were the committee’s 

report to the ministries and the report by the Agricultural Advisory Centre that was 

compiled as per the committee’s suggestion. 

All interviews were digitally audio-recorded, with the recordings ranging from about 40 to 

80 minutes. I subsequently transcribed them verbatim and then open-coded them using the 

ATLAS.ti software. The coding for these and the interviews in the other two sets was 

mostly on a segment-by-segment basis (Charmaz, 2006, pp. 50–53), focusing for the most 

part on overall content rather than specific words or phrasing. 

On the one hand, I intended for this set of interviews to provide me with objective 

information about, among other things, the response of the ministries to the farmers’ 

complaints about the swans. On the other, while I took each expert to be a representative of 

his or her professional perspective, I also considered their perspectives as individuals who 

could offer institutional reflexivity on the processes behind conservation (Bogner et al., 

2009). As it turned out, the four experts agreed on a number of facts but differed in some 

of their views, underscoring the notion of conservation as a post-normal science (Francis & 
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Goodman, 2010). Reading through the interview data on a theme-by-theme basis, I sought 

to uncover the relevant points of convergence and disagreement with regard to the 

following questions: 

• How do the experts conceptualize the nature of the human–wildlife conflict, and 

what role do they consider the whooper swan to have in relation to other factors 

determining agricultural success or failure? 

• Do policy-shapers feel pressure from the public to prioritize cultural values? Do 

they believe such values have a valid place in the decision-making process? 

• What do the experts believe should be done to help resolve the conflict with the 

swans and geese? 

These questions are explored in turn in Chapter 4.  

While the agricultural expert in particular spoke on behalf of a specific professional 

demographic—Icelandic farmers—I was curious to find out the extent to which he indeed 

represented his constituency. Thus my next step was to hear from the farmers themselves.  

3.2.2  Farmers 

When contacted about this research, the fourth member of the special committee, the CEO 

of the Farmers Association of South Iceland, expressed his view that interviews with 

farmers should be conducted in Icelandic. For this reason, my advisors, Karl Benediktsson 

and Edda R. H. Waage, were greatly involved in this interview set. 

Karl and I met with the aforementioned CEO at his office in Selfoss to discuss the study 

and to identify potential study participants. While farmers in Iceland do not comprise a 

closed community per se, it was nevertheless important to work with a community 

gatekeeper for reasons described by Hennink et al. (2011, pp. 92–96): namely, his 

knowledge of which farms would meet eligibility requirements and his capacity to endorse 

the research. The latter was helpful in the recruitment process given the considerable 

urban/rural divide in Iceland that could have lead to skepticism about the study. 

Focusing on farms in the south of Iceland was relevant for the research not simply because 

of the availability of the community gatekeeper as one of the special committee members, 

but because it is the south that is the most important region for barley production in terms 

of acreage and yields (Atvinnuvega- og nýsköpunarráðuneytið, 2009). The region of South 

Iceland is 30,966 km2 in area and comprises 15 municipalities; as of late 2017, it is home 

to some 27,500 residents (SASS, 2017). More than one-third of Iceland’s cattle are to be 

found in South Iceland, more than in any other region (Statistics Iceland, 2018a). 

The list of 25 names the gatekeeper provided were later organized according to 

geographical region, and farmers were ruled out who were not engaged in some degree of 

barley production (the main eligibility requirement). Karl, Edda, and I then selected 

potential participants based on the farms’ locations in order to capture a range of 

experiences with swans, keeping in mind that farms in closer proximity to rivers have 

tended to report more agricultural damage from birds (J. G. Pétursson, Ministry for the 

Environment and Natural Resources, personal communication, March 9, 2016). Driving 
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time from Reykjavík and between farms was also a consideration, as the fieldwork was to 

be limited to two days, September 16 (with Edda) and September 23, 2016 (with Karl) 

(Figure 8).  

 

Figure 8. Swans in a south Iceland grainfield. 

 

Prior to this fieldwork, Karl and I conducted a pilot interview on May 24 following the 

meeting with the Farmers Association representative. He had recommended talking with a 

certain farmer, who—like nearly everyone on the list he generated—was male. Upon 

arrival at the farm, we were greeted by a farming couple, husband and wife, and 

interviewed the two together. We were hopeful we would have similar experiences on 

other farms and were thus not overly concerned about a gender balance among 

participants. This was an erroneous assumption: in all subsequent interviews, while family 

members were sometimes nearby, only male farmers made themselves available for 

conversation. Such a gender bias is unfortunate, especially in terms of discussions of 

wildlife, aesthetics, and sentiment. For instance, birdwatching styles among committed 

birdwatchers have been shown to be significantly influenced by gender (Lee et al., 2014), 

and gender differences have also been correlated to different aesthetic judgments about 

contentious wildlife species (de Pinho et al., 2014). With regard to other demographic 

factors, participants ranged in age from their early 30s to late 60s and ran farms of variable 

sizes and operations: most were dairy farms, although one was primarily a horse farm and 

one had significant vegetable production. The participants were as follows (Figure 9): 
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Figure 9. Map of south Iceland farms in the study. Green numbers indicate roads; red numbers indicate the following participants 

 (locations are rough approximations in order to maintain participants’ anonymity): 1. Arna and Guðbrandur; 2. Dagbjartur; 

3. Huginn; 4. Lárus; 5. Máni; 6. Pálmi; 7. Rögnvaldur; 8. Valgeir; 9. Field observation site 
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• Arna and Guðbrandur, Flói region (pilot interview, interviewed/interpreted by 

Karl) 

• Dagbjartur, Fljótshlíð region (partial driving interview, interviewed/interpreted by 

Edda) 

• Huginn, Skeið region (driving interview, interviewed/interpreted by Karl) 

• Lárus, Eyjafjöll region (interviewed/interpreted by Edda) 

• Máni, Flói region (interviewed/interpreted by Karl) 

• Pálmi, Flói region (interviewed/interpreted by Karl) 

• Rögnvaldur, Landeyjar region (interviewed/interpreted by Edda) 

• Valgeir, Hrunamannahreppur region (interviewed/interpreted by Karl) 

 

We conducted seven interviews on the two fieldwork days. Recognizing the site-specificity 

of the research, these were initially intended to be walking interviews, which differ from 

conventional ethnographic interviews in their use of strolls through specific places and 

environments in order to elicit responses in the context of slightly less formal 

conversations with the researcher (Anderson, 2004; Evans & Jones, 2011). In practice, as a 

result of distances between farmsteads and fields—and following the lead of participants in 

order to have as comfortable an encounter as possible—one interview was conducted while 

driving, one began in the interviewee’s home and culminated in a drive, and five were 

entirely inside. The one-and-a-half “driving interviews” functioned more or less like 

walking interviews in terms of allowing participants to respond to the agricultural 

environment within the context of the researchers’ questions, and they additionally proved 

conducive to revealing environmental values more generally. 

All of the interviews, which ranged from approximately 25 to 90 minutes in length, were in 

Icelandic, with Karl and Edda posing most of the questions. I mostly observed silently and 

ensured that themes on the loose semi-structured interview guide (prepared first in English, 

then revised and simplified in Icelandic) were covered. Participants gave their informed 

consent and were later assigned pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality, and farms were later 

referred to in the transcripts by region rather than name. 

Karl and Edda later interpreted each of these interview audio recordings into English to 

produce a second recording, which I subsequently transcribed. I polished the transcripts 

while listening to the original Icelandic recordings to ensure for accuracy and to add 

motivational probes, pauses, and other auditory details as well as researcher’s notes. More 

accurate English transcripts would have perhaps been produced by first transcribing the 

Icelandic interviews verbatim, then having them translated by an experienced translator 

(Hennink et al., 2011, pp. 214–215). However, we decided our approach would be the best 

solution given limited resources. It also afforded certain unique opportunities for reflection 

on how linguistic properties might affect perception. (For instance, the conceptual 

equivalent of participants’ use of the Icelandic word álft, the feminine singular word for 
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whooper swan, was often the non-gendered, plural, and taxonomically less precise English 

word swans. Does the singular concept álft mean the bird as a species or a symbolic 

representative of the species? This is a subtle yet important distinction.)  

Coordinating the timing of the interviews with the autumn harvest was an essential aspect 

of the study design, as the human–wildlife conflict peaks when the grain is ripe. However, 

limiting the fieldwork period in this way also meant that transcription and analysis could 

not begin until all the interviews were taken. For this reason, this portion of the study could 

not take the ideal form of the research cycle, in which successive analytic tasks and 

ethnographic tasks have the opportunity to mutually influence each other and prompt 

changes to the research design as well (Hennink et al., 2011). Nevertheless, the fieldwork 

for the entire study did allow time for reflection, improvements on the interview guides 

from one interview set to the next, and revisions of the research questions. 

Of the eight interviews listed above, I selected the three that best reflected the range of 

perspectives encountered, namely, those with Dagbjartur, Huginn, and Rögnvaldur. I 

coded these by hand on a segment-by-segment basis to produce a total of 41 unique codes. 

The open codes were from the beginning loosely grouped into the following themes: 

cultural values associated with swans, general swan-related topics, other animals/ 

environment, rural perspectives, and miscellaneous. Analytic memos on considering (i.e., 

contemplating the intrinsic value of swans, animals, and the environment) and attribution 

(i.e., parsing the problem of agricultural damage into contributing factors) served as 

important steps in the process of analyzing the interviews, ensuring conclusions would be 

induced from the data itself as the grounded theory approach suggests (Charmaz, 2006, pp. 

72–95; Hennink et al., 2011, pp. 206–210). 

After I completed an initial report based on the thorough analysis of the three interviews, I 

coded the remaining five interviews by hand and fit them into the preliminary analysis. As 

predicted, the data in these five interviews largely supported the preliminary findings. The 

structure of the results chapter on farmers’ perspectives informed the structure of the 

results chapters for the other two interview sets. 

3.2.3  Wildlife enthusiasts 

The farmers who participated in this study represent a well-defined vocational 

demographic with a specific issue insofar as whooper swans are concerned. I wanted to 

counterbalance the farming community’s perspectives by speaking with people likely to 

have different views on swans, but I chose not to hone in on another narrowly defined 

target group as I did not wish to create the false impression that there is an “opposing side” 

to contrast with the farmers as a stakeholder group. Thus I opted to invite as participants 

four residents of Reykjavík who are diverse in their educational and professional 

backgrounds but who share an interest in birds. They represent the very broad segment of 

the public that could be called wildlife enthusiasts. Three of the four individuals were 

casual acquaintances before the research began and were people I expected would present 

a range of critical opinions regarding nature conservation, species preferences, and 

aesthetic and cultural values. The fourth I had not met before, but based on her 

representation of birds in her artwork that I had seen, I believed she would add insightfully 

to the research. Inviting participants through purposive sampling in this way intended to 

capture maximum heterogeneity of perspectives amongst nature lovers, although a larger 
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sample size would have been necessary to achieve data saturation (Braun & Clarke, 2013, 

pp. 55–61). 

I conducted the wildlife enthusiast interview set between March 30 and July 5, 2016. All 

participants gave informed consent and were assigned pseudonyms to ensure 

confidentiality. The participants are: 

• Ólafía, doctoral student in the humanities. She is self-described as someone with an 

interest in birds and other animals but who does not go out of her way to encounter 

them. 

• Friðgeir, visual artist and retired nature guide. As a result of his lifelong love of 

birds, his guiding experience, and his close friendships with natural scientists, 

Friðgeir is extremely knowledgeable about ecological matters. 

• Ingileifur, recent graduate in the natural sciences and an avid hunter. His interview 

demonstrates that although I had initially considered them a separate interest group, 

hunters can be wildlife enthusiasts in their own right. 

• Bára, visual artist. I invited Bára to participate in the study after seeing an 

exhibition that included several of her paintings and sculptures of swans. Although 

she is not an active birdwatcher, birds have been a recurring motif in her artwork 

for many years. 

 

Figure 10. Swans, geese, gulls, and iceskaters on Tjörnin in Reykjavík. 
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I selected Tjörnin, the pond in downtown Reykjavík, as the location for the interviews as 

the site could be considered emblematic of Icelandic urban nature (Figure 10). The 

connected freshwater ponds and wetlands that form the 15.7-hectare Tjörnin–Vatnsmýrin 

site have been highly landscaped starting in the second half of the 19th century; they also 

serve as important bird habitats in the heart of the city and as a major interface between 

wildlife and the public (Nielsen, 1992; Nielsen & Hilmarsson, 2014) (Figure 11). Despite 

ongoing problems with water quality and conservation of the site’s biodiversity, Tjörnin–

Vatnsmýrin provides year-round habitat and summer grounds for some 40–50 bird species 

including shorebirds, passerines, and waterfowl (Nielsen & Hilmarsson, 2014), of which 

whooper swans are prominent. Tjörnin has long been a popular destination for residents 

and their families to feed ducks, geese, and swans, with the result that some individuals of 

otherwise migratory species are now resident throughout the year. That was also a practical 

reason for selecting it as an interview site: I wanted swans to be observable during the 

interviews, and Tjörnin is one of the few places in Reykjavík where swans are almost 

guaranteed to be found at any given time. 

 

Figure 11. Feeding greylag geese and other birds at Tjörnin 

(photo: sergejf/Creative Commons). 
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The conversations with the four participants took shape as walking interviews (Anderson, 

2004; Evans & Jones, 2011). I strolled with each participant in as natural a manner as 

possible around Tjörnin, following his or her lead most of the time, sometimes pausing to 

sit on benches or occasionally to greet acquaintances. As I intended for the presence of 

swans to stimulate our discussions, several of the questions on the semi-structured 

interview guide involved asking participants to respond to and describe the birds we 

encountered. Other questions concerned participants’ views on the cultural value of swans, 

conservation policy, and human relationships to birdlife in general. Having these 

conversations outdoors in a familiar urban environment helped make participants more 

relaxed and facilitated maintaining my rapport with them (Hennink et al., 2011, pp. 124–

128); it also underscored the context and relevance of a topic that might risk seeming 

narrow or esoteric.   

The interviews, conducted in English, were audio-recorded and ranged from about 40 to 60 

minutes in length. After transcription, I open-coded them using the ATLAS.ti software to 

produce 86 unique codes. Like the other two interview sets, these were coded mostly on a 

segment-by-segment basis (Charmaz, 2006, pp. 50–53), particularly to avoid placing too 

much emphasis on specific words or phrasing since participants were conversing in a 

second language. I then grouped 15 of these codes under the code family “Values”; these 

codes marked passages related to aesthetics, sentiment, symbolism, or other intersections 

between wildlife/nature and human culture. Scanning through the passages linked with 

these codes, I reflected on the following questions: 

• Of what cultural value are swans to people who are predisposed to appreciating 

wildlife? 

• Do wildlife enthusiasts think the cultural values associated with swans justify their 

protection? 

• What are their views about species preference in general? Does it assist or 

undermine conservation efforts? 

As none of these questions yielded a single answer on behalf of the group, I looked for 

clues as to why the participants’ opinions diverged. Rather than finding quotations to 

illustrate this analysis, I began by selecting longer passages from the interviews that I 

wished to include in the findings and built the results chapter around them.  

I also grouped six codes under the family “Hunting, shooting, culling” and similarly 

scanned these passages to address the following: 

• To what extent would wildlife enthusiasts object to lethal means of addressing the 

conflict between farmers and swans? 

• What are their views more generally about culling as a way of resolving human–

wildlife conflicts? 

Finally, I read through the entire transcripts to find any passages that might shed light on 

participants’ thoughts on the mechanisms behind the conflict with swans, and on swans’ 

agency, as such subjects were addressed more indirectly in this interview set compared to 

the other two. 
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3.2.4  Field observation 

Because swans are at the heart of this study, I believed it critical to the research to conduct 

a formal observation of them in the field—quite literally, in the grainfields and hayfields. 

Driving such a belief in the importance of such observation is scholarship on, e.g., hybrid 

geographies (Whatmore, 2002), multispecies ethnography (Kirksey & Helmreich, 2010; 

Hurn, 2012, pp. 202–220), and embodied epistemology or so-called “affective logic” 

(Lorimer, 2015). On the one hand, I focused my observation on the swans’ behavior in and 

around the fields and opened myself to curiosity about their experiences. On the other 

hand, seeing the swans in the field and witnessing the damage they cause simultaneously 

furthered my understanding of the farmers’ perspectives. Thus the observation was about 

the birds in and of themselves (as mediated through my subjective perspective), about their 

relationship with the agricultural environment, and about trying to see them through 

farmers’ eyes. 

