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Abstract 
The Dutch landscape has been created through a history of human use, and on Terschelling, 

extensive interactions between people and nature have sustained the islander population in harsh 

coastal conditions for generations. Such interactions are thought to be the basis of local ecological 

knowledge (LEK), which has become widely studied in recent decades. Yet, LEK in European contexts 

remains underexplored, as well as the role of related practices in the way people relate to, value and 

live with nature. This study investigates (customary) nature use practices as an expression of LEK and 

how this is reflected in human-nature relationships. Insights from qualitative, semi-structured 

interviews were used to examine elements of LEK, and to reveal how islanders’ everyday practices 

with nature might shape attachment, relational values, and stewardship. The results show that 

participants who engage with nature through forms of use possess a vast body of knowledge that 

extends beyond the mere uses of nature. Moreover, this knowledge is formed through practice and 

experience, showing that knowledge is not merely a cognitive phenomenon, but exists in different 

forms. It appeared that LEK on Terschelling is fluid, shared among different groups of people, and 

intersects with other sources of knowledge, such as science. This fluid nature of practice- and place-

based knowledge challenges rigid distinctions between “indigenous” and “non-indigenous” 

knowledge, and future research should support this co-evolving of different knowledge systems 

rather than amplify the distinctions. Although nature use practices are based on a material 

connection with nature, the interviews revealed how these interactions support relational values and 

more inner dimensions of human-nature connections, like emotional attachments. Nature use 

appeared to be linked with a philosophy of implicit responsibility towards nature that can go beyond 

the sparing use of resources into forms of care and stewardship for nature in general. Social and 

ecological changes over time show how LEK exists in a web of relationships and as a process: a local 

ecological way of knowing. This way of knowing is perceived by islanders as part of an identity and 

can be considered a way of life. While this way of life originated out of necessity and created a sense 

of freedom, people’s interactions with nature have changed. Functional connections have become 

mostly recreational pursuits, and nature experiences overall have become scarcer. This threatens the 

existence of local ways of knowing that hold important lessons about responsible treatment of 

nature. Therefore, promoting local ways of life in various ways could help rebuild and strengthen 

people’s relationships with the land. Better representation of relational values in conservation 

science and policy may also contribute to this, while simultaneously building support for and 

legitimacy of conservation efforts.  

Keywords: human-nature relationships, local ecological knowledge, relational values, stewardship, 

care, way of life, nature use 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

In the Netherlands, a history of human use has created a patchwork of different habitat types: a 

unique variety, especially considering the small size of this country, and if not for activities like 

chopping, burning, ploughing, mowing, grazing and coppicing, the Netherlands would have been 

covered mainly by forest (Coesel et al., 2007; Schaminée, 2024). Human activity is typically seen as 

detrimental, considering that it is the driving force behind the global decline in biodiversity (Díaz, 

2019) and has set a 6th mass extinction in motion (Barnosky, 2011). In Western society, nature and 

culture are typically seen as separate, which presents nature as something “out there” and on the 

“far end” of society (Cronon, 1996; Ingold, 2005). From this point of view, a landscape shaped by 

human activity can hardly be viewed as nature. Victor Westhoff, a pioneering Dutch ecologist and 

conservationist, paints a different picture and has repeatedly described the richness of the Dutch 

landscape as a result of its intertwined history with human activity (Coesel et al., 2007; Saris, 2018; 

Schaminée, 2024). When the Romans ventured into our country in the late first century, human 

influence was still limited, and Tacitus wrote of it as “a horrible and stinking country because of its 

woods and swamps”, while fifteen centuries later, it was praised as “the eye-delight of Europe, the 

flower of all landscapes, the earth’s own arbour” (Saris, 2018). Thus, especially in the Netherlands, 

where the landscape is highly managed and historically shaped by human use, a strict separation 

between humans and nature is too simplistic and overlooks the (ecological) value of such landscapes. 

The Dutch Wadden Islands are no different in this regard. It was not until later, after the last Ice Age, 

that the sea rose to a level that created the intertidal Wadden Sea and separated the islands from 

the mainland (Deen, 2013). However, there is evidence that humans have been part of this system 

since its origin, some ~7,500 years ago (Deen, 2013; Lotze et al., 2005). A system ruled by the wind 

and the tide, and as written by Deen (2013) “…the sea is jealous, fickle and shows no mercy”. 

Zooming in on the island of Terschelling, once referred to as a drifting wilderness dominated by 

pioneer stage dunes, the face of the island underwent a profound transformation in the last century. 

With the arrival of Staatsbosbeheer in 1920 came trees, and other activities like fixing dunes and 

erecting dikes led to human-induced stabilisation of many natural dynamics, creating a more static 

landscape dominated by more mature vegetation communities (Noordhoff, 2013; Westhoff & van 

Oosten, 1989). Thus, the people shaped the land, but survival in harsh and dynamic conditions has, 

in turn, shaped the people, or as Revier (2013) put it: Wadden Sea culture reflects “the struggle of 

mankind against the forces of nature”. 

According to the curator from the local museum on Terschelling, it was this struggle against the 

elements and the isolation of the islands from the mainland that brought islanders together since 

medieval times. Largely left to their own devices, due to a lack of involvement or absence of a noble 

lord, Terschellingers organised themselves in small hamlets (“de Buren”). Together, they took care of 

communal land, and everyone, regardless of status, contributed to building and repairing houses, 

infrastructure and dikes. De Buren maintained a flexible organisation of which little documentation 

exists, because it is this flexibility that allows life on an island that moves with the season, the sea 

level and the tide (Noordhoff, 2013). Although the island of Terschelling was relatively isolated, its 

inhabitants were by no means naïve to the rest of the world due to their extensive history in 

seafaring. Those who did not go to sea mostly became farmers. Poor sandy soils made for a 

challenging existence, and this led islanders to depend on other natural resources that could be 

exploited on the island for extra food or income. This unique history, whereby islanders strongly 

relied both on each other and what the land could provide, shaped a rich legacy that currently still 
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exists to some extent: there is still a similar institutional organisation of the villages, and some 

customs whereby nature is utilised persist.  

 

Figure 1: An overview of different land uses on Terschelling as identified by Heslinga (2018). Top left: the Dutch Wadden Sea 
area in dark green, with Terschelling highlighted in pink. 

In recent decades, conservation science and environmental governance have increasingly 

acknowledged different bodies of knowledge and their value for conservation, following a long 

period in which locally rooted ways of knowing nature were marginalised in favour of scientific 

knowledge (Hernández-Morcillo et al., 2014; Joa et al., 2018). While much research has focused on 

indigenous peoples living in threatened ecosystems in developing countries, this concept of “local 

ecological knowledge” (LEK) is rarely considered in Europe and more “developed” countries 

(Hernández-Morcillo et al., 2014; Joa et al., 2018). Other rural people, like farmers and fishermen, 

are also thought to be important holders of knowledge about the environment (Hernández-Morcillo 

et al., 2014). However, LEK typically consists of much more than just factual information: it comes 

forth from a system based also on practice, experiences and values which are embedded in people's 

daily lives (Ingold, 2000; Joa et al., 2018; McGregor, 2005). It is thought that people develop a sense 

of connection, attachment and understanding of the environment through ongoing practical 

engagement with the landscapes they depend on (Ingold, 2000; Joa et al., 2018). Relationships like 

these are thought to be central drivers of people’s motivation to look after places and nature (Jax et 

al., 2018; West et al., 2018). Terschelling, with its extensive history of islanders’ engagement with 

nature, and persistence of customary nature-use practices, provides a particularly suitable setting for 

a nearby, familiar landscape in which to explore how practical engagement with the environment 

shapes human-nature relationships and stewardship in a European context. 
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1.2 Problem statement 

