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ABSTRACT: In Norway syntaxononUcal work started approximately at the same time as in Central
Europe. R. Nordhagen was the pioneer, making the basis for the classification of especially alpine
communities, followed by E. Dahl and O. Gjaerevoll, also focusing on alpine vegetation. The
works of J. Kielland-Lund are fundamental for classificalion of forest vegetation. During the
1970-80'5 a large number of syntaxonomical studies were made on a diversity of topics; most
of these studies were never published. The rather species-poor flora and the difficulties of
applying the concept of character species have caused Norwegian botanists to develop a
classification system of their own, as a summary of present knowledge. The next step should be
to rework a large number of releves with numerical methods to form the basis of a national
vegetation survey.
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Norway is a newcomer to the «Working Group of the European Vegetation
Survey», This presentation is an introduction to our participation in the interna
tional network.

The Nordic countries are no newcomers to syntaxonomy. Nordic botanists
made important contributions to the theoretical basis of syntaxonomy before the
end of World War I (for instance Hult, 1881; Warming, 1895; Raunkiaer, 1909;
Durietz et ai., 1918) and a number of important syntaxonomical studies were
published in the Nordic countries at the same time as syntaxonomy emerged as a
scientific activity in Central Europe (Trass & Maimer, 1973).

THE PIONEERS

Prior to 1920, the work of several Norwegian botanists was based upon the
fact that «plants grow in certain, repeatedly occurring species combinations,
which can be defined to floristically defined types, to plant communities»
(Dierschke 1994, p. 18). The studies were based on releves and aimed to typify
and classify plant communities, although the methods used were still not fully
developed. Resvoll-Holmsen (1912, 1914a, b, 1920) and Nordhagen (1917,1923,
1928) were the Norwegian pioneers. In his work from the Sylane mountains,
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Nordhagen (1928) discussed the concept of «Charakterarten•• thoroughly, and in
1936 he proposed a hierarchical system for classification of the subalpine and
alpine vegetation in Scandinavia based upon a large number of releves. Here,
for the first time, he adopted «Charakterarten>' in the sense of the ZUrich
Montpellier School. His cornerstone for Norwegian syntaxonomy was published
in Norwegian (Nordhagen, 1943) which made this very important work on north
boreal and alpine communities inaccessible to his Central and South European
colleagues. «Sikilsdalen and the mountain pastures of Norway» was not only an
analysis of plant communities in a particular alpine area in South Norway, it
also compared releves from different parts of Scandinavia and compared
Scandinavian plant communities with those of Central Europe, in a
phytosociological frame. In that work, and in a previous one (Nordhagen, 1928)
Nordhagen also discussed the theoretical basis and concepts of syntaxonomy, as
he did on many other occasions.

Nordhagen has had many successors. Up to approximately 1970, the main
syntaxonomical studies in Norway were carried out in alpine areas, particularly
by Gja:revoll (1956, snow patches) and Dahl (1957). Other syntaxonomical
studies comprised xerophilous communities (Sedo-Scleranthetea and related
syntaxa: Kleiven, 1959; Sunding, 1963; Marker, 1969) and coniferous
woodlands (Kielland-Lund, 1965; 1967). Working groups under the International
Biological Programme (IEP) published important proposals for the classification
of alpine, woodland, mire and seashore vegetation (IEP, 1971; 1973). Between,
1970 and 1985, a large number of students took their master's degrees on
phytosociological studies, especially on woodland vegetation. Most of these
woodland studies were never published (exceptions are Bjornstad, ]971; Aune,
1973; Fremstad, ]979 and Bjorndalen, ]981) and the vast number of releves
these and other studies (on a wide variety of topics) presented have never been
synthesized in a proper way. In the same period, several surveys of Norwegian
syntaxa were presented (Kielland-Lund, 198]; Vevle, 1983; Dahl, 1987), partly
in order to make the Norwegian studies on vegetation more accessible to
colleagues abroad. Surveys of syntaxonomical works were published by Fa:gri
(196]) and Sunding (1988).

Scandinavian botanists developed what Dierschke (1994) calls «eine etwas
abweichende Arbeitsrichtung» - the «Uppsala school>. (Trass & MaImer, ]973).
The main reason for the differing opinions and methods of the Scandinavians com
pared to Central European concepts is the comparatively species-poor flora and
vegetation (compared to the Central and South European ones) where a large num
ber of species occur in a wide array of plant communities, and where frequency
and cover of species (dominance) are more important for describing plant com
munities than the mere presence and indicator value of single species. For a long
time, the main topic of the discussion was whether the «association» or the «so
ciation» should be the basic unit of syntaxonomy. This was, sometimes, and espe
cially by Central European colleagues, considered to be a syntaxonomical problem
(Moravec, 1993).
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THE PRESENT STATE

Most of the works mentioned previously were faithful to the concept of
«character species», but the regional and local difficulties connected to the concept
resulted, partly, in fruitless discussions about the status of species and delimitations
of syntaxa with low rank and limited geographical validity. Diekmann (l994a, b,
1995) has demonstrated in a convincing way how phytosociological units of
various rank can lose their character (as defined in Central Europe) in the Nordic
countries and the difficulties of applying strict phytosociological definitions and
terminology in boreo-nemoral and boreal areas.

