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The damming of the 
Alta-Kautokeino

Watercourse 
(The Alta Case)

The damminG of the Alta­Kautokeino Watercourse is the 
most controversial hydroelectric power development in Nor­

wegian history. In 1978, the Storting (Norwegian Parliament) adopted a 
bill for the construction of a 110­metre high dam near Alta. Th is was a consid­

erably smaller hydroelectric power plant than originally planned; the initial plan from 1970 
involved submerging the Sámi village of Máze. 

Th e development project met strong opposition from the civil society, particularly from 
the Sámi society. Th e fi rst demonstrations against the development were organ ised that 
same year in Máze. In the years that followed, the opponents organised demon strations, 
campaigns and various movements in order to get the Parliamentary majority to reverse 
the plan to build the hydroelectric power plant. Sámi groups held hunger strikes in front 
of the Storting. Th e opposi tion was also based on environmental concerns, including that 
the damming would harm salmon fi sheries in the Alta River. Th e Sámi rights’ aspect of 
the opposition was based on Sámi land and water rights claims, and the negative impact 
the project would have on the semi­nomadic rein deer husbandry communities that used 
the a reas along the river as seasonal grazing land for their reindeer herds. Th e opposition 
culminated in the largest civil disobedience action in Norway after World War II when, 
in January 1981, some 600 policemen had to forcibly remove the demonstrators from the 
project site. Th is confl ict ended up in the Norwegian Supreme Court, which ruled in favour 
of the development project. Th e power plant and dam were fi nish ed in 1987. However, the 
Sámi rights confl ict related to this project led to a number of impor tant achievements for 
the Sámi. As a result of the strong Sámi opposition against the develop ment of the Alta­
Kautokeino Watercourse, in 1980 and 1981 a number of meetings were held to conduct 
nego tiations between the Government and a Sámi delegation appointed by the Norwegian 
Sámi Association, the Sámi Reindeer Herders’ Association of Norway and the Sámi Coun­
cil’s Norwegian Section. Th e result was that the Government appointed two committees 
to discuss Sámi cultural issues and Sámi legal relations. Th e latter committee was called 
the Sámi Rights Committee, and prioritised towards a democratically elected body for the 
Sámis. Th is resulted in the Sámi Act of 1987, which in turn is the foundation for the estab­
lishment of the Sámediggi (Sámi Parliament) in Norway, which opened for the fi rst time 
on 9 October 1989. Th e other concrete results of the Sámi Rights Committee are the 1988 
amendment of the Norwegian Constitution, and the adoption of the Finnmark Act in 2005.
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