Despite growing recognition of LEK in conservation science, locally rooted forms of knowledge and 

everyday nature use in European landscapes remain underexplored (Hernández-Morcillo et al., 2014; 

Joa et al., 2018). Most theoretical frameworks on TEK and LEK are based on research with indigenous 

peoples, typically from non-Western societies, while other rural people from different parts of the 

world may also hold knowledge about the environment (Hernández-Morcillo et al., 2014). In 

countries such as the Netherlands, where landscapes have been shaped through centuries of human 

use (Schaminée, 2024), this creates a blind spot in understanding how practical engagement with 

nature contributes to people’s values, attachments, and motivations to care for their environment. It 

also limits our understanding of LEK in such other rural contexts, beyond “indigenous” and “non-

indigenous” boundaries. In a time when biodiversity is in steep decline (Díaz, 2019) and people are 

growing more disconnected from nature due to fewer direct nature experiences (Soga & Gaston, 

2016), hands-on, everyday practices of nature use may play a role in fostering stewardship and long-

term responsibility for places. Additionally, several scholars argue that such forms of care and 

relational values are often underrepresented in environmental governance, while it is acknowledged 

that including a broader range of values can contribute to more inclusive environmental decision-

making and wider societal support (Chan et al., 2018; Pascual et al., 2017; Van Dam et al., 2024).  

1.3 Research objective and questions 

This study aims to explore customary forms of nature utilisation as expressions of LEK on 

Terschelling, thereby contributing to a deeper understanding of LEK in European landscapes. More 

specifically, it seeks to examine how such hands-on interactions with nature are linked with 

knowledge about the local landscape, and how this has been changed or maintained over time. The 

aim is to understand how islanders’ everyday practices in nature might shape their attachments, 

values, and motivations to care for their local environment. To do so, qualitative interviews with 

islanders will focus on their experiences and reflections on nature use (and the local landscape in 

which these practices take place). Insights from this study may help to reveal patterns in how 

everyday engagement with nature shapes (relational) values and stewardship. The results could 

therefore have implications for better representation of such values in future environmental 

governance.  

What is the role of utilisation of nature in the way islanders  on Terschelling value, relate to, and live 

with their local landscape? 

1. How do islanders perceive and practise customary forms of nature use, and how can these 

practices be understood through an analytical LEK lens? 

2. What implications do insights into nature use practices as expressions of LEK have for 

knowledge about nature, nature experience, conservation and resource governance in the 

context European landscapes with a history of human use, such as Terschelling? 

3. What (relational) values are reflected in LEK practices and the landscapes in which they take 

place, and can these support relationships of care and stewardship? 

2. Theoretical background 
The concepts presented here serve as scientific background information and outline the theoretical 

foundations of this study. These concepts are subsequently synthesised into an analytical lens, which 

is introduced in the Methods (Section 3.2).  



5 
 

2.1 Local Ecological Knowledge (LEK)  

“LEK is defined here as knowledge, practices, and beliefs regarding ecological relationships that are 

gained through extensive personal observation of and interaction with local ecosystems and shared 

among local resource users. Local ecological knowledge may eventually become TEK (traditional 

ecological knowledge).” - Charnley et al. (2007)  

Building on the definition from Charnley et al. (2007), Local Ecological Knowledge (LEK) can be 

understood not merely as a static set of facts, but as an ongoing process of knowing that emerges 

through people’s lived experiences with their local environment. This aligns with the work by Hertz 

et al. (2020), which argues for a processual, dynamic understanding of social-ecological systems. 

Thinking in terms of discrete “things” (“nouns”) can obscure the adaptive and complex character of 

social-ecological systems. Rather, ecological relationships (and knowledge) are continually (re-

)shaped through interactions of people with their environment (Ingold, 2000). With this focus (of 

“verbs” instead of “nouns”), LEK is not a fixed entity at a single point in time, but changes through 

enacted practice with the landscape. Additionally, from this view, “social” and “ecological” entities 

become inherently interconnected, and local landscapes are no longer merely backdrops, but active 

participants in the formation of ecological knowledge (Hertz et al., 2020; Ingold, 2004).  

McGregor (2005) further extends this focus on embodied knowledge that emerges through practices 

and experiences, by framing traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) as a way of life. TEK is more than 

just factual information that can be used as additional ecological data; it is inseparable from daily life, 

social relations and cultural practices (McGregor, 2005). In contrast to McGregor’s traditional 

ecological knowledge, however, Joa et al. (2018) and Ingold (2004) argue that ecological knowledge 

is not necessarily handed down through some historical heritage. To broaden the scope beyond 

indigenous and traditional ecological knowledge, Joa et al. (2018) propose the term local ecological 

knowledge (LEK). The authors created a structured framework based on an extensive review of 

empirical research with various local resource users. In their definition, LEK holders can also be “non-

indigenous” people who may not have had a long-term relationship with the local environment. 

Their definition of LEK emphasises “localness”, and similarly to the processual perspective from Hertz 

et al. (2020) and Ingold (2004), they state that LEK ultimately arises from the lived experiences of 

people in their local environment. Thus, from this view, LEK is a dynamic, enacted and place-based 

concept. 

The framework from Joa et al. (2018) highlights different dimensions of LEK, which they categorize 

into four components based on both conceptual and empirical TEK and LEK studies: (1) factual 

knowledge, including observations, experiences or experiments that may create a knowing of 

species, habitats, and ecological processes; (2) methods for land and resource use, conservation, 

and adaptation, involving natural resource management practices, for which knowledge elements 

from category 1 are used to “sustain livelihoods and to enhance adaptive capacity of […] socio-

ecological systems”; (3) social institutions, encompassing local norms, rules, and governance related 

to resource use; and (4) worldviews, referring to beliefs, spirituality, and rituals that shape 

understanding of the environment, which is based on the assumption that LEK is “embedded in 

conceptual/spiritual belief systems”. These categories are not mutually exclusive, but may overlap in 

practice, and like McGregor (2005), this highlights the intertwined nature of LEK with practice and 

daily life.  
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2.2 On dimensions of human-nature connections, relational values 

and stewardship 

Research on human-nature relationships highlights that people relate to nature through multiple, 

interconnected dimensions. Building on work in sustainability science, Ives et al. (2018) identify five 

broad dimensions of human-nature connections that span from more external to more internal 

forms of relationship: 

1. Material connections: Involves the consumption and use of natural materials, such as food, 

fuel or other products that link people materially to nature. 

2. Experiential connections: Arise from direct interactions with nature or other activities in 

nature. 

3. Cognitive connections: Encompass knowledge about, awareness of, and attitude towards 

nature. 

4. Emotional connections: Include affective responses such as attachment, empathy and 

aesthetic appreciation of nature.  

5. Philosophical connections: Relate to deeper reflections on humanity’s place in the world and 

normative views about how people should relate to nature.    

These dimensions do not operate in isolation but overlap and influence one another. For example, 

experiences in nature can foster knowledge and positive attitudes toward nature, while emotional 

connections can motivate reflection on the meaning and value of nature in people’s lives (Ives et al., 

2018). In this sense, relating to nature involves embodied experience, cognitive understanding, 

affective attachment and reflective positioning of oneself in relation to nature and the surrounding 

landscape.  

Drawing on this multidimensional understanding of human-nature relationships, it follows that the 

values people hold toward nature also take different forms. The three categories that are typically 

distinguished in research values for nature are instrumental, intrinsic and relational value (Van Dam 

et al., 2024). Like the dimensions for connection, values for nature often overlap and interact, and it 

is thought that an interplay between the three different dimensions of value shapes people’s 

relationship with place (and nature) (Raymond et al., 2010; Van Dam et al., 2024).  