Observing swans in the autumn was important since the harvest period marks the height of 

the farmers’ conflict with the birds. It was also practical to conduct the observation during 

one of the fieldwork days for the farmer interviews; as the weather during the first 

fieldwork day was not conducive to birdwatching, I conducted it with Karl on the second 

day, i.e. September 23, 2016, from approximately 2:45 to 4:00 p.m. The location, not 

predetermined but selected spontaneously, was on a farm in Rangárvellir that had been a 

potential interview site. We conducted the observation with the verbal permission of the 

farmer. I audio recorded my field notes and Karl and I both took photographs. 

Following this observation, I wrote a detailed account of the experience in the format of a 

participant observation transcript. While this transcript was not coded and included in the 

data to be analyzed, it nevertheless helped inform my understanding of the study 

participants’ perspectives and deepen my engagement with the animal subjects of this 

research. Relevant excerpts from the observation and other journal notes appear in shaded 

boxes scattered throughout the rest of the thesis. 

3.3 Reflexivity and ethics 

Certain ethical considerations should be noted about my positionality with regard to the 

subject at hand. My preconceptions about the intrinsic, aesthetic, and cultural value of 

birds—informed by my scholarly interest in human–animal studies and my professional 

background in the arts—have in part motivated the study. Similarly, my beliefs about the 

environmental and ethical consequences associated with livestock farming, combined with 

my lived distance from agricultural communities and my identity as an immigrant with 

limited spoken Icelandic, placed me at a remove from some of the interview participants, 

particularly the farmers. However, Karl and Edda, who conducted the farmer interviews, 

were for the most part able to establish comfortable rapport with the participants; despite 

their current positions as academics based in the capital, both have significant personal 

experience with Icelandic farms and farmers. Thus, while the research questions and 

interview guide were greatly informed by my perspective, the interviews were tempered by 

perspectives closer to the participants’ own, ensuring the meaningfulness of the data and 

facilitating greater balance in the data analysis. Reflexivity was maintained throughout the 

study through informal conversations with my advisors, as well as through formal 
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reflections on the fieldwork and researcher’s notes inserted into farmer interview 

transcripts. The spirit of the study is thus in keeping with Davies’s (2008) account of 

critical realism in qualitative social research, recognizing the mutual influence of the 

researcher and her study participants and honoring the data as “very much a cooperative 

product” (p. 9).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The approach to the research was originally intended to be non-representational, with the 

aim of opening up meaning within a complex situation rather than attempting to pin 

meaning down (Vannini, 2015). In exploring this relationship between farmers and swans, 

my aim is precisely to complicate the story, highlight its many nuances, and broaden its 

scope rather than to suggest a solution for the human–wildlife conflict. It could be 

described as an ethical concern that my primary theoretical concerns (i.e., 

aesthetics/sentiment and non-human agency) do not represent the practical concerns of 

many of the participants with regard to the supposed topic at hand (e.g., minimizing 

agricultural damage and/or reducing the population of the whooper swan stock). 

As a final ethical note, confidentiality was of utmost importance in the interview set with 

farmers. While whooper swans enjoy a legally protected status, there is also the “open 

secret” that some farmers have indeed shot swans themselves or have asked others to hunt 

them on their land. Karl, Edda, and I endeavored to receive such anecdotes with a 

sympathetic understanding of participants’ emic perspectives (Hennink et al., 2011, pp. 

18–19), but I nevertheless sensed in every instance the farmers’ hesitation to discuss these 

acts, especially if they themselves were involved. The sensitivity of the research topic led 

to many poignant moments within the interviews and a richness within the interview data. 

 

 

Notes from the field: Rangárvellir, September 23, 2016 

As we were getting back into the car to leave the farm, I was struck by an old, large, 

blue and white sign on an outside wall of the cowshed with the unquestionable truism 

“MJÓLK ER GÓÐ” (“milk is good”). 

Pulling away, we caught a glimpse of the limp body of a gangly blonde calf strewn 

haphazardly on the back steps of the cowshed, its eyes already pecked out. A tabby 

cat sat next to its rump, looking out at us sternly as we passed in the car. With this as 

the final image from this farm in my mind, shame and sadness washed over me as we 

drove away. 

Seeing the enormous flocks of swans in and around the fields helped further my 

sympathy for the farmers and their families. But this image of the disgracefully 

discarded calf with the pecked-out eyes is, for me, a much stronger and more indelible 

image that reinforces my belief that livestock farming is ethically as well as 

environmentally problematic. 

 

 



33 

4 The difference between a swan 

and a goose: Perspectives from 

policy-shapers 

To begin my investigation into the biopolitics of whooper swan protection, I turned to a 

group with expert insight into conservation policy, namely, members of the special 

committee that had been assembled to address the human–wildlife conflict with geese and 

swans. My interview participants included the committee project manager from the 

Environment Agency of Iceland; a specialist on resource management and hunting, also 

from the Environment Agency; and the CEO of the Farmers Association of Iceland. A 

fourth interview was conducted with a wildlife ecologist from the Icelandic Institute of 

Natural History who advised the committee. These four participants thus contributed to the 

research from different perspectives that might be labeled, respectively, as environmental-

administrative, resource-utilitarian, agricultural-economic, and conservation-ecological. 

We discussed their views on the nature of the human–wildlife conflict at hand, their 

opinions on and the importance of aesthetics and affect in conservation decision-making, 

and their thoughts on the effectiveness of the committee’s recommendations to the 

ministries. These themes are addressed in turn below. 

4.1 Agency and attribution: 

Where to place the blame? 

Given the contrasting professional interests of the four participants in this interview set, it 

is not surprising that there was a lack of consensus as to how exactly the “swan problem” 

should be conceptualized. The CEO of the Farmers Association (hereafter called the 

agricultural expert) stood alone in presenting the relationship between the ever-growing 

swan stock and the negative impact on agriculture as a direct, causal one. While the 

Association has been encouraging farmers to grow more barley to reduce the need for 

imported livestock fodder, the agricultural expert explained that swans (in addition to 

geese) significantly impact the cultivation of grain crops as well as hayfields: 

[The swans] seem to have enough to eat, so they keep on growing. So from a natural 

perspective, they are still a sustainable stock. But from our perspective, it causes many 

problems for us. There are some farmers who don’t want to grow barley anymore, 

because the swans eat too much of it. And they don’t like to cultivate their fields as 

often as they would want to; it’s not economically sustainable to do it because there is 

too much damage. 

As he explained, most of this damage is caused by the non-breeding adult birds who linger 

on agricultural land throughout the season rather than nesting and brooding in the 

highlands. Later in the interview, the agricultural expert did concede that regional 

variations make the damage by swans a more complicated matter. But for the most part, he 

described the problem as being fairly straightforward and suggested a two-part solution: 
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government subsidies to cover the financial losses due to birds, and restricted culling of the 

non-breeding swans accompanied by research to measure the efficacy of such a program. 

However, the obstacles to culling are, for him, where the greater complexities lie. While he 

considers the rationale behind the farming community’s desire to reduce the swan 

population to be comprised of “good arguments,” he acknowledged that 

it’s never going to be easy to get permission to cull birds that have been protected for 

more than a hundred years. 

The power of tradition and resistance to change within the agricultural industry was a 

recurring theme in the interview, but there were also repeated implications that cultural 

values amongst the general public are also difficult to sway. The persistent positive image 

of the swan, he said, would ensure that objections from the public would be voiced if a 

culling program would be proposed. 

The other three experts, especially the ecologist from the Institute of Natural History 

(hereafter the wildlife expert), presented the perceived human–wildlife conflict as a much 

more complicated set of interactions wherein reducing the whooper swan population would 

not necessarily yield positive results for the farmers. Because of the geographical 

variations between farms and the mobility of the flocks, the wildlife expert emphasized 

that there is no direct relationship between the number of swans in the population and the 

damage that they cause: 

You can have a group of 100 birds doing a huge amount of damage in one day. Or one 

night, even. And then you can have 10,000 birds that are doing nothing. There’s such 

local variation in that. So if you say, “Okay, there are now 30,000 whooper swans. Is 

it okay to cull them to 15,000?” You could do it. But you still would have all these 

problems. You wouldn’t solve anything. 

Such has been shown to be the case with the greylag goose, which is hunted in great 

numbers each year but still causes what the farmers describe as considerable damage 

(Gunnarsson, 2015). 

Both committee members from the Environment Agency joined the wildlife expert in 

adding that another significant factor in the agricultural damage is that of climate and 

weather. While global climate change (along with the breeding of new cultivars) has made 

grain cultivation in Iceland generally feasible since the late 20th century, the conditions in 

recent years have not been favorable, what with late springs, cold summers, and wet 

autumns that delay or even prevent harvesting of crops. As the wildlife expert explained, 

There are many problems associated with the late harvest. There might be reductions 

to the overall harvest because the grain did not develop as it should…And many of 

these fields will never be harvested because they are so wet, for instance; you cannot 

put your big machinery there...And then there will be huge winds which break the 

grain... 

But, he pointed out, whenever the harvest is late, there are more problems from birds. The 

result, as he described it, is that the swans and geese then become an easy but unfair target 

when it comes to assigning blame. The special advisor on hunting from the Environment 

Agency (the resources expert) similarly presented the problems farmers face as a 
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cumulative process, with the swans as merely the final straw for some who decide to give 

up on grain production entirely: 

The last two years have been quite bad for growing barley here, at least in the southern 

farms. It has been quite wet over the last two years. They haven’t been able to harvest 

their crops in the autumn. I think that has had more influence than the swan. But of 

course, it all adds up, not being able to harvest your crops until the swan’s eating 

them. I think it adds up to their wanting to stop growing it. The swans are not the only 

reason. And I think not the main reason. But of course, it’s a growing problem. I think 

we cannot deny that. 

However, the resources expert also expressed the view that grain cultivation in Iceland 

represents a sort of stretch or defiance of ecological limits (Figure 12): 

We shouldn’t be able to grow these species of barley and wheat here, [but still] we are 

doing it. Quite far here in the north. 

 

Figure 12. “Quite far here in the north”: Mt. Hekla beyond the barley. 

 

This acknowledgment of environmental limits was not shared by the agricultural expert, 

for whom farmers giving up on grain production because of swans and geese is 

quite a bitter pill because you can grow barley [here]. It’s also part of trying to sustain 

our resources that we would like farmers to grow more grain, just so we wouldn’t need 
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to import as much. We have been increasing the growth of barley, but we still import a 

lot of it for feed. 

Such a statement shifts the human–wildlife conflict away from the framework of economic 

interests toward an ecological framework, almost suggesting that this is not a problem of 

birds versus humans but rather of birds versus the environment. Notably but not 

surprisingly, it was taken as a given by all the experts that livestock production—which is 

overwhelmingly the driving force behind arable farming in Iceland—is desirable. The 

agricultural expert indicated that only about 2% of domestically grown barley is intended 

for human consumption; the rest is used as fodder for cattle and swine. All chicken feed, 

comprised of corn rather than barley, is imported, as corn has not been successfully 

cultivated in Iceland.  

If the problem of limited crop yields is more complicated than a one-to-one ratio of birds to 

damage, as three of the four experts suggest, and if from the farmers’ perspective grain 

cultivation is being encouraged from the top down without adequate governmental support, 

why might farmers frame this as a conflict with wildlife? I posed a similar question to the 

agricultural expert: 

Shauna: Amongst those farmers who are being negatively impacted, is their frustration 

mostly directed at the birds, or at the government for not being more supportive, or—? 

Agricultural expert: Mostly towards the birds. The farmers would like to just be able 

to protect themselves against them.…Of course, it’s towards the regulations from the 

government, but the birds are what you see every day at the farm. It’s my experience 

that the frustration is mainly towards the birds themselves. 

The perception of swans and geese as the problem (Figure 13) also begs further questions: 

are birds better targets for blame than climate because actions can readily be taken against 

birds but not against the weather? And is it more tempting to blame entities that are 

perceived as active, sentient agents? The language we use is telling. The project manager 

from the Environment Agency (the administrative expert) described the dynamic between 

the swans and the farmers as a “fight,” and the resources expert said that if culling were 

sought as a solution, it would be “an endless battle”; the wildlife expert suggested that 

people always seek out an animal to villainize, and if there is no classic animal villain, they 

will find the next best thing. As in fairy tale, as in life: narratives of human drama often 

benefit from animal antagonists. 

 

Notes from the field: Reconnaissance drive in south Iceland, May 24, 2016 

After the pilot interview, Karl and I dropped by another farm on our list and knocked at 

the farmstead door. The farmer who greeted us has now given up on growing barley. 

His body language was defensive, but he said we were welcome to interview him in the 

fall. Then we drove to another farm, where the farmer we spoke with told us about how 

they try to scare the swans away with a tractor but the birds just relocate to a field 

behind the nearby hotel. 

We didn’t see a lot of swans today: a few flocks of twenty to thirty birds, but mostly just 

pairs here and there. Lots of rusty-headed swans. Nothing remarkable with the bird life 
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Figure 13. “What you see every day at the farm”: non-breeders trampling a threshed 

grainfield (photo: Karl Benediktsson). 

4.2 Cultural values and species preferences: 

“Beloved like the Bambi” 

An initial premise underlying this research was that while swans and geese present 

comparable problems to farmers in terms of agricultural damage, and while the populations 

of swans and geese are all robust, the whooper enjoys continued protection while the 

greylag and pink-footed geese do not because of species preferences built upon aesthetic or 

symbolic grounds. Such a premise resonated in the interview with the administrative 

expert. For her part, she also expressed the concern that too many swans might cause 

ecological damage in the highlands as a result of overgrazing: 

Administrative expert: People know that if you have too many swans and too many 

geese, they also are bad for the highlands. They eat the grass and the plants in the 

highlands, and like with anything, if [the stocks] get enormous, it can be—what is the 

in general that we saw, except for a flock of white pigeons! Someone must have been 

breeding them. It was a dusty, dusty day and so we didn’t get out of the car much. But I 

kept thinking back to our conversation in the morning with the CEO of the Farmers 

Association of South Iceland. He didn’t say it directly, but his implication was that 

farmers are shooting swans, and justifiably so. “What would you do?” he asked us. “If 

you were a farmer, what would you do?” 
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limit? Then it becomes a plague. That’s a discussion we have to have, even though the 

swans are sweet. And it’s also a little strange, because we shoot reindeer. 

Shauna: And the geese. 

Administrative expert: And the geese. So why are swans somewhere out of that 

discussion? I don’t know. But it’s a delicate issue. 

The wildlife expert—who refuted the claim that swans or geese might pose a threat to the 

highlands—explained, however, that whoopers, as with all swans, are not a good hunting 

species because their reproductive rates are lower than those of geese and other animals 

whose populations can be harvested sustainably. This strikes as a sound ecological 

argument for upholding the protected status of the whooper swan, leaving aside seemingly 

less rational motivations like symbolic value or aesthetic preference. 

But the wildlife expert, along with the agricultural and resources experts, also provided 

another reason as to why swans are “somewhere out of that discussion,” and this reason is 

indeed a matter of aesthetics, or rather a matter of taste, literally: unlike geese, swans are 

not good to eat. Young swans, conceded the wildlife and agricultural experts, can be eaten 

and enjoyed, but the flesh of older birds is tough and unpalatable: 

I am told that if you try to cook an older swan, you just end up with a basketball! 

The wildlife expert joked that perhaps the only way of eating swan would be to make it 

into hamburgers. For this reason, if the Farmers Association were successful in lobbying 

for a cull, the hunting of swans would be a mere matter of pest control rather than 

production of game. But the resources expert suggested that culling might be a hard sell: 

If they would do some culling, I don’t know if the hunters’ associations would 

participate in that. I know at least that in The Netherlands, where they wanted to cull 

the pink-footed geese, I think the hunters’ association didn’t want to participate. They 

thought that was just not what they wanted to do with hunting. I think probably that 

would be also their opinion here. That mass murder of some species is not something a 

hunter wants to participate in. 

