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The Sápmi Awards

Mattias Berglund

The Sápmi Awards is a competition that aims to highlight Sámi culture 
and traditions that enrich Sápmi. The importance and the unique 
values in Sámi culture and knowledge in their field are highlighted by 
the contestants within each category. Members of the public, together 
with the  expert jury, choose the winners. By rewarding skilful Sámi 
representatives, we create strong role models and attractive ambassadors 
for Sámi culture. Competition categories vary from year to year, and are 
decided by the organisers, in consultation with the concept’s owner.

The Sápmi Awards was arranged for the first time in 2012. It has since 
been  held twice, in 2013 and 2014. Preparations begin six months 
before the event, even though the festival for the awards only takes two 
to three days.

The weekend is filled with seminars, festive activities, and finals, and in 
the evenings, Sámi artists enter the stage, while tasty food experiences are 
served. Approximately 1,000 people visit and take part in the evening 
events. Daytime events are free, so unlike the evening events, when tickets 
are sold, there is no exact figure regarding how many people visit these. 
Sámi language is, and should be, a natural part of the arrangements. 
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In fact, the Sámi language is not one single language – there are several 
varieties. Language is important both for Sámi identity and for Sámi 
culture overall. Unfortunately, the use of this language has decreased 
during the last century. According to the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), all Sámi languages are 
classified as threatened. On the Swedish side of Sápmi the situation is 
critical for the Lule and South Sámi languages. 

Therefore we have considered that the language in particular is 
important for Sápmi Awards. It is important that the languages are 
visible and in use. I think that not only I, but in fact everyone, has 
a responsibility to promote this. During the Sápmi Awards, we have had 
the ambition to make the Sámi language visible and to use it as much as 
possible. We have deliberately chosen to work with more than one variety. 
We have, for example: 

• sent information to all contestants in several languages, including 
Swedish, Lule Sámi, North Sámi and English. This meant, for example, 
that 25 different versions of letters to the nominees, both those who 
progressed through the competition and those who did not, were sent; 

• printed signs and information in Swedish and Sámi varieties (Figure 6);
• used multilingual hosts that speak and understand Swedish, 

Norwegian, Lule, North and South Sámi; 
• allowed and encouraged competitors to submit their materials in their 

preferred language and variety; 
• published news and Facebook posts in Swedish, English and Sámi;
• named all the competition categories in Swedish, English and Lule, 

North and South Sámi;
• produced several versions of the Sápmi Awards logo in Lule, North 

and South Sámi;
• encouraged the organisers to use the language in each competition 

area (Figure 7).
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Figure 6. Multilingual signage at the Sápmi Awards.
Source . Photographed by author, Jokkmokk, 2014 .
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Figure 7. Letter of congratulations in North Sámi. It could also be sent 
in Lule Sámi.
Source . Used with the written permission of the Jokkmokk Municipality .
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In addition to, we tried to make the language a natural part of  the 
arrangements. Even when it came to the entertainment, we deliberately 
chose artists from different language areas. It was important to us that the 
Sámi language was heard and used in the awards. This is urgent for Sámi 
speakers, and also for those who have not yet learned their language. With 
the language being spoken in a natural way, we believe that it is easier for 
visitors to use the language. 

Unfortunately, we have not reached all the ambitious goals that I had 
wished for. When working with language revitalisation, there is need for 
a clearly spoken plan, and adequate time, staff, and financial resources are 
necessary. We had a limited opportunity for this within the project. Even 
so, I believe we can be happy with the result. We have made the Sámi 
language visible, incorporated it naturally in the arrangements, and made 
it possible for the participants to choose their own language. For me, 
as a project manager, this is crucial.
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