Within this broader understanding of value, relational values are particularly relevant. They involve 

“all manner of relationships between people and nature, including relationships that are between 

people but involve nature” (Chan et al., 2016). Riechers et al. (2021) demonstrate that relational 

values can be expressed both at individual and collective levels. Individually experienced aspects 

may include personal identity or emotional connection to place, while collective aspects could 

involve social cohesion, customary norms, or cultural identities tied to particular environments (Chan 

et al., 2016; Riechers et al., 2021). This dual structure mirrors the collective (“community”) and 

individual (“personal”) dimensions of place attachment described by Raymond et al. (2010). The 

case-study from Riechers et al. (2021) across Romania and Germany shows that relational values 

were generally higher in Romanian landscapes compared to Germany, which is attributed to more 

engagement in small-scale, locally-oriented farming practices in Romania (Balázsi et al., 2019; Hartel 

et al., 2014). Within each national context, landscapes that supported a mixture of agricultural, 

ecological and social functions also scored highly for relational values (Riechers et al., 2021). The 

findings illustrate that practical and customary engagement with the environment is not solely based 

on instrumental value, which highlights not only the interaction between different values, but also 

between the five dimensions of human-nature connection. Additionally, Chan et al. (2016) argue that 
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attention for relational values might help to bridge scientific ways of knowing about nature with the 

understandings and experiences people acquire through their daily interactions with the 

environment. Thus, this underscores the relevance of a relational approach in a study on LEK.  

Additionally, having a close relationship with the environment people inhabit has been reported to 

invoke a sense of responsibility towards it and is linked with pro-environmental behaviours (Jax et al., 

2018; Riechers et al., 2021). Jax et al. (2018) emphasise that the concept of care encompasses two 

interrelated dimensions: caring about something (linked to knowledge, awareness, attitude and 

motivation) and caring for something (i.e. taking action, wanting to contribute or feeling 

responsible). Both of these dimensions are reflected in the three value categories (Riechers et al., 

2021; Van Dam et al., 2024) and five dimensions for human-nature relationships (Ives et al., 2018). 

Drawing on this sense of responsibility, West et al. (2018) similarly highlight how stewardship and 

reciprocity arise from the relational values that bind people and nature. They use a framework based 

on interwoven strands of care, knowledge and agency (Enqvist et al., 2018), but delve specifically 

into care aspect of stewardship. They report that care emerges from social-ecological interactions, 

and characterise it as something that can be embodied and practiced, rather than it being a purely 

mental phenomenon.  

3. Methodology 
This research focuses on customary practices of nature use as expressions of LEK, and relationships 

between LEK practitioners and their local landscape. Given the complexity of LEK and human-nature 

relationships, a qualitative research approach was chosen, as this is specifically suited to explore 

cases that cannot be clearly defined at the start, and can provide a more in-depth understanding 

while being sensitive to the local context (Newing et al., 2011). To further enhance this in-depth 

understanding of such complex phenomena in their real-life context, I adopted a single-case study 

approach (Yin, 2009). Although most relevant theory was developed prior to the fieldwork to guide 

data collection and analysis, space was left for inductive insights. 

Data collection took place during a two-month field period on Terschelling in January and February 

2025, and was guided by principles for qualitative research in conservation and environmental social 

science (Newing et al., 2011). This process was iterative in nature: the framing of questions and 

emphasis on themes evolved in response to participants’ narratives. This flexibility was essential, as 

the research depended largely on what participants were willing and able to share, and on 

opportunities for interaction that arose during fieldwork. 

Interviews constituted the primary source of empirical data, complemented with informal 

conversations and other informal interactions with islanders (i.e. a form of participant observation). 

This additional participation in life on the island (joining activities when possible or going out in 

nature to explore) helped to situate the interview data within everyday contexts and practices, 

without constituting a full ethnographic study. I also spent a day in the library of Midsland, and the 

archive of the local museum to find supporting material for my thesis. Some research participants 

provided documents or lent me books to support their narrative or provide more general (historical) 

context of the island that might be relevant to my study.  

3.1 Semi-structured interviews 

Research participants were selected based on engagement in different LEK activities. To do this, I 

made use of snowball sampling: via an initial informant (from Staatsbosbeheer), I was able to contact 
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promising contacts from their network, who, in turn, could help to identify additional participants. I 

selected participants to cover a variety of customary nature use practices, and participants were 

predominantly male and older adults.  

I conducted 19 semi-structured interviews in various settings. The interview duration was flexible, 

ranging from 45 minutes to 4 hours, and was always aligned with participants’ availability and 

preferences. Interviews took place sitting down somewhere outside, on a walk (so-called walking 

interviews), at participants’ homes, or even during drives or bicycle rides, based on participants’ 

preferences. Meeting outside had the added advantage of participants being able to show and tell 

me things about the surrounding landscape: e.g. showing specific (meaningful) places or explaining 

what they would do there and what they knew about it. Research participants on the island were 

generally very hospitable and put considerable effort into bringing me along to the most beautiful 

parts of the island or making me comfortable in their homes (often with generous amounts of coffee 

and pondkoek). Their effort allowed for very immersive experiences, which supported a richer 

understanding and interpretation of the explanations and stories shared.  

The semi-structured nature provided considerable freedom for participants to structure their 

responses and share additional stories, experiences, or reflections they felt were important, while 

addressing core themes. After an open introduction and personal background section, ample space 

was given for participants to describe their work, leisure activities, and general relationship with 

nature. The main focus then shifted to participants’ nature use practices and associated LEK. In line 

with the components from Joa et al. (2018), and to see how LEK emerges and what influence local 

social and environmental contexts may have (Hertz et al., 2020; Ingold, 2000, 2004; McGregor, 2005), 

the following key themes were addressed in the interviews:  

- involvement in specific nature use practices and related activities; 

- pathways through which participants became engaged in these practices; 

- spatial, temporal and social contexts of nature use (where, when, with whom) & personal 

meaning of nature use practices; 

- changes in practices over time and perceived drivers of change, including regulation and 

external perceptions (& if this affects experiences in nature in general); 

- learning processes and knowledge transmission; 

- considerations of sustainability that may or may not be ingrained in nature use practices; 

- views on the future of small-scale nature use and the transmission of knowledge to future 

generations. 

In addition, in the interviews,  participants’ perspectives on values for nature were explored, 

including reflections on whether they considered themselves, or humans in general, as part of 

nature, and the meaning of specific places or practices, and related (fond) memories (Appendix A). 

More elaborate theoretical foundations for the interview themes and questions are synthesised in 

the next section (3.2). I also asked for people’s motivation to participate in my research and what 

message was important for them to get through via this study.  

With participants’ written consent (Appendix B), 8 interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed 

verbatim with the help of the AI transcription function in Microsoft Word. In other cases, detailed 

reports were written post-interview, summarising participants’ narratives as accurately as possible. 

Additionally, five analytical memos documenting specific experiences and conversations were 

included in the coding process, while the remainder of my interpretations and daily reflections were 

recorded in a personal diary that was not coded. All research participants received written 

information about the research aims, methods and their rights as participants, distributed through 
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information flyers (either digital or physical, Appendix C). Free, prior and informed consent was 

obtained in all cases. Participants were free to withdraw or decline to answer specific questions at 

any time.  