If it is the case that hunters would not widely seek out swans as game birds, and if the 

whooper population is robust, then why should the Environment Agency not grant 

individual farmers exemptions to be able to shoot the birds themselves and protect their 

crops? Again, the wildlife expert provided a rational explanation: the Wildlife Act of 1994 

guarantees protection by default for all wild animals in Iceland, but exemptions are made 

for hunting certain species if they have a use value (e.g., as meat or fur) or if their presence 

results in damage and other prevention techniques are ineffective. All four experts agreed 

that non-lethal methods of deterring birds have been much more effective against geese 

than swans. But again, the wildlife expert expressed doubt that reducing the swan 

population would significantly reduce damage: 

Of course, you could argue that the population is too big and you had to reduce it, but 

we are not at that step yet. There’s actually no data, in my mind, that supports such an 

approach to whooper swan hunting. 
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For him, empirical evidence is wanting both in terms of the damage caused by swans and 

in terms of reasonable proof that culling would be of economic benefit, and in the absence 

of such evidence the protection of the whooper should be sustained. 

Still, it is significant that the administrative and agricultural experts voiced concern that 

aesthetic, cultural, and sentimental ideas about swans guide the birds’ protection in a 

strange or illogical way, and the resources expert agreed that the main—if not the only—

value associated with continued protection of the whooper is sentimental value. Visual and 

poetic aesthetic tropes arose most frequently in the interview with the agricultural expert, 

for whom aesthetics are an obstacle to changing public perception of birds that from his 

perspective merit intervention: 

There are many people who believe you should never shoot these birds because they 

are beautiful and graceful. So it’s never going to be easy. 

He mentioned swans’ favorable presence in older Icelandic poetry, described their 

impressive flight and whiteness as almost angelic, and said that people are “understandably 

fond of them” for these reasons. For his part, the wildlife expert recited from memory an 

English translation of an old Icelandic poem about swans sweetly singing in the 

summertime. He also noted that the swan has important symbolic value in Europe as the 

logo for the Nordic Ecolabel: 

And that would be a tough thing to do, to put some blood stains on that!  

The likelihood of public resistance to a culling program because of the charismatic appeal 

of the swan was one of few points of consensus amongst the four experts, and the wildlife 

expert added that international opinion on the matter would weigh even more than 

domestic opinion. And the administrative expert indicated that in her experience, the 

sentimental value of the swan, beloved “like the Bambi” in Iceland, presents a stumbling 

block to discussing the species objectively and productively in conservation decision-

making. 

 

If the swan, the nation’s Bambi, is indeed beloved, then should that factor into discussions 

about its protection status? When asked about the role aesthetics and/or sentiment should 

Notes from the field: Rangárvellir, September 26, 2016 

We couldn’t get very close to the swans on the ground. When they were sitting or 

standing on the ground I mostly could only see their heads and necks rising up out of 

the grain and plunging down into it again. 

The closest I got to them was when they would take flight again and circle around the 

field. At times their heavy, rhythmic wing beats overhead gave me a sense of the 

massive weight of their bodies, these weighty bodies that must need to graze all day to 

maintain their mass and store enough energy as they prepare for their migration. 

Their necks struck me as impossibly straight in flight, their bodies sometimes too close 

together within their trios and quartets. Their honks, emitted in counterpoint, 

dominated the acoustic environment. 
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play in conservation discourse and policy, in this case or in general, the agricultural and 

resources experts agreed that these factors should inform mutual understanding between 

the government, the public, and special interest groups (i.e., the agricultural industry), but 

that they should be weighted less than ecological and economic factors. The wildlife expert 

acknowledged that 

we have many conservation [decisions] based on romantic views, initially, although 

we do not admit it. For instance, the hunting of upland and moorland species has never 

been popular in Iceland, and now we have decided we do not want to shoot snipe, 

which is quarry in most of where it occurs both in North America and Europe. We do 

not hunt snipe. We do not hunt golden plovers. And this is basically based on our 

perception. I mean, both species are very common in Iceland, but we do not regard as 

quarry. And of course, puffin used to be the most numerous birds in Iceland. We kill a 

lot of puffins, and people in America, or other foreigners, hate us for it because it’s a 

nice bird. So there are a lot of things like that are unwritten laws, or something like 

that that’s based on our—what? I don’t know what it’s based on, of course. 

For him, romantic views on wildlife and nature can be important in terms of environmental 

connectedness and conservation concern, though he expressed worry that the nation’s 

public attention span about environmental problems is not long enough and is usually only 

focused on one hot-button issue at a time. Regarding the whooper swan, the wildlife, 

agricultural, and resources experts doubted that there is much current public concern about 

the species, despite what they described as its popular appeal. The wildlife expert lamented 

that 

if you would ask somebody, “Why is the whooper swan protected?”, very few people 

could actually answer. Many would say, “Oh, is it protected? I didn’t know.” 

The resources expert believed that there is public indifference about the farmers’ 

complaints about the swans, and the agricultural expert said,  

I don’t believe that there will be any serious discussion [about the swan] among the 

general public until there’s a decision on lifting the protection.” 

In sum, based on the interview with the wildlife expert, it seems that while the whooper 

swan’s charisma originally helped strengthen the case for its protection, it plays a 

negligible role in the position of the Institute of Natural History to uphold the protection 

status of the species under the Wildlife Act. In terms of conservation biopolitics, perhaps 

the most meaningful difference between a swan and a goose can be measured in terms of 

edibility. However, this interview set also confirmed that the swan’s aesthetic and 

charismatic value amongst the general public is considered to be significant by individuals 

involved in conservation policy recommendations. Sentiment and aesthetics were 

furthermore regarded as inscrutable obstacles to effective discourse and policy action, as 

less important to conservation processes than economic and ecological factors, and 

sometimes even humorous or trivial. The last observation in particular suggests a need for 

more open discussion at the institutional level about how to address these matters within 

conservation discourse and practice. 
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4.3 Appropriate responses: 

Moving forward from the action plan 

The special committee addressing the agricultural damage caused by swans and geese met 

four times before submitting their final report—the action plan, as the administrative 

expert referred to it—to the relevant ministries in February 2016 (see pp. 7–8 above). The 

administrative expert emphasized that this short-term working group was not an official 

committee and did not have a great deal of power; the action plan they devised comprised 

recommendations rather than mandates. She also stressed repeatedly that the matters under 

discussion had all been discussed before: 

They have been working since 2010 or so in this, and there’s always a new group, new 

people talking, and nothing happens. 

Bureaucratic inefficiency was a very frequent theme in the interview, and it also came up 

repeatedly in the interview with the wildlife expert. When asked about the stumbling 

blocks in making progress on this issue, the administrative expert pointed to a number of 

factors: the obstacle of sentimentality toward swans, as described above; the fact that, in 

her view, there are relatively few farmers experiencing the swans as a major problem; and 

first and foremost, the fact that two ministries and several government institutes have a 

stake in the matter. Conservation decisions are “always more complicated when it’s like 

that,” she stated. 

Since the committee had no authority to enforce responses to its suggestions, the 

administrative expert emphasized that the success of this action plan hinges upon 

willingness of the ministries and institutes to follow through, as well as upon the 

determination of farmers to continue lobbying for their cause: 

We have already gotten permission in the agricultural trade agreement that this could 

go into that area. And then it’s up to the farmers to fight for it, to go all the way. 

Because we have opened the door, and then what are they going do with this. 

Statements like this were indicative of what seemed to be the administrative expert’s 

underlying belief that there has been sufficient discussion about swans and geese, and what 

is needed now is dedicated action to address the farmers’ complaints. She did acknowledge 

the need for more research about the factors that result in agricultural damage, but added: 

If there is some will to help these farmers in this, then people have just to decide, 

okay, we are going to research up to a certain level, and then we are going to decide 

based on that. 

The need for further research was an apparent point of consensus amongst the four experts 

about the “bird problem,” although it was the agricultural expert who stood out in regards 

to the type of research he believed to be needed. The other three indicated (to varying 

degrees) that there is not sufficient ecological knowledge about the complicated dynamics 

between climate, crops, and birds that result in decreased agricultural yields, and that it 

would be prudent to conduct further studies in order to fully understand those processes 

before any major actions are taken. The resources expert and the administrative expert also 

underscored the need for a decision to be made regarding the optimal size of the swan 

stock and the potential need for population management to mitigate agricultural if not 
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ecological impacts, as per the committee’s suggestions to the Ministry for the Environment 

and Natural Resources, whereas the wildlife expert did not believe the unchecked 

population growth of the whooper swan to be of much ecological concern. But the 

agricultural expert repeated the desire for an organized study in conjunction with a 

restricted culling program, implying the urgency of action from the perspective of the 

farmers he represents and suggesting the certainty that reducing the swan stock will be 

demonstrably successful in improving agricultural outcomes. 

As for the Jord.is database and self-reporting of agricultural damage by farmers, the 

wildlife expert voiced serious reservations about the accuracy of the data submitted and, by 

extention, the quality of the RML report. The report itself cites the issue of participation 

declining significantly from 2014 to 2015 (from 130 registered farmers down to 46); 

speculations about the reasons for this decline are that some farmers might have given up 

on grain cultivation from one year to the next and that other farmers might have been too 

discouraged by government inaction on the matter. The wildlife expert added that there 

was a lack of oversight of the data-gathering process: 

It would have been useful if somebody would have actually been there, checking these 

surveys, and doing some groundwork also to certify the claims of the farmers that this 

particular piece of field or whatever was damaged, but I don’t think there was any 

such quality control. And also, there are very obvious faults in these surveys. For 

instance, there’s one farmer who was basically repeating [the same data entry] sixty 

times. So one-third of all the damage to cornfields in the southern lowlands is based 

on reports from one farmer who was reporting exactly the same amount for every 

piece of grain field or hayfield.…It’s poor science, poor data. It gives you some 

indication of something, but it has to be used with caution. 

From the wildlife expert’s perspective, despite the ongoing outcries from farmers and the 

ongoing work of various committees, the problem of agricultural damage by birds has 

never been taken seriously by the Icelandic government or researched adequately. In his 

view, this speaks to greater trends in conservation practice in the country, where there is an 

emphasis on financial investment in eradication and culling programs (e.g., of mink and 

Arctic fox) based on unsubstantiated claims about efficacy. He describes this lack of 

interest in, or even suspicion of, applied research as 

a general problem that is not restricted to geese or agricultural pursuits. It’s a character 

fault of Icelanders. You know, we just want to do things! 

Later in the interview, he spoke of the nation’s reactive, rather than proactive, approach to 

environmental issues as being connected to the country’s recent subsistence-based past, 

where speed was of the essence in taking advantage of the sudden availability of fish 

stocks or making hay quickly between rains. He characterized Icelanders as being 

specialized in dealing with “imminent threats,” but as being incapable of “work[ing] 

slowly towards any goal.” 

It should also be noted that the wildlife expert also stood alone amongst the group of four 

experts in readily discussing the hypothetical management of the whooper swan population 

as a matter of transboundary concern, legally as well as ecologically. Accordingly, while 

the committee’s action plan cited two pieces of domestic legislation concerning wildlife 

protection and management, no international laws or regulations were acknowledged under 

which controlled hunting of swans and geese is either permitted or restricted. 
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Both the wildlife expert and the resources expert expressed doubt that there will be any 

major changes to the status quo of whooper swan protection in the near future, and even 

the agricultural expert indicated the need to be patient on the matter. Further, the experts 

did not expect that this issue would be of particular interest to the general public if it does 

not result in lifting swans’ protection. When asked whether there should be more dialogue 

with the public about the agricultural community’s challenge with swans, the resources 

expert answered, 

I think it could be publicized more, how big a problem it is for the farmers. But I don’t 

know if it would matter much to the public. It doesn’t really touch them that much; 

they are so far from the problem. They know of the problem, but probably don’t care 

that much. 

In terms of finding solutions for the farmers, then, it will be most interesting to see whether 

compensation to farmers as a result of damage by geese and swans as covered under the 

new agricultural agreement will satisfy the agricultural community. It also remains to be 

seen whether more farmers will adopt the practice of designating part of their cropland as 

“safe havens” for geese and especially for swans. This idea was discussed favorably by 

three of the four experts, with references to the success of the method elsewhere. For his 

part, the agricultural expert was more reserved in his endorsement of such techniques. He 

mentioned that some farmers  

have been trying to plant trees around the fields, so it’s more difficult for the swans to 

land. They’ve [also] been trying to plant some oats around the fields; sometimes it has 

an effect. They’ve been trying to use things that make dangerous sounds, like gun 

noise. Also just old-fashioned scarecrows; some would do that also.…So people have 

been trying some things. But there’s no perfect solution. 

It sounds as if, from the perspective of the farmers and the agricultural industry as a whole, 

the expectation that culling swans will significantly reduce damage to crops is not based on 

sound evidence in that method itself, but rather on the sense that everything else has been 

tried already and nothing else has sufficiently worked. There also seems to be a belief 

underlying the action plan that human beings should be able to engage in their pursuits 

without interference from other species. While sentimental ideas about swans might factor 

into discussions and decisions about population management, the administrative expert 

was in agreement with the wildlife expert’s acknowledgement that 

there are [also] many, many people who sympathize with farmers. 

4.4 Conclusion 

Analysis of the four expert interviews confirms that the “swan problem” in Iceland is not a 

matter of environmental fact but a matter of social, ecological, and economic perspectives, 

where different notions coexist about the roles various factors play in agricultural damage. 

Secondly, sentimental rather than aesthetic ideas about swans were more readily discussed 

by participants, suggesting the relative importance of sentiment in the biopolitics of 

whooper swan protection. However, the policy-shapers were ambivalent about the degree 

to which cultural values should in fact influence policy, despite their general agreement 

over the importance of such values to the public. Finally, concerning appropriate responses 
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to the human–wildlife conflict, the four participants were not united in their views on 

lifting the swan’s protection, but they agreed that more research on the conflict is needed in 

order to make sound policy decisions. 

The experts I interviewed here, particularly the agricultural expert, clearly demonstrated 

their understanding of the issues Icelandic farmers face as a result of birds in their fields 

and as a consequence of conservation policies. How does the experts’ knowledge compare 

to the lived experiences and views of the farmers themselves? Setting aside the information 

I gleaned here as a matter of professional opinion, I turned to members of the farming 

community for their own voices. 
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5 “When it ruins so much, its beauty 

is diminished”: Perspectives from 

the farming community 

While the CEO of the Farmers Association of Iceland spoke as a representative of the 

nation’s agricultural community, it was important to bear in mind that he could not speak 

on behalf of all his constituents. Indeed, my interview set with farmers revealed a 

considerable amount of heterogeneity in their experiences and views. 

The nine study participants in this set of eight interviews experienced a varied degree of 

human–wildlife conflicts with swans, and their attitudes about these conflicts likewise 

varied. Huginn, a farmer from Skeið, represents one end of the spectrum. While he 

described extensive damage by swans to hayfields and grainfields on neighboring farms, 

he has experienced the damage to his own hayfields in the spring as relatively minor and 

said nonchalantly that on his farm they “just let this happen.” At the opposite end of the 

spectrum, Rögnvaldur from Landeyjar talked about the act of growing barley on his farm 

as a nearly hopeless endeavor. He had one of the most negative attitudes toward swans and 

their protected status, describing them as a “plague.” Most participants, however, 

expressed more complicated relationships with and mixed feelings toward swans. For 

example, Dagbjartur from Fljótshlíð spoke of, and showed us, his active measures to deter 

swans from eating his barley, including electric fences around the crops; as a result of the 

swans’ capacity for “ruining everything” for him, he was more eager to advocate for 

reducing the whooper swan population through regulated culling. At the same time, he 

expressed sympathy and respect for the species.  

Alongside these divergent experiences and impressions, the participants revealed different 

views on the cultural values of swans—that is, their aesthetic, symbolic, and sentimental 

values to humans—but similar perceptions of swans’ role in agricultural damage. As 

described below, the former seemed to be a function of a sense of proximity to swans, 

while the latter coincided with a shift of attribution away from agriculture’s own role in 

environmental change. Participants were also relatively united on their ideas about 

appropriate responses to the farmer–swan conflict and about nature conservation decision-

making in general, which they felt should be guided by rational assessments of ecological 

considerations rather than sentimental views toward particular species. 

 

Notes from the field: Rangárvellir, September 26, 2016 

The farmer, slender and in his mid-30s, was moving bales of grain from a big stack 

nearer to a machine for processing grain. We walked over to approach him. He stepped 

out from behind the tractor wheel and greeted us in a polite enough manner, but didn’t 

shake our hands since his gloves were so dirty. He told us he was extremely busy 

because he was renting the equipment and only had until 6:00 to finish processing all 

the grain. It was clear we would not be able to interview him. 
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5.1 Cultural values and proximity 

The nine participants had diverse opinions about the cultural values of the whooper swan. 

