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An annual reindeer race seeks to keep
herding traditions alive in the threatened Arctic
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unique tradition celebrates
the arrival of spring
\ in Inari, Lapland, in
3 northern Finland:
the Reindeer Cup
Championship Drives. Finland’s
native Sami people hold the
reindeer-racing event every year.
But this tradition, along with the
Samis’ herding culture, is under
threat. The culprit: humans’ impact
on the environment.

Finland has 51 reindeer-herding
cooperatives, 20 of which took part
in the 2011 championships. The
herders compete to see who owns
the strongest and fastest reindeer.
During the race, reindeer pull
Jjockeys on skis at speeds of up to
60 kilometers (37 miles) per hour.

Reindeer are an important part of
the Samis’ livelihoods. Throughout
the year, the Sami migrate with their
animals across the permanently

frozen ground of the Arctic tundra.
Reindeer are well-adapted to live
in this freezing, barren landscape
(see Reindeer Adaptations, p. 10).
But climate change, mining, and

STATUS
OF THE
WORLD’S
REINDEER

Reindeer live in
many northern regions,
including the Sapmi
region in Europe. The
map here shows where
reindeer herds are in
decline (red), where their
numbers are on the rise
(green), and where there is
insufficient data (orange).

logging are making it harder for the
reindeer to survive in the Arctic and
for the Sami to continue living their
indigenous way of life.

(continued on next page)
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RAISING REINDEER

Reindeer are a semi-domesti-
cated cousin of the caribou, found
mostly in the Arctic and in the sub-
Arctic. The Dukha, a small nomadic
tribe that lives in the remote
mountains of Mongolia, are believed
to have been the first people to
domesticate these animals, more
than 3,000 years ago.

Today, more than 20 indigenous 3

groups in the Arctic practice this
type of animal husbandry, or the
raising and breeding of domesti-
cated animals. One such group is
the Sami, who inhabit a wilderness
area called Sapmi, which stretches
across parts of Norway, Sweden,
Finland, and Russia (see map,

. 9). “It is dangerous work, out

in all kinds of bad weather,” says
Nils-Anders Blindh, a Sami reindeer
herder. “But it is also beautiful. You
are in harmony with nature.”

REINDEER
ADAPTATIONS

Reindeer are well suited to
live in the Arctic environment.
‘Here are some of the adapta-
tions that 1
in the freezin

NOSE: Inside a
reindeer’s nose, the
nostrils look like rolled-
up newspapers. The
increased surface area
warms incoming air and
collects moisture before
the animal exhales.

SIS S T

Although a few herding cultures
use reindeer for transportation and
milk production, most raise them
for food. “Reindeer meat is high in
protein and low in fat,” says Greg
Finstad, program manager for the
Reindeer Research Program at the
University of Alaska Fairbanks. “It
tends to be healthier than other
meat due to the pristine environ-
ment in which the animal grazes.”

But no part of the animal goes
to waste. The reindeer’s warm fur
is used to make clothing, blankets,
and boots. Antlers and bones are
fashioned into tools and handi-
crafts. Reindeer fat, called tallow, is
used in cooking.

FOLLOWING THE HERD

The Arctic tundra is among
Earth’s coldest and driest habitats,
with an average winter tempera-
ture of -30°C (-22°F) and limited

: Both males
and females have
antlers to fend off
predators and dig
through snow for food.
Males also use them

s
EAT UP: A
Sami couple - -
feeds reindeer . *
at their farm. »

vegetation. In summer, Sami herders
bring their reindeer to calving
grounds and grazing pastures in
coastal or other low-lying areas.
There, females give birth to calves,
and all the reindeer eat large quanti-
ties of herbs, flowers, and greens to
accumulate fat for the long winter.
In early autumn, Sami herders
guide their reindeer back to winter

LEGS: Long
legs allow
reindeer to
move easily
through
deep snow:

to spar with each other
during mating season.

HOOVES: Broad hooves help the
animals travel through deep snow by
acting
*% use their hooves as shovels to dig
e | through snow as deep as 0.6 meters
+# 5 (2 feet) in search of food
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e snowshoes. Reindeer also 2

COAT: A reindeer’s thick fur is
waterproof thanks to hollow hairs.
The hairs also help insulate the
~" animal from cold temperatures.

LEFT: ©TUI DE ROY/MINDEN PICTURES; TOP: GALISON WRIGHT/NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC VIA GETTY IMAGES




image5.jpeg
LEFT: @TUI DE ROY/MINDEN PICTURES; TOP: GALISON WRIGHT/NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC VIA GETTY IMAGES

BOOTS; GALISON WRIGHT/NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC SOCIETY VIA CORBIS; HERDS: GERYAN AND CHERRY ALEXANDER/MINDEN PICTURES

FANCY FEET:
Reindeer fur
makes for warm,
waterproof boots.

pastures—the forested areas of
Sapmi, where the snow is less deep
than outside the woods. Through the
frigid months, reindeer eat mostly
lichen, a type of moss that grows on
tree bark and on the ground. “Lichen
is slow-growing, so herders must
rotate grazing lands,” says Finstad.
“Reindeer should graze a particular
lichen area for one year and then
give it seven years to recover.”
Before the 1960s, Sami herders
traveled with their animals between
winter and summer pastures on
foot, skis, and reindeer-pulled
sledges. Since then, snowmobiles
have replaced skis and sledges to
make herding faster and easier.

BUILT FOR THE COLD

Why don't reindeer herders raise
more-traditional livestock? “The
climate and tundra vegetation can’t

support cattle, sheep, or pigs,” says
Finstad. “But reindeer are well-
adapted to the Arctic environment.”

Their dense, waterproof coats
protect them against the extreme
Arctic cold. Their fur is made up
of hollow hairs similar to those of
polar bears. These hairs trap heat to
provide excellent insulation. Broad,
shovel-shaped hooves prevent
reindeer from sinking as they walk
across deep snow and enable them
to dig through snow for food.

And whatever caused Rudolph’s
nose to be red, it wasn’t the cold!
A reindeer has specialized nostrils
that warm and moisten air before it
reaches the animal’s lungs. An excel-
lent sense of smell helps reindeer
find food hidden beneath as much as
0.6 meters (2 feet) of snow.

A THREATENED TRADITION

Today, reindeer husbandry faces
many challenges. Climate change
has disturbed the fragile environ-
ment that reindeer depend on for
survival. But human intrusion is a
more immediate danger.

According to the Association
of Reindeer Herding Cooperatives
in Finland, logging, power plants,
and other forms of land use have
taken over reindeer pastures and
disrupted their migration patterns.
Hundreds of migrating reindeer are
killed by automobiles each year.
Mining companies compete for land
and their methods often contami-
nate feeding grounds. “Poisons from
metals have been found in some
reindeer meat,” says Finstad.

International reindeer-herding
organizations continue to advo-
cate for stronger laws to protect
reindeer, their environment, and
the herding trade. In spite of the
challenges, the herding culture
perseveres. “My two boys are
herders,” says Blindh. “It's the best
kind of living.” &%

—Rachelle Burk

[WHAT DO YOU THINK?]

Will the Sami still be living their
traditional way of life 10 years
from now? Why or why not?

science worep 11