3.2 A synthesis of relevant theory in the context of Terschelling 

3.2.1 Islander nature utilisation practices as an expression of LEK 

In the theoretical background, “process” thinking (in “verbs” instead of “nouns”) is described (Hertz 

et al., 2020), which is fitting for the context of Terschelling. The curator of the local museum warned 

me at the start of my field research about the risks of documenting customs: by doing this, you might 

unintentionally “fix” the custom in one moment in time. This can be detrimental because customs 

change over time and through continued enactment, and should be allowed space to change. Like 

the flexibility of “de Buren” allowed Terschellinger inhabitants to make a living in a harsh and 

dynamic environment, customs likewise need to be adaptable to persist in changing times. 

Additionally, the theory describes that LEK emerges through interactions; it is not necessarily handed 

down through some historical heritage like TEK (Ingold, 2004). This is especially relevant in the 

context of Terschelling, because although the sea isolated the island, it also brought outside 

influences and people through its bustling seafaring life. As Deen (2013) described: “Sailors seeking 

port or a new ship, independent souls and fugitives in search of a place to stay; if they were willing to 

accept constant scrutiny and social demands, and to live according to the local customs, they could 

settle for shorter or longer periods. Being an islander is not a matter of birthright, but of mindset.” 

This “mindset” insinuates that islander LEK holders can be “non-indigenous” people who may not 

have had a long-term relationship with the local environment, which is also mentioned in the 

description of LEK by Joa et al. (2018). Against this background, part of the exploration of 

Terschellinger LEK will be to identify different origins of knowledge, and how and why activities for 

nature utilisation (and the motivation to practise these) have changed over time. 

To understand nature utilisation practices as an expression of LEK, the knowledge categories from 

the framework by Joa et al. (2018), which are briefly described in the theoretical background, were 

used to interpret the content of the interviews. The categories described below are slightly adapted 

versions of the ones presented by Joa et al. (2018), so they fit the information given by the islander 

participants. The aim is not to impose a blunt categorisation on LEK components, which may be 

interrelated or interwoven (Ingold, 2004; Joa et al., 2018; McGregor, 2005), but to create a structure 

that captures the diverse facets of nature use:  

First, the category of factual knowledge, observations and experiences, and the proposed 

“knowledge components” from Joa et al. (2018) were used as a base, and adapted to the interview 

material, where the definitions from Joa et al. (2018) were lacking to describe what was said in the 

interviews, components were changed or added: 

- Observations, experiences and awareness: Knowledge that stems from observations, 

experiences in the field, and many interviewees displayed a certain "awareness" for 

particular details in the landscape or its dynamics. 

- Ecosystem services: Knowledge about the “uses” of an ecosystem, which could include 

information about edible or medicinal plants, the presence of huntable game species, fish, 

suitable grazing areas for cattle, water filtration, arable land or other resources.  

- Experiments: When people discover or try new things in the field, like e.g. planting native 

trees or creating a hedge from willow around their vegetable patch. 
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- Species knowledge: General recognition and knowledge about species of plants or animals, 

not necessarily knowing species by (scientific) name, but e.g. information about behaviour or 

habitats.  

- Ecosystem components: Knowledge about certain abiotic components of an ecosystem, and 

ecological processes like acidification, or the geographical origin of the Wadden sea. 

- Interactions: An explanation of interactions between multiple ecosystem components and/or 

species and an understanding of their interconnectedness.  

- (Folk)stories: Part of local knowledge was based on stories that contained information e.g. 

about the origin of plant species in certain environments.  

Secondly, in the theoretical background, Joa et al. (2018) describe the LEK category of “methods for 

land and resource use, conservation and adaptation”. Interviewees on Terschelling could describe in 

varying amounts of detail the how of their customary practices, and one of the questions asked 

during the interviews was “How do you know what is too much to take or harvest?”. Adhering to this 

second LEK category by Joa et al. (2018), the aim here is to explore whether these methods might 

not only sustain local livelihoods, but also contribute to the “adaptive capacity of socio-ecological 

systems” i.e whether sustainability considerations are somehow integrated into practices. The goal is 

not to provide a detailed account of all the activities that were discussed, because books could be 

(and are) written on some of them. Instead, these descriptions, along with the knowledge 

components from the first category, will serve to give a general idea of the knowledge, skill and 

experience needed to be able to practise these customary ways to utilise nature.  

Finally, a third category of LEK is defined by Joa et al. (2018) as social institutions that involve local 

customary rules, social norms, prohibitions and sanctions concerning the use of natural resources.  

De Buren from Terschelling is, of course, a prime example of such a local governance system, which 

was, among other things, used for the governance of communal plots of land. Use of natural 

resources abides by Dutch national law, but some additional local rules and regulations, e.g. from 

associations, have been in place, which will be explored from the viewpoint of this third “LEK 

category”.  

Joa et al. (2018) identified a fourth LEK category as “Worldviews” that considers beliefs, spirituality, 

rituals and ceremonies that might be part of LEK. Researchers often contrast “Western” and “non-

Western” worldviews, but this is a generalisation that obscures diversity within each category 

(Berkes, 1999). Therefore, I will not elaborate on worldview differences as such; instead, I aim to 

operationalise LEK more as a lived, place-based way of life, in line with McGregor’s (2005) emphasis 

on knowledge as something through people’s daily practices and relationships with the land. From 

this perspective, what matters is to trace the different origins of islanders’ knowledge and how these 

ways of knowing may feed into the values they hold for nature and place.  

“There is no way to quantify a way of life, only way to live it” – (McGregor, 2004) 

A practical definition of LEK from the field 

LEK is described in Chapter 2 based on previous studies by Charnley et al. (2007), Hertz et al. (2020), 

Ingold (2004), Joa et al. (2018) and McGregor (2005). While this conceptualisation provides a useful 

analytical lens to put nature utilisation practices in a scientific context, the term “Local Ecological 

Knowledge” is less suitable in everyday communication. Therefore, during fieldwork, a more practical 

and accessible term was used as an entry point to translate LEK to a real-world context. The word 

“natuurgebruik” in Dutch (literally translates to “nature use”) yielded conversations about the 

activities that are described in the introduction (Chapter 1). In Dutch, the word “use” carries both a 

functional and customary/traditional connotation. On the one hand, it literally refers to using nature 
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for resources or recreational purposes. On the other hand, a lot of these activities have some 

traditional value to them or are practised out of custom (“gebruik” in Dutch). The term “nature” itself 

is not given a concrete definition, because its meaning can vary from person to person. Many people 

included farming and commercial fishing under the concept of nature use, but in this study, the focus 

is on activities in nature that historically (before the rise of tourism in the 1960s-70s) provided 

islanders with extra income or food. There is, however, no clear-cut distinction between what can or 

cannot be considered nature use, but for practical reasons, a selection of activities was made. Some 

practices might have been (un)intentionally left out because of this. The activities that were included 

have (at least in some point in their life) been practised by the interviewees themselves to further 

delimit the selection. For example, many born and raised islanders might recall how their 

grandparents would collect woody shrubs in the dunes to sell to bakeries as fuel for the ovens, but I 

specifically aimed for activities that people from today could still relate to.  

3.2.2 Nature use from a relational perspective: An analytical lens on values for 

nature  

Research on the “extinction of experience” emphasises the importance of direct, repeated hands-on 

interactions with nature to maintain human-nature relationships (Soga & Gaston, 2016). In the 

context of Terschelling, several (historical) livelihoods, recreation and customs are closely tied with 

nature, and utilisation of nature may be a primary pathway for hands-on interactions with nature. In 

the background theory (Chapter 2), relevant theories on human-nature relationships and values for 

nature are described. Here, I draw on relevant aspects from several of these theories, which appear 

to overlap or are closely related. This is why I combined and structured some of these concepts to 

create an analytical lens through which I can better interpret the interview material.  