On the more critical end, Lárus, a farmer in the Eyjafjöll district, suggested that Icelanders’ 

misguided perceptions of the swan’s exceptional aesthetic and sentimental qualities are 

based on foreign images that differ from the reality of whooper swans around his farm. In a 

similar vein, Rögnvaldur sarcastically proclaimed the swan only to be beautiful “abroad,” 

tolerable only on the pond in Reykjavík. He was alone in entirely rejecting any and all 

cultural values associated with swans. Further, he could not recall swans being talked 

about or appreciated when he was growing up, and when asked about his emotional 

relationship to them, he described his fear of the swan pair resident on his farm when he 

first moved there. Surprisingly, and unique amongst the study participants, one of 

Rögnvaldur’s techniques to deter swans from eating his grain was to actually provide 

barley for them at a spot near the farmstead. This close physical proximity to the birds, the 

large numbers of them he reported, and their entanglement within Rögnvaldur’s labor 

might in part explain why he did not conceive of swans on aesthetic grounds.  

On the other hand, most participants did recognize swans’ positive aesthetic value, but in 

contingent terms of different sorts. Pálmi from Flói noted that people find swans prettiest 

when they are landing on the water; elsewhere in Flói, Arna mentioned that she finds 

swans beautiful while they are flying. The latter was echoed in more detail by Lárus, who 

described his interest in the majestic quality of swans’ wings and necks in flight as being 

related to his interest in aeronautics. Such associations of swans’ movement with beauty is 

in keeping with the widespread trope of the swan as a graceful animal, but it is notable that 

for Arna and especially for Lárus that it is only when swans are in the air that they might 

be regarded as particularly beautiful. 

Furthering the idea of the swan’s contingent aesthetic value, a theme frequently repeated 

by most participants was that the whooper swan is beautiful if and only if “it is there in the 

right numbers,” as Huginn put it. That is to say, there is aesthetic merit in one or a few 

swans, but not in many swans seen at once. Several farmers spoke in the past tense about 

their visual and emotional appreciation of swans on their properties prior to noticing a 

dramatic increase in population size, with at least two of these implying that the original 

justification of the whooper swans’ protection on aesthetic grounds was understandable. 

Many participants further explicitly indicated their preference for nesting and brooding 

pairs and a dislike of non-breeding individuals in large flocks. This inclination is clearly 

based in economic and labor interests, as the non-breeders were described by all 

participants as causing the greatest damage to fields and crops. But it seemed to extend 

from utilitarianism into aesthetics and possibly symbolism in terms of swans’ reputation as 

monogamous partners. Dagbjartur even showed the researchers photographs he had taken 

However, he said we were welcome to drive down to the field where the bloody 

swans (“kvikindi”) were still eating the grain that had not yet been harvested. 

Karl and I thanked the farmer and got back into the car. We drove back down past the 

house and made our way through a fence down to the barley field. We parked the car 

and stepped gingerly between the wires of an electric fence surrounding the field. 
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of a pair with their cygnets (Figure 14)—the same female, he claimed, returned to the 

sandbanks year after year, first with one mate and then another after the original male 

died—showing his unequivocal aesthetic interest in these familiar and familial swans. But 

despite the sentimental quality of these photographs and his statement that “it’s nice to 

have them nesting all over, and the young ones and all that,” he downplayed any 

sentimental interest in this particular female and her young, seeing no fundamental 

difference between them and the troublesome flocks because 

I know that sooner or later they will go into the grainfields…So I think, damn, she has 

too many young. 

Positive aesthetic and symbolic values are thus associated with the “right” population size 

but also with the “right” spatial proximity, namely, a lack of intrusion on one’s land and 

livelihood. 

 

Figure 14. Dagbjartur shows off his Facebook post of a swan family. 

 

Dagbjartur’s distinction between aesthetics and symbolism on the one hand and sentiment 

on the other was also apparent in the interview with Huginn, who described the swan as 

really beautiful I think it has tremendous value in nature, like when it is swimming 

with the young in the river, in the summer. It is really enjoyable to watch it there. 
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Figure 15. Swans as a landscape feature: in the right numbers, at the right distance 

(three swans barely visible at center). 

 

Huginn’s disinterested assessment of the swan’s beauty at the right distance (Figure 15) 

can be contrasted with the sentimental views he expressed about the ptarmigan, which is 

protected in his area purely as a function of its sentimental value to local residents. These 

views also came up in the interview with Dagbjartur, who confessed that he “feels for the 

ptarmigan,” noting his concern about its overexploitation as a game bird in his area. 

Neither farmer volunteered any thoughts one way or the other about the ptarmigan’s 

aesthetic qualities, nor did other participants express aesthetic appreciation of other bird 

species they favored, namely, the oystercatcher and the raven. It was only Guðbrandur 

from Flói who specified that the golden plover is “a really beautiful bird,” but this aspect 

seemed secondary to the comment that preceded it: 

It’s our harbinger of spring, and spring means a lot to us. It’s our lifeline. 

Here, aesthetic value seems to hinge on symbolic and nationalistic value. These limited 

examples indicate that the interrelationships between aesthetic, symbolic, and sentimental 

values with regard to animals are likely to vary from species to species. 

Once again with regard to the whooper swan, Valgeir, a farmer in Hrunamannahreppur, 

suggested that sentiment is a prerequisite for aesthetic value. He described how a nesting 
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pair nearby his farm in the past was “really looked after” and spoke of the swan as “a 

favorite” prior to the increase in numbers. But, he explained, 

it might be that when it’s ruining so much for you, its beauty is diminished. 

Although Valgeir was alone in so clearly linking sentimental and aesthetic appreciation, 

his comments reinforce most of the other participants’ position that positive aesthetic value 

of swans is not fixed or inherent but rather mutable alongside other factors. Máni from 

Flói, who had very little to say about cultural values but reiterated his belief that swans and 

other birds should be respected, even went so far as to admit that his views on swans vary 

depending on the season and whether they are in his fields or not. Again with these two 

farmers, we find value as dependent upon emotional and spatial distance. 

It is worth raising the question of whether it is actually a limited number of, rather than a 

sense of distance from, whooper swans that lends to farmers’ appreciation of the cultural 

values associated with swans. Several participants spoke to a certain utilitarian value of 

swans around the farmland: because of their territoriality, nesting and brooding pairs have 

been noted to drive off problematic flocks of non-breeders. Participants’ references to the 

aggressive tendencies of swans were generally in the context of discussing pairs or 

individual birds. We can infer that close proximity to an otherwise beautiful pair 

swimming on the water might not result in an enjoyable encounter. It does seem, as 

Huginn and Valgeir say, that limited numbers are important for many farmers when it 

comes to being able to appreciate swans or not, but that spatial distance and economic 

disinterestedness are also crucial factors. Only one participant, Pálmi, spoke about the 

positive aesthetic nature of embodied encounters with swans. He was also the only one 

who mentioned acoustic properties, describing the night he believed to have heard a 

melancholy “swan song” before finding a dead bird the following morning: 

Pálmi: What I’ve experienced—I have heard a swan song. You know the expression, 

people have a swan song in politics, and a swan song in relation to this or that. But 

I’ve heard this swan song. I woke up in the old farmhouse; there’s a pond there at the 

back of the house. It was early in the spring, and the window was open. And I woke 

up to a very sorrowful singing. Very sorrowful. I listened for a long time. I couldn’t 

sleep. When I looked out, there were a lot of swans on the pond. And when I came out 

the next morning, they had gone, but one was lying there dead, left behind. Whether it 

was that one that was singing or its companions, I couldn’t really tell. But it was very 

special. Very different sounds than you usually hear from them. Much more 

sorrowful, not this hoarse croaking you sometimes hear. 

Karl: So the swan itself is an emotional creature? 

Pálmi: I can well imagine it in that way. 

However, by and large, it was not participants’ auditory or phenomenological experiences 

with but visual observation of swans that could give way to aesthetic appreciation.  

The two farmers who had, overall, the most negative views about whooper swans, Lárus 

and Rögnvaldur, articulated opposing insights about the values that others place on swans. 

Lárus was well aware of the swan’s narrative and symbolic importance in fairytales in 

particular and was likewise aware of how aesthetic appreciation of swans is taught to urban 

children by their parents. He did concede that swans are indeed beautiful birds. But 
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throughout the interview, he made a number of references to the comparable beauty of 

other species, underscoring his apparent belief that it is hypocritical to single out one 

species for special treatment based on properties that could be considered subjective. It was 

almost as if for Lárus, the values placed on swans are above all rhetorically valuable 

insofar as they indicate the human folly in acting upon species preferences rather than 

acting to maintain ecological integrity and environmental balance. 

Conversely, as mentioned at the beginning of this section, Rögnvaldur had very little to say 

about the cultural values of swans, which is noteworthy in its own right. However, he 

repeatedly spoke of them (and other animals) in a way that revealed his consideration of 

them as sentient subjects-of-lives. This ranged from pondering or commenting upon 

aspects of their natural history to discussing their experience of having a good life and to 

describing their disposition and desires. He expressed his frustration about the swans’ 

agricultural impacts more forcefully than the other participants, reflecting, indeed, that he 

described more damage from the birds on his farm than the others. But he nevertheless 

seemed to consider the swans as active, reasonable, even intelligent agents, and as co-

constituents of the land who have always existed in this region. Further, when discussing 

reducing the whooper swan population by culling, he flipped his focus from the context of 

economic impacts to considerations of the swan’s ecology: 

We have to reduce them. You see it both in the swans’ [shrinking] territories and in 

how many chicks there are. 

His implication is that human intervention is needed to save the swan from itself. This 

proclivity to considering the swan sensitively, but not sentimentally, seemed to go hand in 

hand with Rögnvaldur’s reiterated concern for the welfare of domestic animals, both his 

own and in general. In fact, he began growing barley out of the desire to produce straw 

bedding for his cattle to increase their quality of life, and one of his frustrations with the 

growing swan population was that his dog was exhausted from constantly chasing the birds 

away. In this way, Rögnvaldur demonstrates that appreciation of the whooper swan’s 

cultural values is not purely a function of one’s understanding of the intrinsic values of 

animals, including even the swan itself. But his proximity, both actual and emotional, to 

his domestic animals seems to have created a barrier to appreciating the swan in any way, 

indeed suggesting that the conflict between humans and wildlife could even be reframed in 

this case as a conflict between domestic animals and wildlife (Figure 16). 

5.2 Agency and attribution when “the damage is 

also emotional” 

Despite my understanding that successes or failures of crops and hayfields are complicated 

products of multiple factors, I framed the study around the assumption that farmers 

perceive swans in and of themselves to be a major problem. Many participants did speak to 

the complexity of the issue, though, as exemplified in one of the interviews in Flói: 

Guðbrandur: It’s also this combination of factors, both weather and birds. It was quite 

bad last autumn, it was so wet. And there were a few people who lost everything, all 

the grain, to the birds. The grain couldn’t be harvested because of the weather when it 

matured. So people are giving up because of both of these factors. 
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Figure 16. Swans and cattle (photo: Karl Benediktsson). 

 

Arna: Yes, it’s a mix. You might have a grain field that is not quite ready, and if the 

swans come and start up, then they can destroy a lot before the grain has matured to 

the extent that you can harvest it. And when you can do the threshing, then it’s the 

weather that plays a role, whether you can actually do it or not. And the longer it takes 

until you can do the threshing, the more damage the birds can do. So it’s a 

combination of several factors. You can’t really generalize that the birds on their own, 

that it’s all their fault. But they do a lot. 

Several others readily spoke as well of the interplay between the birds and the weather, 

explaining that even small patches of fallen stalks of grain due to rain or frost create 

openings for swans and geese to encroach into the fields. Arna and Guðbrandur also 

acknowledged the role played by the location of grain fields relative to rivers, and Huginn 

mentioned his decision to move his fields closer to the farmstead to deter the birds. 

However, even though all of the participants recognized that swans and geese cannot be 

singularly blamed for agricultural damage, eight of the nine clearly reflected the 

experience of conflict with swans and spoke of them as active agents in damaging their 

crops. As Dagbjartur put it, 

Last year the swans ruined everything for me, and the year before that, they ruined 

half of it. 

Meanwhile, Rögnvaldur and Valgeir both spoke of the swans as a “plague” and described 

various efforts to deter or drive the “damned creatures” away. Huginn was alone in being 

relatively untroubled by impacts of swans and geese and more content to live alongside the 
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birds. At the same time, he was sympathetic to farmers who do experience more damage 

from swans by virtue of their more ambitious barley production or their different 

geographic locations. Although he has not experienced the presence and activity of the 

swans as a particular problem himself, he has thus perceived them in the same way on 

behalf of his fellow farmers. 

All participants spoke of the seasonal dimension of the damage, with swans and geese 

generally doing more harm to newly cultivated hayfields in the spring by grazing the grass 

and more harm to barley fields in the autumn by trampling and eating the grain (Figure 

17). Swans were described as being capable of greater damage to hayfields compared to 

geese insofar as they pull the grass up by the roots. They were also described as being 

more destructive to grain fields because unlike geese, who approach crops from the edges, 

they are able to land in the middle of the barley (especially if patches of grain have fallen 

over) and create “landing strips” from which they eat and trample everything around them. 

Additionally, as mentioned in the previous section, participants distinguished between 

nesting pairs and families on the farmland on one hand and the non-breeding birds on the 

other, the whose stationary congregations of up to several hundred birds can cause 

tremendous damage in both hayfields and grainfields. Máni and Rögnvaldur even spoke of 

the benefit of breeding pairs insofar as they chase the non-breeders from their territories; 

Huginn reported that the non-breeders graze the hayfields so extensively in the spring that 

he does not need to do a first mowing. 

 

Figure 17. Evidence of swans in the field. 
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It should be noted that actual agricultural damage is distinct from perceived damage, as 

Pálmi pointed out when asked about whether he submits damage reports to the Farmers 

Association: 

It’s really difficult to estimate how much the damage is. I mow these fields, perhaps, 

twice sometimes. There’s a lot of grass, but do I get, maybe, three bales less than 

usual, or twenty? It’s very hard to say. So perhaps the damage is—it’s rather 

emotional, also. The quantity is not so great, perhaps. You can see there’s a bad patch 

there due to the damage, but maybe it isn’t anything that matters all that much. If 

you’re making lots and lots of hay, there are maybe not such great quantities that 

you’re losing in this way. But it’s not pretty when you see it. 

Further, Máni indicated another emotional angle of the issue when he suggested that the 

conversation about swans has perhaps gotten away from itself: 

It’s also seasonal. People end up with some damage and then they get angry. But from 

what I’ve seen, it really varies. Sometimes it may be fashionable to be disgruntled 

about this....I think sometimes it really almost becomes a bit political. There are some 

families here who are part of a particular political party, and the discussion there 

[about the swan] is the same as in politics. There’s sometimes like an upwards spiral 

effect. 

These two passages suggest additional aesthetic and social dimensions to the conflict with 

whooper swans. Both insights also underscore the importance of analyzing human–wildlife 

interactions qualitatively to see how attitudes toward the animals in question, and 

social/political positionality, shape the nature of the perceived conflict. 

For seven participants, this perceived conflict is so great that they expressed the need to 

intervene in order to reduce the whooper swan population, although several admitted they 

were unsure what the ideal size of the stock should be. All participants spoke readily of a 

growing population, as evidenced by larger groups of non-breeders on their land, denser 

breeding territories, and larger clutch sizes. Only three participants acknowledged the 

whooper swan as a migratory bird protected in its overwintering grounds in Great Britain, 

but even among those three, the focus generally remained on the “swan problem” as a 

domestic issue. 

Huginn made an important distinction between the influence of expanding agriculture on 

population size on the one hand and flocking behavior on the other. He agreed that the 

increase in the swan stock might be to some extent related to the increase in growing grain, 

but said he sensed that it is also related to more hayfields being cultivated. But later in a 

discussion on the birds’ behavior, he said, 

I think this has changed after they started growing grain. They form much larger 

flocks now, both the geese and the swans. There are maybe thousands of birds that are 

there at the same time, for several days, and then they move somewhere else. Before 

this grain growing came along, they were much smaller, smaller groups. 

This distinction suggests an understanding that swan population size in and of itself might 

not be to blame for the amount of damage experienced by farmers. Such a nuanced 

perception can perhaps in part be attributed to Huginn’s general interest in the ecological 

conditions and environmental changes around him, as demonstrated throughout the 
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interview. His analytical distance should be noted in the light of his being less affected 

than the other participants by the swans’ agricultural impact. 