Syntaxonomical research in the traditional sense more or less came to an end
when numerical methods, especially Tabord and Twinspan classification and
ordination techniques, became prevailing tools approximately IS years ago.
Releves were still grouped, but the groups attained were not always related to the
phytosociological hierarchy. From being a major activity at the botanical institutes
of the universities, the «pure» syntaxonomy (based on the phytosociological
hierarchy) shrank to almost zero. After only a few years, syntaxonomy, or «plant
sociology» as we called it, was a «non-topic» in research, and almost so in
teaching. At present few Norwegian botanists are working on classification of
vegetation and still fewer are faithful to the Zlirich-Montpellier hierarchy. Some
attempts have been made to synthesize older and new data (Moen, 1990), but such
attempts are too few.

Over the years, some Norwegian botanists developed a less dogmatic, more
pragmatic view on plant communities or «vegetation types». Contributions to the
IBP (1971,1973) were forerunners in this respect. We felt uncomfortable with the
syntaxonomical hierarchy and character species, but we badly needed a system for
vegetation classification, based entirely on our own material which had grown
enormously over the years. The system of Hesjedal (1973) was developed for
mapping purposes, as was a system evolved at the University of Trondheim (Moen
& Moen, 1975); both were insufficient to cover the entire country. Norway has a
much larger diversity of plant communities than most Central and South European
colleagues are aware of, and it is a work of art to make a vegetation type system
which reflects the main ecological gradients in the country: from the south to the
north (a span of 13 degrees of latitude, Le. from nemoral to hemiarctic conditions,
cf. Dahl et al., 1986), from sea level to high alpine areas and from the strongly
oceanic coast to the more continental areas in the east (section 03t to C1, sensu
Moen, 1997). The longitudinal span is 25 degrees, equal to the distance from
Brussels to Kiev.

In 1983-86, a group of Norwegian botanists agreed to develop a new
classification system, also aimed at vegetation mapping. «Units for vegetation
mapping» (Fremstad & Elven, 1987) is primarily based on vegetational variations
along ecological gradients, and on the recognition of vegetation types by means
of species groups, not by means of character species. In Scandinavia, the gradient
approach was first developed for mire vegetation (Tuomikoski, 1942; Sjors,
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1948), but has later been adapted for other vegetation types. In several respects,
the Norwegian vegetation type system is more related to the British National
Vegetation Classification (Rodwell, 1991-95) than to the Central European
hierarchical system. We agree with Rodwell when he comments the view of
Poore (1955) that «the really valuable element in the phytosociological method
might be not so much the hierarchical definition of plant associations, as the
meticulous sampling of homogeneous stands of vegetation on which this is
based».

«Units for vegetation mapping» was a synthesis of our knowledge eight years
ago, and a rather subjective synthesis. Its main principles are that the vegetation
types shall be I) floristically characterized, 2) ecologically definable, and 3) have
a definable distribution.

The system has been increasingly used for a multitude of purposes, even in
teaching at universities and colleges. Its success is based on the fact that most of
the «units» are rather easily recognized in the field, at least for those who have
some basic botanical training.

THE FUTURE

The system has recently been revised (Fremstad, 1997). The new edition is
also a rather subjective summary of published and unpublished material and field
experience; it is not based on computerized reworking of releves. That remains to
be done - if it will ever be possible to raise funding for such activities. However,
we have plans to computerize parts of our data, as was recommended by Mucina
& van der Maarel (1989).

In Norway, we have developed our own tool for vegetation classification;
why, then, do we want to participate in «European Vegetation Survey» (EVS) and
<<vegetation of Europe»? By participating in long-term, international projects and
working groups on vegetation some of us are hoping for inspiration and mental
support to continue the investigations of Norwegian vegetation. We still have large
gaps in our data, but there is also a considerable amount of data which is
worthwhile processing.

There are more reasons to participate in the working group of EVS. We feel
uncomfortable at the thought that Norwegian data (only a small part of which is
accessible to foreigners) should be processed without Norwegian participation, and
that the vegetation of Norway should be described solely by colleagues who have
only a modest and insufficient knowledge of the character of Norwegian nature.
It is extremely complex and even the most experienced Norwegian botanists have
much to learn.
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