First of all, a likely assumption may be that the use of nature relates mainly to instrumental values 

(e.g., the practical utility of nature). However, as described by Van Dam et al. (2024), the three value 

categories (intrinsic, instrumental, and relational) often overlap and interact; the goal is therefore to 

incorporate this full spectrum of values. In their study, Riechers et al. (2021) distinguish several 

categories of relational value to identify which values are assigned to landscapes in Germany and 

Romania. One of these relational categories is called “sense of place”, which they define as 

“attachment to a landscape or certain places” (Riechers et al., 2021). However, “sense of place” and 

related terms have been used inconsistently across disciplines, leading to ambiguity, which is why 

Raymond et al. (2010) developed their 29-item place attachment scale with four main dimensions to 

integrate these varied interpretations. I aimed to integrate concepts of both frameworks (Raymond 

et al., 2010; Riechers et al., 2021) into categories, which are described in the underlined concepts 

below, to reduce ambiguity and to fit the context of my case study.  

To provide structure in these integrated concepts, I grouped them under the five dimensions 

(material, experiential, cognitive, emotional, and philosophical) of human-nature connections from 

Ives et al. (2018). This structure is not intended to impose a blunt categorisation on values for nature, 

because they are interrelated and influence one another. Instead, the structure was intended to aid 

in analysing the different of connections coming up in the interviews (from external to more internal 

connections)  related to nature use and LEK (Joa et al., 2018; McGregor, 2005). Additionally, the 

collective dimension of relational value (Riechers et al., 2021) and place attachment (Raymond et al., 

2010) is addressed and combined. The final category serves as an operationalisation that involves 

care and stewardship (Jax et al., 2018; West et al., 2018).  

The first, “external”, material connection with nature (Ives et al., 2018) is a straightforward value 

category (Riechers et al., 2021), and adheres closely to the concept of “place dependence” (a 
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functional connection based, e.g. on the suitability of a place for intended use) by Raymond et al. 

(2010). A combined version was used: 

- Instrumental value: When the value of the local environment or aspects thereof is measured 

in its uses. It needs to be a means to an end in order to have value. 

An experiential dimension (Ives et al., 2018) is reflected in the definition of LEK as a multifaceted, 

embodied practice (Joa et al., 2018; McGregor, 2005), but participants may also assign value to an 

environment for recreational purposes, which Riechers et al. (2021) consider a relational value 

category, and operationalised in this study as: 

- Recreation/leisure: Valuing nature for recreational purposes, for relaxation or for its 

contribution to personal well-being (mental or physical). 

On a cognitive level, people may express knowledge about or awareness of nature (Ives et al., 2018), 

which is reflected in the first knowledge category by Joa et al. (2018) that considers observations, 

experiences and awareness as sources of knowledge. However, interest may also be a reason for 

interviewees to consider a place special, and is defined in this study as: 

- Interest in nature: An expression of cognitive interest in nature, or fascination.  

The emotional dimension of Ives et al. (2018) considers affection and empathy towards nature, as 

well as aesthetic appreciation. Raymond et al. (2010) also distinguish “emotional affinity towards 

nature” from its cognitive equivalent “interest in nature” and described that emotional affinity is a 

powerful predictor of nature-protective behaviour. Based on this, and on the following relational 

value categories from Riechers et al. (2021): “Concern for nature” (awareness and concern linked to 

the natural environment) and “Aesthetic” (recognising the beauty of nature), the following categories 

were proposed for this study: 

- Aesthetic value: Considering something, a landscape or elements thereof, as beautiful. 

- Concern: Expressing worry for the (local) landscape, nature or the environment. 

- Emotional affinity: Emotions that stem from a bond with the environment, which can either 

be positive, like joy, awe, or wonder, or negative, like feelings of sadness or grief as a 

response to loss or change. 

The most internal form of relationship identified by Ives et al. (2018) is philosophical in nature and 

considers deeper reflections about one’s part in the world and ideas of how one should relate to 

nature. In line with this Riechers et al. (2021) described a relational value category as “personal 

identity linked to nature” and similarly, Raymond et al. (2010) propose the construct of “place 

identity”, which involves “those dimensions of self, such as the mixture of feelings about specific 

physical settings and symbolic connections to place, that define who we are.” Riechers et al. (2021) 

also included a category of care, which they define as “a feeling of concern or love for aspects in 

nature, that matter to someone”. Based on these categories from the literature, the following 

categories were identified in interviews and grouped under the philosophical dimension: 

- (Personal) identity: Feeling as though the local landscape/environment, parts thereof or 

(customary) interactions with it are an integral part of one's sense of self. 

- Connectedness or being part of the system: Expression of a feeling of connectedness to the 

local landscape or being part of nature or the (local) ecosystem.  

- Care: Indicating care for the environment or nature, or to “cherish” it (in Dutch: “zuinig zijn 

op”).  
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An important attribute of relational value is that they also involve relationships between people via 

nature (Chan et al., 2018). This collective level is also described by Raymond et al. (2010) to be part 

of place attachment as the construct of “social bonding”: “Feelings of belongingness or membership 

to a group of people, […], as well as the emotional connections based on shared history, interests or 

concerns.”. Their review further elaborates on “place rootedness”: a very strong bond to home and 

“place familiarity”: referring to pleasant or achievement memories or environmental images 

associated with place. Riechers et al. (2021) also define a relational value category as “Social 

relations”, which they describe as “people connecting with each other while being in nature”. To 

grasp these relationships between people via nature on Terschelling, the following categories 

combine existing categories from the literature and information from the interviews: 

- Social relations: Spending time together in nature, sharing knowledge or other interactions 

in/with nature that facilitate social cohesion between people via nature. 

- Rootedness and memories: Notions of home, a feeling of membership to a community or 

ancestors, or (fond) memories of a specific place. 

The category of “care” is adopted under the philosophical dimension for relationships by Ives et al. 

(2018). It is operationalised here as an attitude of how one, according to islanders, should relate to 

nature and manage resources. In the theoretical background, it is described that caring about 

something can be linked to knowledge, awareness, which may prompt people to care for nature; 

wanting to contribute or feeling responsible (Jax et al., 2018). Caring for nature can be interpreted as 

a form of stewardship. The definition of stewardship proposed by West et al. (2018) is particularly 

suited to this LEK context, because they suggest that it is about more than isolated actions: they 

describe it as a relational practice that emerges from people’s ongoing, embodied interactions with 

socio-ecological systems, and may therefore be inherently tied to LEK as a place-based, enacted form 

of knowledge (Joa et al., 2018). Though it partly overlaps with the category of “care”, the final 

category goes beyond this and considers a sense of duty (wanting to contribute) that may extend to 

nature in general, beyond responsible use of natural resources. This illustrates how relational values 

might “extend care for our places into care for other people’s place” (Chan et al., 2018). Thus, the 

final category is defined in this study as: 

- Responsibility: A sense of duty towards nature that might invoke actions for respectful 

treatment of the (local) environment, e.g. sharing knowledge about it or engaging in 

conservation efforts.  

Again, the aim of this analytical lens is not to isolate these values into distinct groups. This structure 

was used to get a sense of the scope of values that might underpin islanders’ relationships with the 

landscape. Additionally, categorisation might allow for recognition of patterns that could be used to 

add to the body of research that already exists on people’s relationships with nature. In a world 

where biodiversity is rapidly declining due to anthropogenic pressure (Díaz, 2019), and people feel 

increasingly disconnected from the landscape due to fewer interactions with nature (Soga & Gaston, 

2016), rural communities’ hands-on (customary) practices with nature may provide important 

insights.  