At the same time, however, behavioral changes were also described by other farmers who 

do experience the swans as problematic. For instance, Máni has noticed that swans were no 

longer establishing breeding territories at certain lakes near his farm. Arna and Guðbrandur 

have observed that the groups of non-breeders remain for longer periods of time in the 

hayfields than they used to, and that they seem to have learned where the best fields are. 

Lárus also spoke of the birds’ capacity to learn: he claimed that the swans did not 

originally have an appetite for barley, but that at some point they “discovered” it was worth 

eating. Indeed, the perception that these animals are reasonable and can learn underpinned 

nearly all participants’ position that legal permission to shoot whooper swans would 

alleviate the conflict, as they believe that the swans will come to understand the lethal 

threat that humans can pose and keep their distance accordingly. In this regard, it could be 

said that many participants thus considered swans to be not only conscious agents but also 

cultural agents, capable of learning new information and adapting their individual and 

group behavior in response.  

Many participants indicated, in different manners, their high regard for nature in general 

despite not identifying with the “extreme” agendas of environmentalists. Máni and Pálmi 

further reflected on the effect of partisan and regional politics on conservation discourse, 

which they believe has become more polarized than it should be. The perceived divide 

between the city and the countryside was a recurring theme throughout the interview set, 

with participants tending to feel misunderstood by lawmakers and the urban public. 

Perhaps in part for this reason, many seemed eager to demonstrate their concern for the 

environment during the interviews and to justify the positive contribution of their 

livelihood. For instance, Dagbjartur described his participation in land restoration 

initiatives, expressing the belief that moderate use of land and natural resources is both 

necessary and ecologically beneficial; Huginn and Rögnvaldur also believed land can be 

improved through agriculture. Lárus in particular spoke proudly and at length about the 

ecologically sound practices of his farming operations, including maintaining a low carbon 

footprint which has recently been calculated. He concluded from this analysis, 

I’m improving nature, improving the quality of life of course for all my livestock. I’m 

improving the quality of life in the ground for the flora and fauna of the earth, 

everything that is there. 

But the participants did not reflect on their own personal contributions to the growing 

whooper swan population and its increasing impact on agriculture. This was even the case 

for Huginn and Pálmi, who demonstrated the most insight into anthropogenic 

environmental impacts through their discussions of the changes to local landscapes over 

the years. This is most interesting in light of a number of participants’ belief that the 

increase in the swan stock can be directly attributed to the increase in agricultural 

production. Valgeir stated that the barley fields essentially amount to the swans “being 

offered a feast,” while Arna quipped, 

You know if you’re a good farmer if the swans are in your fields.  

Similarly, Dagbjartur stated that the swans flock to the newly planted hayfields in the 

spring because “it’s the best grass”; he continued by saying that he himself “got off rather 
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lightly in the spring” this year, as if to imply that his fields shouldn’t have fared so well 

and that the swans’ encroachment is a reasonable response to their changing environment. 

Other participants also found it reasonable that the birds would seek out the newly 

cultivated fields. Rögnvaldur stated that the swans “don’t eat garbage,” but he also said, 

It’s not natural for them to live on barley and green hayfields. 

When asked directly whether humans are to be held accountable for modifying the 

environment to such an extent, he shifted the blame: 

It’s a question, [what would have happened] if people would have tried to handle it 

before the increase [in the swan stock] became so excessive. 

While nearly all participants believed legal changes should be implemented to allow a 

reduction in the swan population through culling, none suggested that a reduction in barley 

production or other agricultural changes should be made. Lárus even went so far as to 

quantify the number of ships’ worth of grain his farm has saved from being transported to 

Iceland, a nod to the Farmers Association’s position that domestic barley cultivation is an 

important step toward sustainability. In other words, for all participants, agricultural 

expansion and livestock production are taken for granted as an unquestionable part of 

human existence, absolving them of responsibility in contributing to the factors leading to 

the perceived human–wildlife conflict with swans. 

 

Figure 18. Scarecrows and electric fences. 
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5.3 Appropriate responses, guided by logic 

What, then, is to be done to resolve the conflict between farmers and swans? Eight of nine 

participants supported the idea that some hunting of whooper swans should be allowed. 

None of these advocated for open hunting; many expressed distrust in game hunters, 

especially those from the city, who were described as greedy, reckless, and disrespectful. 

Rather, many participants believed that carefully controlled hunting with farmers’ 

permission would be worth trying, with records kept and analysis conducted of how culling 

would affect the stock. The goal, participants explained, would in part be to reduce the 

number of non-breeders, but also to effectively teach swans to stay away from the fields. 

As Valgeir stated, 

You hear it from those who have tried [shooting swans], you don’t really get the 

swans moving until you kill a bird. If you’re shooting at the geese, they go away, but 

the swans will remain. It’s not until you start killing them that they become wary. 

Again, the understanding of swans as reasonable creatures capable of learning to fear 

humans underpins the belief that culling would be an effective solution. 

Valgeir was not the only participant who admitted to hearing about farmers hunting swans, 

or who (in a circumspect manner) admitted to hunting them himself. Other lethal means of 

dealing with swans were described as well. Lárus showed us photograph evidence of how 

he managed to “teach the swans a lesson” by driving his jeep toward a bank of thirty or 

forty swans in one of his fields; as the birds flew up in fright, one individual struck a power 

line and fell dead to the ground, and another broke a wing and had to be put to death. For 

Arna and Guðbrandur, legalizing the killing of swans would be a relief to many who are 

reluctantly breaking the law. Arna found this a reasonable response on the part of farmers:  

Of course, you’re not allowed to do anything, but everybody’s trying to do something. 

It’s simply that nobody’s telling. You can’t just look at two hundred swans in the 

hayfield eating up your livelihood. It just doesn’t work. 

Most of the other participants echoed Arna and Guðbrandur in describing the near futility 

of chasing or scaring swans away, as they reportedly move only a short distance and then 

return. Several had tried using electric fences around their barley, but not with 

overwhelming success as the swans often find a way to land in the middle of the fields 

(Figure 18). As mentioned above, two farms changed the locations of their fields in 

response to the birds, but only one of those two seemed to benefit substantially from that 

shift. Three participants did not see subsidies for growing additional crops to provide 

alternative food sources for the birds, as has been tried in Norway, as a viable option. 

Additionally, Lárus did not see compensation for agricultural losses attributed to birds, as 

per the new agricultural agreement, as a solution to the problem:  

I see no reason for paying farmers for the damage caused by the swan. That’s not a 

solution. Then, you’ll just have more and more damage, and people will say, “Yes, 

we’ll just continue to sow; it’s okay if there will be damage. I’ll just get my expenses 

paid for, and then I’ll have the hunters shoot the geese in the field [an additional 

source of revenue], so it’s just a win-win situation.” Such a way of thinking will not 

do! We have to confront the problem.  
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It is thus not surprising that nearly all participants were open to, and many quite eager for, 

the permission to employ lethal methods of protecting their fields. Many of the farmers in 

the study therefore expressed mixed feelings towards whooper swans: having sympathy for 

them (e.g., not wanting to put them at the mercy of “greedy hunters”; showing concern 

about their quality of life) and finding aesthetic and symbolic value in at least some of 

them, while at the same time wanting to be able to shoot them. These mixed feelings do 

not seem to represent a cognitive dissonance since, as Dagbjartur and Lárus explicitly 

addressed, this is a fact of life for farmers—the act of putting animals to death is not 

equated with disrespecting them. Several participants made clear that while they 

understand the general public might object on sentimental grounds to lifting the protection 

of whooper swans, they see no particular symbolic or utilitarian benefit for singling out 

swans as a species to protect. 

The distrust of processes governing nature conservation was a theme that came up in most 

interviews. Several pointed to bureaucratic inefficiency within and between the Ministry 

for the Environment and Natural Resources and the Icelandic Institute of Natural History. 

Participants were also generally skeptical of the Farmers Association’s call for damage 

reports to try to quantify the losses due to geese and swans; Valgeir further explained that 

farms are subsidized by the unions based on the amount of barley harvested, so farmers 

have a disincentive to report damage to their crops. Only Pálmi had submitted such reports, 

but even he said that he did not expect much to come out of the process. Finally, as 

mentioned above, a number of participants also pointed to the divide between urban and 

rural perspectives on the environment, and the problematic nature of the national discourse 

on conservation that has resulted. As Rögnvaldur emphatically maintained, 

Notes from the field: Rangárvellir, September 26, 2016 

Ahead of us in the middle distance we saw three swans in the field. As we slowly and 

silently made our way towards them, they took flight and headed over the southern 

horizon, in the direction of the farm buildings. Based on all our interviews, I expected 

the birds would be much tamer than this. But we had also heard time and again that 

when the swans are disturbed, they just fly around in a circle and land again in the 

same place. So I didn’t worry that we had scared them off for good. 

As the first group of three flew away, another group of five came flying in the opposite 

direction. They circled around with a fairly small radius, honking loudly and calling, 

and seemed to be scanning the field for some time before they finally landed some 

distance from us and a bit further away from where the first group of three had been. 

During the forty-five minutes or so that we were out in the barley field, the swans kept 

coming and going continually like this in small groups, mostly three or four birds at a 

time but never more than seven or eight at once. At times a small flock of perhaps about 

twenty would form in a certain area within the grain that had yet to be cut. 

It was difficult to keep track of them as individuals, especially because when they would 

fly over the low horizon to the south, we would lose sight of them. We knew there was a 

lake on the other side of the farm buildings and assumed that that was where they were 

coming and going from, and we imagined a much larger raft of birds out there. 
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The gap between the city and the countryside is always getting bigger. For example, 

this discussion about the power plants, and that sort of thing. People wouldn’t be able 

to access the highlands if it wasn’t for the power plants! There wouldn’t be any roads! 

There are so many things that are strange and distorted in the discussion. 

Such perceived urban hypocrisy was also pointed out by Lárus, who seemed to believe that 

nature conservation guided by sentimental attachment to certain animals would result in 

ecological instability. Overall, despite a few isolated comments about the sentimental value 

of the ptarmigan and the symbolic imperative of the golden plover, the participants in this 

portion of the study reflected an interest in utilitarian approaches to resource use. For them, 

cultural values associated with particular species do not play a logical role in conservation 

decision-making. 

5.4 Conclusion 

The farmers who participated in this study were all attuned to the complexity of the 

problem that is agricultural damage, understanding it as an interplay between a number of 

factors on micro and macro levels. But most of them nevertheless perceived their conflict 

to be by and large with the birds they see in their fields, birds they tended to describe as 

active and even cultural agents. Participants varied greatly in their value of swans 

aesthetically, symbolically, and sentimentally, and this variation seemed to coincide with 

their sense of proximity to whooper swans, with a certain amount of distance needed to 

appreciate the birds in these ways. Nearly all the farmers rejected the weighting of such 

cultural values in conservation decision-making about individual species. Additionally, 

most were eager to see controlled studies of whether lethal means of deterring whooper 

swans would prove as effective as they expect they would. 

The perceived divide many farmers described between the countryside and the city was an 

important leitmotif throughout the interviews. Whereas most of the participants considered 

themselves to be pro-nature, pro-environment, some distinguished themselves from 

environmentalists (i.e., urban environmentalists) whose approaches to resource use, 

conservation, and nonhuman species are guided by undue sentiment and even hypocrisy. 

With regard to swans, there was an overarching notion that the protection of whoopers has 

been sustained for the sake of people who do not have to live with them, because “they” 

find them beautiful even if they don’t regularly see the birds firsthand. Guðbrandur 

addressed this concern poignantly: 

We [the farmers] are really feeding the swans. We’re keeping it up…And then we are 

just operating a zoo. For all the fifteen years I’ve been here, nobody has come to look 

at this very particularly beautiful bird. Not a single person. So, if some people down in 

Reykjavík or in the high places in Parliament, if they think that this is such a 

particularly beautiful bird—it’s quite strange that none of them has come here to look 

at swans. 

With perspectives like these in mind, I found it essential to return to the city and talk to the 

bird-lovers there, exploring where their experiences and opinions might diverge from—or 

perhaps even converge with—those of the farmers. 
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6 Swans on the pedestal: 

Perspectives from wildlife 

enthusiasts 

The farmers who participated in this study turned out to have a much more nuanced range 

of views about swans than the CEO of the Farmers Association of Iceland led me to 

believe. Certain utilitarian concerns united them, more or less, as a stakeholder group, and 

most of the farmers I met were interested in the possibility of lifting the protection on 

whooper swans. However, most of them also revealed their appreciation for swans and/or 

other wildlife on aesthetic, symbolic, and sentimental grounds and expressed their interest 

in ecological welfare. Would the so-called wildlife enthusiasts I spoke with be united in 

their love of birds to the extent that their views on conservation would be steered solely by 

sentiment, as some of the farmers suggested? 

 

Notes from the field: Tjörnin, March 31, 2016 

I had toyed with the idea of narrowing down the thesis to focus on the human–swan 

conflict in the countryside, setting aside the urban swans. But I couldn’t bear to leave 

them out entirely. The problem was, and is, the framing. I originally imagined that there 

might be some way to frame bird-feeding and associated problems at Tjörnin as a form 

of human–wildlife conflict—a conflict born of loving the birds too much, or in the 

wrong ways. But after talking with Snorri [a biologist working for the City of 

Reykjavík] and thinking about it more, I understood that this was too big a stretch. 

Relaxing by Tjörnin today, though, I saw the area as similar to the growing barley 

farms in one way: they are both human-dominated landscapes in which birds are the 

most conspicuous wild animals, and they are both changing rapidly at this moment. The 

agricultural areas in the country are expanding, with technology and climate change to 

thank, and Tjörnin is becoming choked with tourists. And might that impact the birds? 

It certainly impacts residents going there to interact with the birds! 

Today by Tjörnin I saw one group of nearly thirty tourists and lots of others in smaller 

groups or pairs, a few people (residents?) with their small kids in their strollers, a 

couple of people (residents or tourists?) giving bread to the birds, and a group of three 

Icelandic teenagers doing a birdfeeding photoshoot. I also saw some of the usual 

suspects: whoopers, greylags, mallards, tufted ducks, wigeons, and pigeons. There were 

two greylags who were lame in one foot, limping around in close proximity to me, eager 

to see if I had something for them. There was the familiar crooked-neck swan in the 

water too. I wondered if I would go sit by Tjörnin every day for a year if I would be 

able to recognize any of the swans as individuals besides old Squiggle-neck. 
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Figure 19. Whooper swans in flight (photo: Jyrki Salmi/Creative Commons). 

6.1 “That romantic, beautiful cling”: 

Cultural values and species preferences 

Like the farmers, the wildlife enthusiasts had different views on the aesthetic qualities of 

whooper swans. Bára’s sensitive paintings and sculptures of swans that prompted me to 

invite her to participate in the research clearly reflect her visual appreciation of the birds, 

and in the interview, she expressed her particular interest in swans’ wings and motion 

through the air and on land (Figure 19). Ingileifur also described his admiration for swans 

in flight, but when confirming his belief that they deserve attention above other birds for 

their visual qualities, he went on to distinguish between their physical appearance and their 

aggressive behavior: 

They really should get our attention as much as we can give it to them. Magnificent 

birds, and very pleasant to watch. But not very pleasant to approach when they are 

lying on their eggs. You shouldn’t do that. They will come beat you up! 

He lamented, however, that cygnets are not seen on Tjörnin, emphasizing that it is always 

enjoyable to see swans with their young. 

While Bára and Ingileifur approached whooper swans’ beauty as a sort of self-evident fact, 

and Bára seemed content not to overly intellectualize the aesthetic appeal of nature, Ólafía 

and Friðgeir had more critical views. They noted that swans are generally appreciated but 

that they themselves do not especially admire swans over other species. Friðgeir was quick 

to acknowledge whooper swans as striking creatures whose majesty merits recognition: 
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I think they were protected primarily because they’re one of these birds of spring, and 

because their beauty, their elegance, has earned them this. 

On the other hand, although he claimed that it is understandable that swans’ grace and 

symbolic whiteness are widely admired, he spoke of the importance of consciously finding 

aesthetic value across the animal kingdom: 

The greyest of birds isn’t devoid of his beauty.…Sometimes you have to look a little 

bit closer to see it. A house sparrow hopping around your table in a cafe in London 

isn’t very attractive. But if you have it in your hand, and you allow yourself to look at 

it in that way, with an open mind, you will see the beauty of it.…We need to think 

about all of nature in that way. And I think more and more people do think it’s old-

fashioned to prioritize some species above others and only see the beauty in some of 

them. 

For this reason, Friðgeir did not see it as a bad thing in and of itself that the whooper swan 

is being pushed off its pedestal as a result of the conflict with farmers. He seemed to 

suggest that social and economic implications associated with the expansion of the swan 

stock will prompt a reevaluation of what he described almost as a fetishization of the 

species. Likewise, Ólafía could readily describe aesthetic and symbolic reasons behind 

swans’ appeal (Figure 20): 

It’s the purity and fidelity…You see a lot of pictures of them where they’re face to 

face and kind of look like a heart. And they’re white, which is a symbol of purity. So 

they lend themselves well to these sorts of romanticized ideals of niceness. 

However, she finds the swan to be too easy a hero who gets by on his good looks, and she 

said she personally gravitates toward underdog birds like vultures or ravens: 

They’re sort of dark and mystical. The swans are white and pretty and romantic and—

ugh, I could puke. 

Ólafía imagined that most people base their perception of swans on brief sightings of them 

floating gracefully on a pond, a vision that corresponds well with representations of swans 

in fairytales. For her, “the swan” is a composite of a small cross-section of reality and 

projected fictional qualities, and for this reason she rejects its aesthetic and sentimental 

value. 

This critical stance on conceptualizing swans symbolically can be contrasted with the 

approach taken by Bára, who seems to make a conscious decision to focus on whooper 

swans’ positive attributes: 

I have heard these people who come into my studio; they say that swans are not nice 

[aggressive] birds. But I like to think of them as nice. 

As a painter and sculptor who uses swans as a recurring motif in her work, it is natural that 

Bára would have a vested interest in the symbolism associated with the birds. She 

connected her longstanding interest in swans’ wings with her admiration of the wings of 

angels in her Sunday school books, with seeing them in flight as a small child traveling 

through the countryside, and with her artistic exploration of the notion of freedom: 
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In my exhibitions, I’m always thinking about freedom. This swan in Akureyri [who 

inspired Bára’s early swan paintings] had a broken wing, and he had to stay in a small 

pond. He couldn’t go anywhere. So I was thinking about that. But freedom is not 

always [about movement]; you don’t have to go somewhere to be happy. 

 

Figure 20. “Romanticized ideals of niceness” 

(photo: Walter Baxter/Creative Commons). 

 

She also depicts whooper swans in disquieting allegories of the human relationship with 

the environment. Despite her symbolic use of swans in these ways, that Bára said her 

paintings are sometimes misinterpreted as self-portraits, speaks to the psychological 

intensity she endows to the birds she represents. Like Ólafía, Bára also pointed out the 

association of swans with fidelity, showing me an article she had clipped from an Icelandic 

newspaper about swans in the UK who had “divorced” and found new mates—an event 

apparently so unlikely that it made the international news. 

Friðgeir highlighted another reason why the whooper swan holds the symbolic and 

sentimental place it does in Iceland. His father, who was a musician, mocked the notion of 

the “swan song” as he found actual swans to make such unappealing sounds. But, he said, 

There was this romanticism around the swan that even he took that honking and made 

it into music. Because the swan would come in the spring, and his honking in the 

twilight, in the very early morning, is one of the sounds of spring to the farmers. You 
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know, the thawing out of the ponds and the moors—it gives it that romantic, beautiful 

cling. 

As a result of such associations, Friðgeir said, the whooper swan was once a sort of 

national bird. And for him, such symbolism is adequate grounds for the protection of the 

species. While on the one hand critical of the human tendency toward speciesism, or the 

favoring of certain species over others, Friðgeir maintained that sentimental values do have 

a place within he discourse and practice of nature conservation. When I asked him if it is 

fair that swans are protected while geese are not, he responded,  

Well, it comes down to a very interesting question.…Fighting the whalers, I always 

had to fight this silly way of thinking about things. “Ah, you’re just using sentimental 

arguments.” Okay, if we’re not using sentimental arguments, and laws based on 

sentiment, then why don’t we throw our grandmothers out to sea?…Because laws 

reflect morals; morals are always bigger, more extensive, than the law.…Yes, it’s 

unjust! Why not the goose? There’s more of them, they’re all over the place, they’re 

not as attractive, they’re not as symbolic, they don’t get as nice a spot in your mind. 

So it’s unjust, but it’s understandable, in a way. The swan is symbolic. 

In other words, Friðgeir believes that laws and actions based primarily on utilitarian 

principles might lack moral underpinnings; in addition to representing things like beauty or 

fidelity, the swan symbolizes the need to resist such utilitarian arguments in conservation 

practice. Ingileifur agreed that symbolism and cultural values have an important place 

within conservation decision-making, but ranked them beneath ecological concerns such as 

population size: 

Ingileifur: The swan is obviously a very majestic and pretty bird, and we tend to feel 

compassion towards them here in Iceland. We don’t protect birds that are not 

considered too pretty or are loud or something. 

Shauna: Do you think that’s reasonable? 

Ingileifur: Well, I have no idea if it’s really like that, but you kind of get the feeling 

that it is. But obviously we should protect birds based on how endangered they are, 

how many of them there are. That should always be the main priority. 

Shauna: Do you think people’s sentimental or aesthetic or emotional needs should 

ever come into consideration? 

Ingileifur: Well, sure! I mean, there are plenty of golden plovers in Iceland. And 

apparently they are eaten in many places, but I would never even think about hunting 

one. And they’re probably very far from being endangered here. So why not hunt that 

bird, but hunt another that’s equally unendangered?…But as you know, there are all 

these songs about the golden plover bringing the spring and so forth. So it’s probably a 

big reason. 

Shauna: And for you, is the taboo of shooting a plover the illegality, or—? 

Ingileifur: Yeah, well, obviously one of them. But there’s no tradition of doing it here, 

and so we don’t even think about it. I’ve never even thought about hunting one of 

those. So I think maybe that’s just a cultural reason. 
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Ingileifur thus points out that the cultural values associated with certain species at the 

expense of others are somewhat arbitrary, and he seems to have mixed feelings about this 

upon trying to rationalize it. That he only “gets the feeling” that protection laws are 

influenced by sentiment and symbolism suggests that conservation decision-making might 

benefit from further transparency. Ólafía, on the other hand, strongly disagreed that 

sentiment and symbolism are meaningful justifications for protection: 

No, they’re not. I mean, we eat goose and duck, so why can’t we eat swan if it’s 

edible?…You could hunt them if they’re not endangered. Again, coming back to my 

upbringing on a farm: yes, they’re very pretty, but if they’re nice to eat, then I’d like to 

eat them. 

 

Figure 21. Illustration for The Wild Swans by Bertall (1820–1882). 

 

However much a self-described nature lover, Ólafía linked her pragmatic stance on 

conservation to her childhood on her family’s farm, where there was no cognitive 

dissonance between respecting animals and utilizing them. For her, sentimental attachment 

to one species over others based on notions from popular culture seems misguided or 

irrational. Furthermore, endowing animals with human attributes—and blurring lines 

between species as in The Wild Swans, the H. C. Andersen fairy tale Ólafía recounted 

(Figure 21)—can have negative consequences for conservation. It can also have culinary 

consequences, as she jokes: 

Shauna: Do you find it problematic to anthropomorphize animals, to project the 

human onto non-humans? 

Ólafía: Yeah, because then you can’t eat them.…It might help people care about 

conserving them, or helping them if they’re in trouble, but that can go too far as well. 



65 

Like if there’s a problem and there are too many, and you say, “Okay, we’re gonna 

have to cull”…then people would go, “No no no no!” But nobody’s going to object to 

shooting some seagulls. They’re not equal in any way. If people project personalities, 

then the swan is nice and pretty, but nobody gives a shit about the nasty seagulls. 

Shauna: Right, and I guess all the romantic fairytales are about—  

Ólafía: Yeah, that’s not helping. 

Ólafía, like Friðgeir, seems to advocate stepping outside of received notions about the 

desirability of certain species, and thus on principle rejects placing too much stock in the 

cultural values associated with swans or any other animals. It seems safe to say that 

speciesism and species-based symbolism is problematic for all four wildlife enthusiasts, 

even Bára, who expressed puzzlement (and maybe even embarrassment) that her paintings 

of puffins sell better amongst tourists than paintings of other birds. If cultural values are an 

inconvenient truth in conservation, they are likewise an inconvenient truth amongst nature 

lovers. 

Without any particular bird species in mind, however, Ólafía and Friðgeir both emphasized 

the importance of firsthand nature encounters in cultivating environmental awareness, 

particularly in children. All four wildlife enthusiasts recalled the experiences that triggered 

their own interest in swans or other animals, influential moments of initial connection to 

nature that Lorimer (2015) terms epiphany. Friðgeir further spoke of the way that the 

natural world is a crucial source of nourishment and wonder: 

Kids need to grow up with a little bit of mystery, and you can’t get it all from books or 

TV. Sometimes you have to smell it and see it in the way we see this here now. You 

get those questions going in the little mind, and the quest for knowledge…We can’t 

appreciate birds from looking at stuffed birds! You need to see the life in them. And 

urban kids that have little chance of experiencing nature will never develop respect 

[for the environment], or not nearly as often develop this respect. And some kind of 

understanding. And it’s a very healthy thing to do, because…we know that humankind 

will not be able to survive without nature around us. It’s just a source of too much. 

Not just, you know, food and everything, but soul nourishment. 

6.2 Agency, attribution, and reconciling 

ourselves with nature? 

Because I did not expect the participants in this interview set to have much knowledge 

about the interactions between farmers and swans, I did not ask them questions that would 

reveal their views on agency in this context. However, Ingileifur has taken note of this 

issue in the news and has discussed it to some extent with farmers and other hunters, and 

he himself volunteered this insight into the dialectics of the human–wildlife conflict: 

It’s quite interesting that, at least according to the farmers, we have such a big 

problem because of birds [swans and geese] we might be providing sustenance to. As 

if that gives us some right to manipulate their stocks.…They are still very much wild 

birds, but we might be contributing to increasing their numbers.…I’m not sure if it’s 

established science that this is the case; they might be much more numerous if there 

were no humans. But it’s probably very dependent on the species. I’m not sure we 



66 

contribute hugely to the swans’ survival, but for some species of geese, like the 

greylag goose, we might contribute quite a lot.…For example, by keeping the number 

of foxes and mink down. But on the other hand, we introduced the mink! It’s a 

constant back and forth with the implications of human activities. 

As Ingileifur implies, it is difficult to parse causality and also untangle ethical implications 

in this case, and the agents and activities central to the conflict (farmers, birds, agriculture) 

are mutually influenced by a net of others (e.g., predators, introduced species, climate 

change). He said that it is understandable that farmers are concerned about birds’ capacity 

to decimate their fields, and he linked the agricultural damage to the growing populations. 

Bára had also gathered from the media that farmers were none too pleased about swans, 

and she said she has seen large numbers of them herself while driving through the 

countryside, suggesting again that it is the population size that results in the damage that 

troubles farmers. Friðgeir, when asked about the whooper swan stock, mentioned breeding 

grounds as a limit to growth and speculated that such areas have been increasing along 

with climate change: 

I think [the swan stock] is almost at maximum size.…I believe there’s a bottleneck 

here in Iceland in availability of good breeding areas. They are territorial, and you can 

only have so many swans in a given area, according to how many pairs that lake, or 

that area, or those ponds will carry. They will drive each other off. So there’s a limit 

there, but probably with warmer climate, we will see them moving into areas in the 

highlands where it was borderline for them; there’s probably a lot of areas where they 

could breed with just a slight increase in temperature. 

He added that the increase in agriculture in Iceland has also likely raised survival rates. 

However, he did not mention a link between the growing swan population and agricultural 

damage, and when discussing the human–wildlife conflicts in general, he said he believed 

that we humans need to reconcile ourselves with nature, meaning that our actions and 

attitudes are to blame for disrupting the balances within the environment. 

One question I asked, “Do the swans have a good life here at Tjörnin?”, inadvertently 

revealed participants’ views on swans as active agents. The answer from Friðgeir, 

Ingileifur, and Bára was that yes, obviously they lead a good life here; otherwise they 

would simply go elsewhere. Ingileifur suggested it was protection from predators, and 

Friðgeir and Bára cited food handouts as the primary reason for their high quality of life, 

though Friðgeir also indicated the birds at Tjörnin might be more prone to disease because 

of their density. The implication is that swans’ ease of mobility means they would never 

endure an unfavorable environment, that they are endowed with the free will to 

consciously choose their habitat. 

6.3 Appropriate responses and the value of 

protection 

Entering this interview set, my expectation was that wildlife enthusiasts as a group would 

support the sustained protection of whoopers because of the cultural values associated with 

swans in particular and wild birds in general. This turned out to be the case only for two of 

the four participants, namely, Bára and Friðgeir. However, even though Bára indicated that 
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she believed swans should continue to be protected, she still expressed sympathy for 

farmers: 

Shauna: Do you think farmers should be allowed to shoot swans? 

Bára: Mmm, no. I don’t like the idea. But I don’t know, it’s hard for them. Do you 

know how it is? Are they shooting them? 

Shauna: I think it happens sometimes. It’s not legal, but— 

Bára: Yes, they do it. 

Shauna: Some farmers would like to have a trial study to see whether shooting swans 

will improve things for the farms. Do you think the general public would find that 

acceptable, or would they protest? 

Bára: I don’t know, I haven’t heard anyone [talking about this]. Everybody’s just 

speaking about them eating the crops, and saying there are too many. But no, I haven’t 

heard anybody saying that they should shoot them. 

It is particularly interesting that while Bára had heard “everyone” discussing the growing 

swan population, she had not heard about culling or other responses to the size of the stock. 

That she was slightly surprised by the suggestion of culling might indicate a belief that 

agricultural damage by birds is something that must unfortunately be endured, although I 

did not press the line of questioning to find out for sure. Friðgeir, on the other hand, was 

very clear about his stance that lethal means of handling the growing swan stock should be 

a last resort: 

I don’t like culling animals like this. I know in some cases, culling can be more or less 

the only option, but I think we haven’t gotten there yet. There are ways of controlling 

them, probably, which should be done first. It’s a matter of respect towards nature. 

And if the farmers can actually use other methods to keep their swans out of the fields, 

then they should be used even though they might prove costly. For example, 

hedgerows will keep them away. And a few other ways of doing it—you can train 

dogs. If you can’t give nature that little respect, that slight effort, then we’re in a bad 

place. If culling and shooting, these aggressive methods, are always your first choice, 

where will we end up? 

Elsewhere in the interview, Friðgeir emphatically underscored what he sees as the danger 

of opening the door to looser protection, beyond the matter of respect mentioned above: 

The swan is such a perfect example of how we always view species from economic 

standpoints.…But we cannot always allow everything to be determined by financial 

[interests]—nature is worth more than some interests of the few. I know if the swans 

are taking eighty percent of the crop of some farmer, he has to do something. But let’s 

try and find a solution before you start shooting everything. Because those fields will 

attract swans until there are very few left.…So we need to find alternative solutions, 

and we also need to reconcile us and nature. We’re gradually going further and further 

and further, and taking more and taking more and taking more, and what are we going 

to do? Are we just going to shoot everything that gets in our way? We can’t allow 

ourselves even to think that way!  
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Thus he demonstrates a belief that culling would not only be an ineffective response, as 

any swans left after a cull would still be attracted by fields and crops, but also that it 

represents the continuation of a slippery slope into environmental devastation. Again, just 

as the swan itself is symbolic, its protection is equally emblematic of romanticist 

approaches toward nature. It is likewise symbolic of the refusal to relegate animals to the 

status of vermin simply because living alongside them has suddenly become more costly. 

Ingileifur’s opinions on how best to deal with swans in the countryside have been 

influenced by encounters and conversations with farmers during his hunting trips over the 

years. Unlike Friðgeir, he thinks that non-lethal means of deterring whoopers have been by 

and large attempted with little success, and he seems sympathetic to farmers’ desire to be 

allowed to shoot the birds. Mincing his words, he explained: 

It has been strongly hinted to me that getting rid of a swan or two would not be 

frowned upon, shall we say. The swans obviously cause many farmers a lot of 

damage. And they have been trying most legal means to get rid of them. But they are 

very stubborn birds, and if they find out their lives aren’t threatened, they just get used 

to whatever device or method you use to drive them away. So the farmers feel that just 

shooting them would be a solution, a permanent solution probably! 