3.3 Data analysis 

Transcripts and other interview materials were uploaded into the qualitative analysis software 

package ATLAS.ti after participants’ names were replaced to ensure anonymity. All interview 

materials were coded using the same analytical lens. Documents were grouped separately during 

analysis, as only verbatim interview transcripts were used for direct quotation in the thesis. The 
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initial coding structure was partly informed by the theory presented in Chapter 2, building on 

categories from previous studies (Joa et al., 2018; Raymond et al., 2010; Riechers et al., 2021). Thus, 

although the main structure was developed prior to the fieldwork, the final interview guide, 

categories and codes took shape during the field period and throughout the coding process. Data 

analysis therefore combined deductive and inductive coding (ATLAS.ti Scientific Software 

Development GmbH, n.d.). As coding progressed, categories and codes were refined in response to 

the content of the interviews. New codes were added when existing ones did not sufficiently capture 

participants’ statements; codes were adjusted to better reflect participants’ wording and meanings; 

codes were merged when substantial co-occurrences were identified; and codes were removed 

when they were not supported by the data. Additionally, the analytical lens presented in 3.2 was 

finalised post-analysis. For example, the dimensions from Ives et al. (2018) were incorporated after 

coding to create more structure. In addition to LEK-related categories and value categories, other 

recurring themes relevant to participants’ narratives were coded. Quotations used to support 

findings in the thesis were translated from Dutch into English manually or with the assistance of 

ChatGPT. 

3.4 Ethics and data management 

The research adhered to the Netherlands code of conduct for research integrity and the Wageningen 

Code of Conduct for Scientific Practice. Additionally, research participants were informed about the 

aims and content of the research, as well as their rights as participants, either verbally, through an 

information flyer (Appendix C), or both. Free, prior and informed consent was obtained from all 

participants. Participants were free to withdraw from the study at any time or request that their data 

and/or the information that they provided be removed. All research participants were anonymised: 

in the interview material through randomly generated names, and in the report, they will be referred 

to with a code that reflects the main LEK practice on which the interview was based (J = hunting, V = 

fishing, P = gathering, T = gardening, M = multiple, G = general) and a number.  

Research data were managed in accordance with the FNP guidelines for data management. After 

coding the interview materials in Atlas.ti, all audio-recordings were deleted. Following the 

completion of the thesis, participants’ personal information (e.g. phone numbers, e-mails) will be 

deleted as well. All personal data was handled with care and in accordance with the General Data 

Protection Regulation (Algemene Verordering Gegevensbescherming, AVG). During the research 

process, data were temporarily stored on my laptop and backed up using the university’s OneDrive. 

Upon termination of the student account, the files on the university’s OneDrive will be automatically 

deleted. For secure long-term storage, the final research data will be stored on the FNP drive.  

3.5 Positionality 

“We are all the product of our own worldviews – even scientists who claim pure objectivity.” - 

Kimmerer (2013)  

In my reader from “Systems Ecology”, a field course on Terschelling, an ecosystem is defined as “the 

sum of its parts” (Robroek, 2020), but to study ecosystems, we typically zoom in on (multiple) 

individual parts. My background as an ecologist is reflected in the way I always try to “categorise” to 

create an orderly overview. However, in reality, an ecosystem is more of a web of relationships. 

Although we ecologists try to think about the relationships between the parts to be able to describe 

the “whole” as completely as possible, we do not research nature as a web of relationships (and I 

typically do not think in “verbs”). I frequently struggled with this because my typical approach, 

categorisation as such, fell short in an exploration of complex and interwoven cases like LEK and 
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human-nature relationships. Of course, I tried my best to overcome this with the help of my 

supervisors and a lot of literature, but I think my pre-defined way of thinking in “nouns” is still 

reflected to some extent in my thesis research. However, I think this way of thinking in “nouns” is 

part of most Dutch worldviews, and although my approach might not be the most faithful 

representation of the case, I think (and hope) it might be a practical one that could hopefully be used 

as an anchor point to society. The familiar (Dutch) setting of my case study was helpful in achieving 

this representation. My lack of experience with social science has provided me with a certain 

freedom from pre-existing analytical lenses or framings, creating space to really explore the field 

with an open mind. It felt chaotic at times, and I felt like I had no idea what I was doing most of the 

time, but I was able to procure some (I think) decent material to work with in the end. All in all, I 

finalise my thesis with a wider perspective on nature, place and landscapes than when I started it, 

and I think this thesis research and report is a good reflection of that journey. 

4. Results 

4.1 Description of (customary) nature use practices 

Research participants engaged in a range of nature use practices. Although some are no longer 

actively practised, they remain vividly remembered by participants who engaged in them at least at 

some point in their lives. These descriptions are intended to provide an introduction and overall 

picture of the types of practices referred to. Participants themselves are the true experts on these 

practices, and the descriptions presented here should be read as indicative rather than a manual or 

set of instructions. The activities described by participants are divided into four main categories: 

hunting (4.1.1), fishing (4.1.2), gathering (4.1.3) and gardening (4.1.4).  

4.1.1 Hunting 

Traditional rabbit hunting on the Boschplaat (“Hoekjagers”) 

Rabbits were introduced in the 13th 

century by local noblemen for the purpose 

of exporting their pelts, and inhabitants of 

Terschelling have since had a conflicted 

relationship with them (Noordhoff, 2013). 

On the one hand, they brought income 

and food, but on the other hand, they 

were considered a nuisance because their 

digging was thought to cause large-scale 

sand drift. However, as many research 

participants could recall (M2, J1, J4, M4, 

P2, G4, and M5) before tourism brought 

wealth (around the 70s) to the island of 

Terschelling, rabbit was a staple food for 

many households. As explained to me by 

the secretary of the hunting association 

(Hoekjagers1, Oostercombinatie), they 

used to hunt rabbits without rifles in 

 
1 Islanders would typically call the Boschplaat “Hoek”, hence the name “Hoekjagers”. 

Figure 2: Hunters with their bounty. A picture from Facebookgroup 
"Terschelling in vroeger tijden" (Terschelling in the past). Shared by a 
participant. 
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designated areas on the Boschplaat during hunting season (J1). The most commonly used method 

was at night, using a light box and a specially bred dog. By temporarily blinding the rabbits with the 

light box, the dog could catch them. It was most effective on very dark nights with stormy conditions, 

and with this method, you would mostly catch bucks (male rabbits). Another hunting method on the 

Boschplaat was practised during the day, where people would dig out rabbits, using the dog to locate 

the rabbits in their burrow and catch them once exposed (J1, M2, M5). Sometimes, the does (female 

rabbits) were kept and fed during winter, to be released in spring to support the population (J1).  

These ways of hunting without a rifle were technically considered poaching even back in the day, but 

hunters would receive a permit under nature conservation law (J1). Feral cats were also caught, and 

even today, they still cause significant damage to nature (J1). Rabbits were typically caught for 

personal consumption, often stored in preserving jars to feed families through the winter (P2, M4, 

M5), but when rabbits were abundant, selling them could generate a considerable income: one 

participant recalled that, in the 1960s, you could earn 2,5 ƒ per rabbit (for reference, his father’s 

weekly revenue from his dairy farm was 25 ƒ) (M5). The rabbit population has been in decline due to 

diseases like VHS and myxomatosis, and this has restricted hunting gradually up until the year 2000. 

The hunting association has not been active since then, due to a national ban on the hunting 

methods (using dogs and the light box) employed by the Hoekjagers. As the secretary (J1) would 

recall, the light boxes are broken, the knowledge is getting lost, and some members of the board are 

already dead.  

Rifle hunting 

 

Figure 3: Rifle hunters on Terschelling. The lighthouse Brandaris in the background. Picture by Ed Overdijk (Collection 't 
Behouden Huys) 

Historically, most islanders did not have money for a hunting rifle and opted for alternative hunting 

methods, as the Hoekjagers did, or by using, e.g. snares made from horse hair, so-called “tjsilmen” 

(Lautenbach, 2011). However, the current local Wildlife Management Unit (in Dutch: 
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wildbeheereenheid, WBE), which was founded in 1982 (WBE Terschelling, n.d.), now has 68 

members (all rifle hunters). Apart from the duck decoy, rifle hunting is the only form of hunting that 

is still allowed under Dutch National legislation. One participant recalled that at some point, there 

had been a maximum of 40 hunters allowed on the island; a new member could only replace 

someone when they left the unit (WBE), but the limit has been lifted for a while now (J3). Another 

participant mentioned that there has always been a divide on the island between rifle hunters and 

hunters that caught rabbits using alternative methods, especially regarding the debate surrounding 

the introduction of new species on the island (J1). Other participants (J3, P2) noted that, since 1984, 

the previously separate hunting groups on the island (rifle hunter groups affiliated with the WBE and 

Hoekjagers alike) began to collaborate, but without formally merging, forming the Terschellinger 

Hunting Association (TJV).  

Although the traditional rabbit hunt has been banned, rifle hunting is allowed with special permits 

(in Dutch: ontheffing) on protected species with the goal of damage mitigation. For example, during 

my time on the island, hunters contributed to curbing the marked growth of the greylag goose (Anser 

anser) population, which is considered to inflict significant damage in both nature and on agricultural 

land. Hunters work closely with the local conservation organisation Staatsbosbeheer and farmers, 

who can report damage caused by geese. Otherwise, hunting is permitted during the nationally 

established hunting seasons for the species on the huntable species list (in Dutch: wildlijst) under 

national Dutch legislation (Koninklijke Nederlandse Jagersvereniging, n.d.-a). Additionally, hunters are 

expected to adhere to the principles of weidelijk jagen (a kind of code of conduct) as defined by the 

Royal Dutch hunters association, which emphasises responsible, restrained and respectful hunting 

that is attuned to the local landscape and oriented towards sustainable wildlife management 

(Koninklijke Nederlandse Jagersvereniging, n.d.-b). One hunter (J2) from this study compared hunting 

to keeping a fruit tree: you care for the tree year-round, and if it is doing well, you can harvest from it 

in autumn. A hunter should similarly care for the animal populations (and the field they live in) from 

which they “harvest”. Hunters should also adapt the hunting quota based on the population’s 

carrying capacity; you can harvest only when the population is doing well. He (J2) also mentioned 

that when he started hunting, the huntable species list contained 26 species, which has been 

reduced to 5 currently. He noted that due to current stricter regulations and changing public 

perceptions of hunting, more and more hunters are quitting.  
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Duck decoy (in Dutch: “Eendenkooi”) 

 

Figure 4: Duck decoy schematic map: 1 is the decoy pond, 4 are the “pipes” (in Dutch: vangpijpen) in which wild ducks are 
lured by tame ducks. Once in the pipe, wild ducks will be startled by the presence of the decoy operator and fly to the end of 
the pipe, where they are captured. The operator of the decoy sometimes stays overnight at the decoy in a small cabin (in 
Dutch: kooihuisje): 8, and the tame ducks (in Dutch: staleenden) are kept in a small barn (in Dutch: makhok) when they are 
not on the pond: 9. The pond is surrounded by woods to ensure the pond is a quiet refuge: 10 (Lautenbach, 2011).  

Duck decoys have been around on the island of Terschelling since the Middle Ages. Although some of 

those have been abandoned and deteriorated over time, some are still maintained and even 

operational. Multiple people are involved with the duck decoy, but the operator of the decoy, the 

kooiker, is typically not the owner of the decoy, but ultimately bears responsibility for catching the 

ducks and for the extensive maintenance associated with the decoy. Nowadays, to become a kooiker, 

you need a licence, similar to a hunting licence that authorises one to capture ducks (Lautenbach, 

2011). However, as one kooiker during my research mentioned, a kooiker is not a job for just anyone, 

you need aptitude for it (J4). The decoy requires daily presence and a lot of maintenance, and a small 

cabin (Figure 3, 8) is present at the decoy where the kooiker may spend the night during busy times. 

This means that much of a kooiker's life will be spent at the decoy when he is operating it.  

Wild ducks (mallards, Anas platyrhynchos) are naturally drawn to freshwater bodies, and the tame 

ducks (staleenden) on the pond make them feel at ease. The land surrounding the decoy pond is a 

quiet area to create a refuge for passing birds. With their favourite food (which differs per species of 

duck), the kooiker lures the ducks into the pipes (vangpijpen, Figure 3: 4), and the wild ducks remain 

unsuspecting due to the reassuring presence of the tame ducks. Once there, the kooiker drives the 

wild ducks to the end of the pipe, where they are captured in a cage, and then they, as the Dutch 

saying goes, “de pijp uitgaan” (i.e. they are killed once they go out of the pipe). Currently, only 

mallards are allowed to be caught, but back in the day, the decoy would also be used to catch other 

species of ducks like the Eurasian wigeon (Mareca penelope, in Dutch: smient), the Eurasian teal 
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(Anas crecca, in Dutch: wintertaling), or the Northern pintail (Anas acuta, in Dutch: pijlstaart). Unlike 

rabbit, duck was food for special occasions, like Sundays or birthdays, and there is a traditional 

Terschellinger recipe to prepare them (Lautenbach, 2011).  

The kooiker from this study mentioned that nowadays, duck decoys are often seen as ruthless killing 

machines (J4). However, as described in the book by Lautenbach (2011) and other participants (J2, 

M4), the decoy and being kooiker is about much more. Apart from capturing wild ducks and caring 

for the tame ones, there is another job to do for the kooiker in every season, and in summer it mostly 

entails doing repairs and managing vegetation (mowing, coppicing, and wood from the surrounding 

forest can be used for repairs on elements of the decoy). The ponds create unique freshwater 

ecosystems that provide refuge for much more (wild)life than just the ducks: Lautenbach (2011), for 

example, described the presence of amphibians like salamanders, rare plants, many species of 

butterflies and other insects, and hedgehogs. The kooiker (J4) I met at one of the decoys noted the 

nightingales nesting in the nettles, where they fed on caterpillars that use nettles as their host plant, 

and he also told of the wagtails nesting under the roof tiles of his cabin. Operating the decoy is a 

lonely profession exclusively carried out by men (Lautenbach, 2011), and it requires an intimate 

relationship with the decoy environment and everything that lives there. One participant (M4), who 

also used to operate a decoy, I met at his house, where I encountered a flock of ducks that gather at 

his house because he feeds them out of habit. Before tourism brought wealth to the island, duck 

decoys were once a natural part of life on the island for multiple households. Today, remaining 

kooikers (J4) cannot find successors. Most decoys are no longer operational. Some are now owned by 

Staatsbosbeheer and are maintained as monuments to preserve these unique ecosystems or to 

capture birds with the purpose of research, like ringing (J4).  

4.1.2 Fishing 

Many generations of islanders have 

gratefully made use of the Wadden Sea and 

the intertidal flats for food. Although many 

islanders have been fishermen as a 

profession, participants recall catching fish 

with traditional extensive methods to 

provide their families (and their neighbours’ 

families) with food (M2, M4, M5). These 

participants mentioned that in those early 

times, fish was plentiful in the Wadden Sea. 