While he himself has never hunted swans, both because he finds his options for other game 

sufficient and because he chooses to follow the letter of the law, he said that he would 

personally have no problems with hunting them if the act were to be legalized. Ingileifur 

has, however, assisted farmers in hunting other troublesome birds, and he does not 

particularly enjoy hunting as a form of pest control. But based on his experience, he does 

not believe that a large cull would be necessary to keep swans from devastating crops and 

fields. Again choosing his words carefully, he said in a confessional tone: 

I have been to areas where, if you stop your car, the swans all go away. That makes 

you think that in certain areas, they do fear humans. Apparently they are quite 

intelligent. So if they see their friends die, they are probably going to avoid those 

areas. Just like the geese. I mean, the geese are extensively hunted at farms, and if they 

see you or hear you for kilometers, they are gone.…But here around the pond, you can 

basically pat them on the head.…So yes, [shooting swans] would probably work.  

His implication is, of course, that in certain areas, farmers are indeed already shooting 

whoopers, with the result that the birds have become less tame. He went on to say that he 

thinks a pilot study would be essential in order to determine how to control swans most 

effectively in this manner; he did not seem keen on allowing open hunting. 

 

Notes from the field: Rangárvellir, September 26, 2016 

Also present during our visit were the greylag geese. These tended to fly by in larger 

wedges but were more difficult than the swans to see on the ground. Their behavior 

seemed similar to that of the swans: they were wary and scanned the field in circles. 

The mood among the birds, both swans and geese, seemed to be one of general 

agitation. 
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Ingileifur agreed with Friðgeir that the protection of whoopers has been important for the 

survival of the species in the past because it is a conspicuous bird with plenty of meat; both 

said they believed swans in Iceland could have easily been decimated had conservation 

laws not covered them. Moving forward, both men therefore believed sustained protection 

of the whooper swan (though with possible provisions for farmers, in Ingileifur’s case) has 

important ecological value, in addition to the symbolic value Friðgeir described. Ingileifur 

thought that perhaps the biggest reason, however, that swans are still protected is not a 

matter of ecological understanding but rather a matter of tradition, and that once a species 

is granted protected status, such a privilege is rarely revoked. When I asked Bára what the 

greatest value would be of continuing to protect swans in Iceland, she paused, then replied: 

Bára: I haven’t thought about it like that. I just enjoy looking at them. But it would be 

a shame if no swans were here, so maybe there’s not much more to it than that. I love 

to see them everywhere, on every pond when we’re driving around the country. 

Shauna: So they contribute to your visual appreciation of the landscape? 

Bára: Yes. 

Shauna: You enjoy their aesthetic qualities, their visual qualities? 

Bára: Yeah, their look in the nature. 

Bára’s comment that “it would be a shame if no swans were here” is a gentle nod to the 

birds’ intrinsic value, though it is then interesting that she says she appreciates swans 

aesthetically not in and of themselves but as features within the landscape. In a different 

context, Ólafía claimed that the presence of birds in urban settings is beneficial because 

they contribute aesthetically to the environment, and that interactions with wildlife such as 

bird-feeding at Tjörnin is important because it helps raise environmental awareness, but 

she did not agree that the protection of whooper swans is necessary or even particularly 

valuable if the species is not endangered. This pragmatic perspective was an important, if 

surprising, voice within this group of participants, at least insofar as it varied most from 

what might be expected of self-proclaimed wildlife enthusiasts. 

Talking quietly about this while in the field, Karl and I inferred that because the field 

had recently been partly harvested, the birds had become more wary than usual, and 

that was why they seemed to have a hard time tolerating our presence. 

However, based on what we had heard in the interview with Huginn earlier during the 

day, this could also be evidence that there had been some shooting going on, whether a 

matter of hunting geese and/or shooting at (or shooting to kill) the swans. One should 

not make assumptions, but in our brief exchange with the farmer, I was left with the 

impression of a person with great (justifiable?) anger towards the swans. I certainly 

would not rule it out that this person would seek some degree of “revenge” on the 

birds. 
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6.4 Conclusion 

The four participants in this interview set do not constitute a representative sample of 

wildlife enthusiasts in Iceland, as such a broad group would be difficult and perhaps 

meaningless to define in any precise manner. Nevertheless, the participants demonstrate 

the diversity of experiences and perspectives amongst urban residents who consider 

themselves nature-lovers—that is, the portion of the public I would assume to be most 

interested in the protection of “appealing” species like the whooper swan. All four agreed 

that swans are generally appealing to most people, but they varied in the degree to which 

that appeal resonated with them personally. They also varied in their views on the validity 

of species preference on both the individual and the policy level, and they were divided on 

whether the whooper swan should continue to be protected in Iceland because of the 

cultural values associated with swans. Two participants spoke readily of the anthropogenic 

imbalances that have led to this particular human–wildlife conflict, yet all voiced at least 

some degree of sympathy toward farmers. And while they cannot be said to constitute a 

unanimous perspective on conservation, I suspect they would all agree with Friðgeir’s 

holistic social-ecological position: 

We need to take care that tight special interests don’t dictate where to go. [And 

recognize] that sentimental value is also monetary. And also has weight. And the 

economic plusses and minuses for a small group should not be able to dictate what 

happens to a particular species, or group of birds or animals. It’s this whole concept of 

friend or foe, and that can change rapidly, and it changes between areas, and it 

changes between cultures, and it’s a stupid way of looking at it! So let’s just put it 

aside. 

Based on these conversations, I was left with the impression that the urban/rural divide 

when it comes to environmental perspectives is less significant than the previous interview 

set had led me to believe. 
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7 Discussion 

Conservation, being a human endeavor, is shaped by subjective values and beliefs as all 

human endeavors are. Biopolitics are inevitable, but they are best rendered transparent. For 

these reasons, it is instructive to investigate in the case at hand how the justification to 

protect whooper swans on aesthetic grounds has shaped attitudes about the species further 

down the road, and how those attitudes help uphold the birds’ protected status despite the 

problems they currently cause for farmers. While this research does not take the form of a 

historical investigation, it assumes that the study participants’ views are partly molded by 

the cultural legacy which the rationalization of the swan’s value drew upon over a century 

ago. A number of the interviews in this research touched upon how participants form and 

articulate species preferences and then justify or reject them, an interesting topic in and of 

itself. This study was undertaken with the presumption that insights from such ideas about 

“charismatic nuisance species” like the whooper swan might contribute to an 

understanding of how to approach other contentious conservation challenges as well. 

This chapter attempts to answer the research questions spelled out in Chapter 1.1 above, 

namely, concerning the cultural values associated with whooper swans in present-day 

Iceland, the perception of swans’ agency in contributing to agricultural damage, and the 

nature of the current human–wildlife conflict between farmers and swans.  

7.1 The post-domestic charisma of swans 

There’s something at the intersection of the swan’s grace and power that has made it a 

widespread motif in Western culture, and its reputation as a monogamous partner has led 

to romantic connotations and figurations as well. In Iceland as everywhere else it is found, 

this bird has found its way into high culture and popular culture alike, from Steingrímur 

Thorsteinsson’s (1831–1913) well-known poem “Swansong in the Moorlands” 

(“Svanasöngur á heiði”) and Guðbergur Bergsson’s celebrated novel The Swan (Svanurinn, 

1991, film adaptation 2017) to Björk’s iconic swan dress at the 2001 Academy Awards. 

But this is the Swan, immanent and immutable, rather than flesh-and-blood swans in post-

domestic pasturelands and city centers. (As described by Hurn [2012, p. 7], “Post-

domesticity sees the separation of producers from consumers and of humans from the 

‘natural’ world.”) How are swans conceptualized in light of the whooper swan’s current 

ecological circumstances in Iceland: protected, increasing, and spreading?  

The cultural values sometimes associated with swans in general might be said to be 

products of the birds’ nonhuman charisma, as defined by Lorimer (2015, pp. 35–55) and 

reviewed in Chapter 2.3.2 above: they are large, conspicuous, and easily observed; their 

visual properties tend to trigger positive affective responses; and it is possible to have 

meaningful embodied encounters with them. Lorimer’s three-part charisma typology is in 

keeping with certain non-cognitive approaches to environmental aesthetics (Brady, 2003, 

pp. 86–119)—which emphasizes the direct effects of nature and the environment on the 

observer—in describing animals’ appeal as relational and culturally constructed. This is 
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more closely linked to a phenomenological understanding of the world, where the idea of 

the distant observer is useless; instead we are part of nature and our surroundings, 

participants rather than mere observers, and have full sensory engagement with the 

environment (Berleant, 1995).  

The policy-shapers and wildlife enthusiasts tended toward describing swans in terms of the 

Platonic ideal. However, the farmers in this study underscored the relational appeal—or 

lack of appeal—of actual whooper swans by indicating that their cultural values are 

contingent upon a certain proximity and limited numbers. In the case of swans’ aesthetic 

appeal, which was more often than not discussed in terms of its value as a visible 

landscape feature, appropriate distance seemed to be a prerequisite to perceiving swans as 

beautiful. Interestingly, this notion recalls Kantian aesthetics, where the disinterestedness 

of the subject is a precondition of proper aesthetic judgment of an object (Brady, 2003, pp. 

32–35). Such a basis of the appreciation of wildlife would be worth exploring further, since 

non-cognitive environmental aestheticians—whose theory Lorimer (2015) most resonates 

with—reject disinterestedness as an undesirable and/or unachievable position relative to 

the natural world (Brady, 2003). 

The enormous flocks of non-breeding birds I encountered during the fieldwork struck me 

as an impressive example of what Kantian aesthetics calls the mathematical sublime, 

relating to natural features of an immense, overwhelming magnitude, size, or number 

(Brady, 2003, pp. 35–36). For me, the large groups had a positive aesthetic value in this 

regard. But for some of the farmers, who have a greater lived understanding of the 

increasing size of the whooper swan population, these flocks seem to represent ecological 

imbalance and were not described as aesthetically appealing in any way. This recalls 

certain cognitive approaches to ecological aesthetics that emphasize that environmental 

beauty is interdependent with scientific understanding of ecological integrity and stability 

(Muelder Eaton, 2008).  

 

Thus, in this regard and in terms of beauty hinging upon distance, the farmers’ aesthetic 

relationship with whooper swans were largely characterized by cognitive models, which is 

especially interesting given that farmers and swans live fairly close alongside each other 

and are phenomenologically entwined. Perhaps the split between cognitive and non-

cognitive approaches to environmental aesthetics is not worth further reinforcing, 

especially in regards to animal aesthetics, which might benefit more from work on 

interspecies affect and contemporary aesthetics of art. Or perhaps this case of the aesthetic 

value of whooper swans in the countryside is an indicator that it is necessary to define 

Notes from the field: Rangárvellir, September 26, 2016 

Struggling to keep track of the birds in the field, and knowing they were part of a large 

group somewhere over the horizon, made me think of Jamie Lorimer’s (2015) nuanced 

description of how humans perceive animal charisma. One thing he mentions is that 

“swarms” of animals tend not to be appealing to us. I don’t think this is always true, 

e.g., the mesmerizing aesthetic appeal of a murmuration of starlings. But it’s something 

to think about in terms of these large flocks of swans—or at this moment, a sort of 

shifting mosaic of members of an unseen flock—in which single birds are totally 

deindividualized. 
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more than just a single aesthetics of animals, and that aesthetic appreciation of other 

species might be practiced, encouraged, and theorized differently in different contexts. 

In the other interview sets, it was sentiment and symbolism (Figure 22) that dominated 

discussions of cultural values associated with swans, with the distinction between the two 

often being rather vague. Policy-shapers seemed to believe that these two values were—

even if irrational—of great importance to the public and would render difficult any 

changes to whooper swans’ protected status. The wildlife enthusiasts I interviewed 

validated this belief, even if they themselves did not have any particular love of swans over 

other wildlife species. Again, all four were ambivalent about species preferences based on 

received cultural notions, and in describing experiences with actual swans, each made at 

least one reference to whoopers as aggressive and even frightening. 

 

Figure 22. An Icelandic postage stamp from 1956, with the swans in flight symbolizing 

cooperation between the five Nordic states (Brunstrom, 2015). 

 

Yet all of the wildlife enthusiasts also suggested implicitly or explicitly that, for better or 

for worse, the aesthetic appeal of swans is instrumental in reinforcing its sentimental 

and/or symbolic appeal. They further suggested that these cultural values in turn are 

instrumental in supporting important pro-environmental values, or in other words, that the 

whooper swan would function well as a flagship species (Verissimo et al., 2010), a 

charismatic species marketed to raise conservation awareness and capital. Such appeal is 

especially heightened when combined with firsthand nature experiences, as Ólafía and 

Friðgeir replied when asked about the contribution of urban swans and other birds to 

humans’ lives. In particular, Friðgeir’s description of the sense of “mystery” that lived 

encounters with birds can spark recalls Broglio’s phenomenological wonder, where 

“animal worlds set a limit to human knowledge” and through (artistic) engagement at the 
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contact zone can lead to “an infectious wonder at the animal world on the other side of 

human knowing” (Broglio, 2011, p. xxiii). The wonder that a whooper can ignite was 

perhaps most poignantly captured in Pálmi’s recollection of his memorable, haunting 

experience of hearing a swan song in the middle of the night, an experience that led him to 

easily imagining swans as emotional creatures. 

An additional important finding with regard to cultural values was the demonstration by 

some of the farmers (especially Rögnvaldur, but also Lárus and Máni and even Dagbjartur 

to a lesser extent) that appreciation of the whooper swan does not necessarily go hand-in-

hand with an understanding of the swans’ intrinsic value as subjects-of-lives or an interest 

in animal welfare more generally. I was not surprised to find similar constructions amongst 

wildlife enthusiasts (i.e., Ólafía’s belief in the intrinsic value of birds but her marked 

personal rejection of the cultural value of swans), but because most of the farmers in this 

study experience problems with whoopers, it is notable that they can simultaneously 

respect and dislike them. Such nuances are lost in the reductionist account of the human–

wildlife conflict that dominates media accounts and my conversations with the policy-

shapers. In particular, the level of the swans’ entanglement within Rögnvaldur’s labor—to 

the extent that he even feeds them to try to control their movement and behavior—brings 

these wild animals closer to the status of domestic animals, for whom many see no 

hypocrisy in both loving and utilizing. This recalls Haraway (2008, pp. 69–94), for whom a 

Marxist framework can in certain cases be most appropriate for understanding human–

animal relationships involving both care and killing. Of course, this study is a case of 

animals thwarting labor, animals out-of-place who have become pests (Philo & Wilbert, 

2000; Jerolmack, 2008), and it is upon these grounds that the farmers rejected the 

relevance of the cultural values associated with swans, either in part or in full. It is likewise 

upon these grounds that the continued fetishization of swans as described by some of the 

other study participants becomes interesting. 

7.2 Attributing causality in hybrid environments 

As Griffiths, Poulter, and Sibley (2000) point out with regard to the coexistence of 

conflicting feelings toward animals, 

people are ambivalent about wild nature, including animals, which can be 

simultaneously despised and admired. Thus, the place of animals in the city is 

uncertain and often contested, rather than being determined by epistemic principles. 

These principles constitute the basis of a power structure or an ordering system, but 

one which is clearly resisted at the local level. (Griffiths, Poulter, & Sibley, 2000, p. 

61) 

While their study focuses on feral animals being “simultaneously despised and admired” in 

urban settings, this passage speaks to the status of whoopers in agricultural environments 

—not cities, but still spaces perceived as being under human control. Swans are, by 

epistemic principles, ordered as favored species thanks to positive aesthetic and symbolic 

associations, but at the local level (i.e., around the fields), they might be shot at and cursed. 

In exploring study participants’ perceptions of agency in hybrid environments, I was 

interested to parse out how, if they are generally so beloved, swans came to bear the 

burden of blame. 
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From the aggregated information from all of the study participants, it is clear that successes 

or failures of crops and fields are the products of an interplay of factors, including: 

• Climate: The climate in Iceland has generally improved for arable farming 

alongside global warming trends. 

• Weather: More variable from year to year, with 2016 (the year the interviews were 

conducted) being favorable for farming but the previous two years being extremely 

unfavorable. 

• Timing of cultivation and harvest: Annually influenced by climate/weather, but 

also in terms of longer-term decisions such as rotation of crops and frequency of 

field use. 

• Birds: Whooper swans, greylag geese, and pink-footed geese are the main culprits; 

moorland birds can also do damage. Grain crops are eaten, grass is grazed, and the 

bigger birds further damage fields by trampling and soiling them. 

• Location of farms: For instance, farms nearer to rivers might have more fertile 

land, but might also be in closer proximity to larger groups of birds. 

According to the wildlife expert, the amount of damage caused by birds is highly unlikely 

to be a direct function of species population size; from all the experts I interviewed, I 

understood that much more quantitative research in the field is needed to more accurately 

paint a picture of how these factors work together. But again, in this qualitative study at 

hand, my interest lies in the perception of the problem(s). 

As a group, the farmers in the study mirrored the policy-shapers in acknowledging that 

agricultural loss is a multivariate process. Farmers, like policy-shapers and wildlife 

enthusiasts, also tended to describe whooper swans as sentient, intelligent, and rational 

agents that could theoretically be controlled (e.g., through culling). This view of swans 

seems to work well in positioning the species as a convenient antagonist, foregrounding the 

birds’ role in agricultural damage above other factors that are less controllable. It should be 

noted that the framing of the research around swans might have overly influenced the 

participants to focus on the birds’ destructiveness at the expense of considering other 

factors. Still, it was noteworthy that the geographical situatedness of farms was only 

readily discussed in one interview (with Arna and Guðbrandur) as factoring, or not, into 

the problems farmers faced, and that climate and weather were generally mentioned only 

after the fact as having negative impacts on agricultural output. 

Likewise, amongst the farmers, there was significantly no reflection on participants’ own 

role in contributing to the increasing bird stocks, or to the contribution of livestock farming 

to climate change that has made Iceland a more favorable breeding ground for swans. 

According to the agriculture expert, the Farmers Association of Iceland acknowledges 

climate change as a critical issue and encourages its members to cultivate barley to reduce 

the environmental impacts associated with importing livestock feed. However, there is 

seemingly little or no discussion of scaling back livestock production, which is 

increasingly recognized for its contributions to climate change and other environmental 

issues (Herrero et al., 2013), in favor of growing more grain or other crops for human 

consumption. It should also be noted that while whoopers seem to be benefiting from 
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agriculture, the most recent State of the World’s Birds report finds that of the 1,469 bird 

species threatened worldwide, 74% are negatively impacted by agricultural expansion and 

intensification (BirdLife International, 2018). In this sense, the agricultural community’s 

positing of the “swan problem” as an issue to be addressed ideally through conservation 

reform and population control might be seen as a red herring tactic in order to avoid more 

difficult questions about agriculture and sustainability (Figure 23). Further analysis of the 

synergistic factors leading to local crop success or failure might possibly be instrumental in 

shifting this discourse, but the public view of reliance on animal products as desirable 

and/or inevitable continues to be a difficult status quo to crack.  

 

Figure 23. “Mjólk er góð” (milk is good), for whom? A cowshed with a large flock of 

swans in the background (barely visible in photo). 

 

It should be emphasized that some farmers did make observations about how 

anthropogenic factors have led to altered, “more-than-natural” ecologies or social 

conditions for the swans. This could be seen as a precursor to acknowledging the role they 

themselves play in the factors contributing to agricultural damage blamed on birds. And 

again, the farmers as a group described themselves as interested in the natural 

environment, from Dagbjartur’s participation in land restoration initiatives to Lárus’s 

concern for the equilibrium of ecosystems that might be negatively impacted by the 

protection of one species. So while some farmers might be interested in lifting the whooper 

swan’s protection because of the actions they attribute to it, this is not to say they do not 

identify as pro-conservationist (despite different understandings of what that might mean). 
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Further, several farmers suggested that the “swan problem” can be distorted, as in Pálmi’s 

description of the perception of agricultural damage as being partly emotional, Máni’s 

observation of how perceptions can be skewed through social/political discourse, and even 

Lárus’s comments about the effects of selective media coverage. Such escalation, as well 

as the rise to dominance of a particular interest group, in discussions about conservation is 

exactly what Friðgeir warned against. It seems that some of the farmers in this study would 

be in agreement with some of the wildlife enthusiasts—even if from opposite sides of the 

same coin—that privileging the interests of any one human demographic risks the holistic 

and long-term interests of ecological welfare.  

In the context of a broader set of interests, the question of how much quantifiable damage 

can be attributed to whooper swans is perhaps less about the swans themselves as it is 

about us; it is a question built on anthropocentric presumptions. Returning to Low’s (2011) 

admonition that “we should see ourselves as not always operating alone when we cause 

environmental harm” (pp. 203–204), in this case it is more a matter of the reverse, of 

shouldering our share. 

7.3 Managing the “pests,” or managing the 

conflict? 

Now that farmers can indeed file for compensation for damage by swans and geese as per 

the new agricultural agreement, will the perception of human–wildlife conflict change? 

According to one farmer in the study, financial compensation is a misguided solution that 

would lead to taking advantage of the system; Lárus believed that farmers would simply 

sow their fields knowing that they could generate income both from game hunters and 

from the government, irrespective of harvest yields. For Lárus and most of the other 

farmers in the study, truly “confronting the problem” means escalating pest control insofar 

as whoopers are concerned. The perception that the swan stock has become too large 

seems to be common amongst farmers, and the special committee assembled to address the 

human–wildlife conflict recommended that the Icelandic Institute of Natural History 

determine the maximum sustainable size of the population (with the tacit suggestion that 

the maximum is being approached). How could such a limit be established? 

Although I do not intend to dismiss the farmers’ and policy-shapers’ concern for ecological 

sustainability, I follow Lorimer (2015) and others in arguing that such a line of inquiry is 

born of the assumption of a fixed, immutable Nature that should be managed in order to 

maintain equilibrium. Further, determining the “right” number of whooper swans based on 

past population size would be virtually impossible, as Herrmann and Woods (2010) point 

out with regard to other avian species: 

The historical superabundance of passenger pigeons in North America and of house 

sparrows in Central Europe is anthropogenic…in these cases with unintended 

consequences.…Both the passenger pigeon and the sparrow examples serve as ideal 

types for misplaced understanding of historical numbers of individuals as indicators of 

assumed pristine natural situations. Both examples reflect severe human impacts on 

the metapopulations of the bird species. Historical data on abundance can be 

misleading when they are used as guides in current conservation efforts. Selections of 
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“right” numbers are arbitrary, because no points of reference exist in natural systems. 

(Herrmann & Woods, 2010, p. 176) 

Estimates of the “ideal” size of the Icelandic whooper swan population would likely be the 

products of subjective opinion, guided by biopolitical positions. But for individual farmers, 

this still does not answer the question of whether swans should simply be considered a 

systematic risk inherent to cultivation of grain or hayfields, or whether farmers should be 

allowed to shoot swans who threaten their livelihood. The “should” here is not so much a 

legal or biological issue but rather a moral one of how we interact with “pest” animals. 

In terms of ethical relations with other species—particularly “out-of-place” species—in 

hybrid environments, Jones (2000) argues that 

humans often relate to animals not as individual others, but as part of some form of 

collective. This is a key mechanism underpinning the spatialisation of ethical 

encounters between humans and non-humans which needs thinking through. (Jones, 

2000, p. 269) 

Amongst farmers, however, it is important to note that a swan is not always a swan. There 

were many instances in which participants in this interview set meaningfully differentiated 

individuals or groups of whoopers from the broader concept of “the swan.” For instance, 

several farmers compared the behavior of whooper swans with that of other swan species, 

or swans elsewhere in Europe; almost all contrasted the destructive bevies of non-breeders 

with the benign or even desirable nesting pairs; Lárus complained about two enterprising 

swans who attracted larger numbers to his fields; and Rögnvaldur described a particularly 

“insolent” individual who made a runway in the barley for the rest of the flock. There were 

also moments when participants considered the birds’ subjectivity as well as their 

interrelationality with each other and with other species (including humans). In other 

words, despite the troubles many farmers have with whoopers—or perhaps also because of 

these troubles—they still at times joined the wildlife enthusiasts in showing interest in 

swans as agents and as subjects-of-lives. 

At the same time, it is significant with regard to Jones’s (2000) observation above that the 

focus of the farmers’ antagonism tended to be the large, stationary groups of non-breeders 

that would certainly be easier to disengage with as “individual others.” Putting the onus on 

these vast groups of whoopers is in keeping with the human tendency to focus on 

populations in need of management: 

The line between protecting or hunting and culling of, say, various whale species or 

elephants, and many other species, is one which is constructed around calculations of 

population levels in certain spaces of one sort or another. Although the resulting 

treatment of any individual in groups either side of this divide may well be markedly 

different, in neither case would the individual be the ethical focus. The ethical 

invisibility of the individual non-human other has been and remains extremely useful 

and probably essential to modern societies. (Jones, 2000, p. 279) 

In Jones’s (2000) view, focusing on depersonalized populations or groups allows us to 

comfortably distance ourselves from the individual animal deaths that constitute a cull. 

Focusing the blame on groups of non-breeders also recalls Jerolmack’s (2008) observation 

that moralistic undertones often accompany a species’ transformation from wildlife to pest. 

Non-breeding whoopers who “hang around the fields all summer” like loitering teenagers 
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are antithetical to the positive symbolic associations with swans as monogamous partners 

and protective parents. 

During my interviews with wildlife enthusiasts, I asked participants to pick out individual 

swans on Tjörnin and describe them in terms of their appearance, behavior, or experiences. 

That this proved to be a somewhat startling request, or a difficult one to fulfill, underscores 

the ease with which we depersonalize other animals. Yet still, three of the four wildlife 

enthusiasts were skeptical about the notion of lifting the whoopers’ protection, even though 

they did sympathize with the farmers’ plight. 

For their part, the policy-shapers were skeptical that the public cared much about the 

problems farmers faced with birds, with the resources expert expressing doubt that 

attempting to spark dialogue would have any meaningful effect. The other experts tended 

to agree that this is a niche topic that would only engage the public’s interest if whooper 

swan protection were lifted, and some of the farmers also expressed their belief that the 

issue is met with indifference from the urban population. While the four wildlife 

enthusiasts in this study were not intended to represent a cross-section of the general urban 

public, they certainly were interested in discussing the issue and agreed that there is 

generally a need for more environmental education. Ingileifur’s comment that “we have 

such a big problem because of birds we might be providing sustenance to. As if that gives 

us some right to manipulate their stocks” speaks to ethical questions that have engaged (or 

enraged) various publics with regard to the management of other species both wild and 

domesticated, from deer in the UK (Flyn, 2018) to cats in New Zealand (Farnworth, 

Watson, & Adams, 2014). Perhaps broadening the scope of the “swan problem” by 

expanding the attributional focus, as described in the section above, and acknowledging the 

ethical ramifications would indeed result in a more concerned public. 

7.4 Lessons learned 

This study of biopolitics of whooper swan protection in Iceland was not intended as an 

attempt to resolve the human–wildlife conflict between farmers and swans. Rather, it was 

intended to enrich discussions surrounding the subject and contribute to the discourse on 

charismatic or flagship species, notions of nonhuman agency in hybrid environments, and 

attitudes toward and management of “nuisance” animals. Further, the research stands to 

inform debates on other local conservation concerns, ranging from lupine eradication and 

protection of the highlands to the whaling issue. In all these cases, decisions cannot be 

made based on “pure” scientific assessments alone, but must incorporate perspectives from 

various interest groups: aesthetic, emotional, and symbolic stakes are high and merit 

careful consideration by policymakers. 

A finding I consider to be noteworthy is the contrasting way in which participants 

approached the aesthetic value of swans, with wildlife enthusiasts and policy-shapers on 

the one hand tending to see such value as fixed while farmers on the other hand finding it 

to be contingent. This is an important reminder that pathways to aesthetic perceptions can 

differ from social context to context, even within the same culture. Likewise, the nuances 

and ambivalence within the farmers’ ideas about the cultural values of swans underscores 

the relevance of engaging with a representative sample of the public whenever possible 
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when making conservation decisions, even in the case of a well-defined stakeholder group 

whose economic interests seem fairly uniform. 

The study participants tended to oversimplify the problem of agricultural damage, which 

could be seen as a natural reaction to a multivariable process. However, attributing blame 

to birds seems in part a way of eschewing responsibility in the broader scope of 

environmental change. The degree to which nearly all participants attributed rational 

agency to whooper swans likely facilitates the swan’s recasting as antihero in the 

interspecies drama of the countryside. This might have interesting implications in terms of 

an increased sensitivity toward other species leading, paradoxically, to an increased level 

of antagonism toward them. 

Finally, it should be remembered that management of “nuisance” species is always an 

ethically entangled issue. In addition to quantifiable scientific information about 

population sizes and ecological and/or economic ramifications, social questions should 

always be raised about how and why species come to be experienced as pests. Involving 

different segments of the public into such discussions offers a richer understanding of this 

process. 
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8 Conclusion 

 

At the time I began this research, the conflict between farmers and swans seemed to be at a 

zenith of sorts. Now, two years later, with a milder summer or two easing farmers’ harvests 

and the new provisions in place for compensating for damages from swans and geese, it 

remains to be seen how the conflict will continue to evolve.   

The interviews in this study revealed a range of experiences and perspectives, particularly 

amongst farmers. The small number of participants in the wildlife enthusiast interview set 

Notes from the field: Landeyjar, September 16, 2016 

Of all the farmers we met, Rögnvaldur was probably the most considerate when it came 

to talking about the animals under his care—his comfort-worthy livestock and his 

overworked dog—and he also reiterated his interest in animal welfare generally 

(discussing conditions under which imported meat is produced). But he was also one of 

the most eager to lift the protection of the whooper swan and the least able to discuss, 

even in passing, any merits of the swan. While his frustration about the swans’ impacts 

was so clear, however, he was still able to consider swans as subjects-of-lives, and this 

to me was important. He was quick to speak of them as intelligent and reasonable. And 

he showed sensitivity to aspects of the swan’s ecology, and implied that reducing the 

population size might actually improve the quality of swans’ lives. 

Rögnvaldur also demonstrated interest in considering environment: reflecting on the 

nature of nature and showing concern about its integrity. He pointed out that it is “not 

natural” for swans to eat cultivated barley or hang around hayfields. However, he was 

reluctant to shoulder any responsibility for this unnatural state of affairs, or for the 

swans’ growing population. I certainly can’t blame him, or other farmers, for this: to 

accept responsibility for what they see as negative environmental change (i.e., the 

proliferation of a “pest” species) while at the same time continuing to pursue their 

livelihood as farmers would create a cognitive dissonance. However, agriculture as an 

industry—like every other industry—must begin asking itself hard questions in the name 

of environmental sustainability. Who should take responsibility for what seems to be the 

ultimate driver of the human–swan conflict, namely, increased livestock production that 

leads to increased grass and grain cultivation on this ever-warming subpolar island? 

Who should set limits on that production, that production which breeds animals 

destined for slaughter and which contributes so greatly to climate change? 

I do not wish to single out Rögnvaldur or any of the other study participants as blindly 

or wantonly adding to environmental problems; that would not only be unfair, it would 

also be reductionist. We are all implicated in the systems that maintain the status quo. 

It is my position that deeply considering animals—again, as subjects-of-lives—is an 

important part of the process of reorienting our beliefs, values, and actions as one of 

Earth’s dominant species. Considering is a prerequisite for our more-than-human 

survival on this planet. 
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is one obvious limitation of the research; it would have been ideal to conduct more 

interviews, or perhaps to more narrowly define the interest group in that category. An 

additional constraint was the limited amount of time I had to conduct fieldwork, 

particularly to observe swans both in the countryside and in the city. I would have liked to 

incorporate more of the swans’ experiences into the thesis—experiences reflected through 

my subjective observations and the observations that emerged throughout the participants’ 

interviews. The birds’ eye view is the missing, if inherently elusive, piece in this puzzle. 

With regard to the research questions posed, further focused investigations into the 

interrelationships between aesthetic, symbolic, sentimental, and intrinsic values—either in 

the case of swans or other animals—would be fruitful. How does any one value hinge upon 

the others? Such inquiries could deepen theoretical understanding of the aesthetics and 

affective quality of animals, but they could also be applied to the effective (and more 

transparent) use of flagship species in conservation discourse and marketing. 

The conflict with whoopers may have its unique particulars, but it is far from an isolated 

case. As human populations expand and natural habitats shrink and change, people and 

animals are increasingly coming into conflict over living space, food, and other resources. 

Unfortunately, the burden of such conflicts usually falls on animals to remove 

themselves—or to be removed. We need increasingly innovative solutions to these 

problems that will not compromise the ability of other species to survive and thrive, and 

these solutions will increasingly depend upon new ways of thinking about other animals 

and our relationships with them. Opening up the biopolitics of conservation priorities to 

greater visibility and wider discussion will only facilitate such rethinking. This research on 

swans in Iceland is one attempt to move in that direction. 
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