As described by Knop (1946), on the 

intertidal flats, people would catch flounder 

(in Dutch: bot) by trapping them under their 

feet and catching them with their bare 

hands (so-called “bot trappen”) or catch 

them using something that resembles a 

trident (so-called “bot steken”). Various 

traps made use of the intertidal nature of the sea, but the ones most mentioned in the interviews 

were the botwant (P2, M5), takkenfuik (M1, M2, M4, V1, M5) and other fyke nets (V1, M5). The 

botwant is a long line, equipped with many hooks (several dozen) that held lugworms as bait, which 

would be placed at low tide, and after high tide, you could collect the fish (P2, M5). Before this, 

however, you would have to collect the bait; lugworms were dug out on the mudflats with a type of 

pitchfork, so-called “pieren steken” (M1, M4, M5). The takkenfuik is placed on the intertidal mudflat 

Figure 5: Tools for extensive fishing methods ("Vischwerktuigen 
voor de binnenvisscherij" (Knop, 1946). The local museum ‘t 
Behouden Huys also has a collection on "Kleine Visserij" (“small” or 
extensive fishery). 
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for longer periods of time. It is built by placing branches from a typically fast-growing species like 

willow (Salix spp.) or alder (Alnus spp.) in a V-shape, which ends in a fyke net (M2, M5). The fish will 

venture onto the mudflats during high tide in search of food, and retreat with the low tide, where 

they could end up in the V made of branches and are guided toward the fyke net, in which they are 

trapped. Islanders would venture out on the mudflats with a wheelbarrow, oftentimes with new 

branches to maintain the takkenfuik, and return with the wheelbarrow filled with fish (M1, M5). 

Finally, the intertidal gulleys that meander into the island, especially on the Boschplaat, were also 

favoured fishing spots (M2), and here you could place fyke nets to catch, e.g. eels (Anguilla Anguilla, 

in Dutch: paling) (V1). Apart from the fishing itself, traditional fishermen typically possessed the skill 

to weave the fyke nets themselves (M4). The importance of fish from the Wadden Sea to support the 

Terschellinger population was particularly emphasised by one participant, because fish would be 

conserved to sustain families throughout the winter, when the mudflats froze over (M4): 

“At our place, well, my father used to smoke fish […] sometimes four times a week. […] Or dried fish, 

salted, left to dry. The attic was full of dried or smoked fish. It makes me think of the Eskimos. I saw 

the same in Japan, where people live almost entirely on fish. That’s how Terschellingers lived here in 

the past. So, in the evenings, before going to bed, you had a bite of protein-rich fish. During the 

Second World War, we didn’t go hungry in the harsh winters. Thanks to nature and the Terschellinger 

people, our food coupons went to Amsterdam instead.” 

The astounding amounts of fish that were reported to live in the Wadden Sea (M1, M2, M4, V1, P2, 

M5), have now drastically declined. Most traditional fishing methods like bot steken are currently 

banned, and the participants who mentioned the declining fish population said that it is no use 

anyway, because you rarely catch anything anymore. Some islanders have a permit to place 

occasional nets to fish for species that still have sufficient population sizes (small-sized fish and 

bycatch are to be released), and violation of the rules can result in high fines (M5). It was also 

mentioned that some people catch sea bass recreationally with fishing rods from the beach on the 

North Sea side of the island (V1, M5). However, although many islanders will have vivid memories of 

fishing as an integral part of their lives, active fishing practices have largely disappeared with the 

diminishing fish stocks and stricter regulations.  

4.1.3 Gathering 

Cranberry picking 

The non-native cranberry (Vaccinium macrocarpon) was introduced in the dunes of Terschelling in a 

curious way, and the story about its origin, involving a man called Pieter Sipkes Cupido (van Dieren, 

1933) is well-known on the island. In a report by van Dieren (1929) biologist Holkema first discovered 

this unknown species of heather during a fieldtrip in 1868, but misidentified it. Not long after, people 

realised they could profit from this strange heather that had encroached their dune slacks. The 

cranberry is a classified part of several Dutch vegetation types that typically reside on slightly acidic, 

moist and sandy soils, which are shared with some rare plant species like grass of parnassus 

(Parnassia palustris), slender gentian (Cicendia filiformis) or orchids like early marsh orchid 

(Dactylorhiza incarnata) (Floron Verspreidingsatlas Vaatplanten, 2025). A cranberry-picker (P1) 

mentioned that several variations of the cranberry exist on Terschelling, which can be distinguished 

e.g. by the shape of their berries: they may be round or pear-shaped (P1). He also explained that, 

during part of the year, the slacks are inundated due to a rise in the groundwater level. This protects 

the cranberry plants from frost, to which they are particularly vulnerable in their flowering stage. It is 

thus no wonder that the dune slacks of Terschelling, with these suitable conditions, have become 

hotspots for cranberry vegetation on the island (Kruyf, 2023). On the German Wadden island Sylt, 
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the cranberry is considered an unwanted intruder and actively eradicated by conservationists 

(Anpacken für den Naturschutz - Cranberrys-Rupfen auf Sylt, 2023). On Terschelling, however, the 

cranberry has been embraced as a cultural crop, even known as the “red gold”. Cranberries have long 

been a lucrative export product, and commercial cranberry picking still takes place each year, a 

practice that is currently proclaimed as intangible cultural heritage (Immaterieel erfgoed op de kaart, 

2024). One participant (M4) recalled from his youth: 

“But then I turned ten. I said: I’d really like a light on my bicycle! A light on your bike? Yes, boy, that’s 

fine – there’s the cranberry field, you can earn it yourself. So, there we were, a whole group of boys 

from school, on Saturdays, all in the cranberry fields, on our knees all day, picking berries. Because 

you had to earn money for the light on your bicycle.” 

 

Figure 6: Cranberries harvested with a typical harvesting container ("plukbak") on Terschelling. Picture by Brend Schuil - 
Dutchman Media 

Nowadays, Staatsbosbeheer leases the dune areas where cranberry fields are located to a fixed 

group of people with special permits for the commercial harvest in September. No tools are used 

except for some gunnysacks and a metal harvesting container with a rake (in Dutch: “plukbak”, Figure 

6), with which hundreds of kilos of cranberries are manually harvested every day (P1). The berries 

are transported with four-wheel drives from the dunes, and stored in the bessenschuur (berry shed), 

where they are processed into a wide range of products, including juice, syrup, sauce, compote or 

baked goods. When October starts, the free harvest commences, and anyone can go into the fields 

to forage a bucket of cranberries for personal use (Immaterieel erfgoed op de kaart, 2024). One 

participant (P2) told me he likes to find secluded patches with cranberries that are not well-known, 

so he can forage for some berries without too many others around during the free harvest. He even 

pointed out some of his favourite spots during a drive across the island. The cranberry is part of 

pioneer vegetation, and by gently “raking” the vegetation and removing woody plants, commercial 

pickers may help to maintain this pioneer stage of succession (P1). One cranberry-picker (P1) 
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speculated that by reducing the competition for the cranberry plants, this maintenance may also 

reduce competition for other species, like orchids, which they take care not to damage. Though the 

commercial picking is limited to a relatively small group of people, the Terschellinger cranberry has 

become iconic and widely known.  

(gull)egg collection 

Although the act of collecting gull eggs from the dunes has not been practised since the end of the 

last century, it is still a well-remembered practice across the island. Especially the older generations 

of islanders will recall with nostalgia the taste of gull eggs, hated by some, but loved by others. You 

could bake them just like you would with chicken eggs or process them in a cake (M5). However, the 

interviewees I spoke with in my study currently expressed aversion to the eggs that are said to taste 

like fish.  

One participant (P2), who used to be a fervent egg gatherer, told me that during the Second World 

War, gull eggs were collected on the Boschplaat for food provision, because the occupation of the 

Germans temporarily banned the hunt for rabbits in the area. He also said that, later (shortly before 

2000), permits were issued to collect eggs when seagulls were considered harmful and a nuisance. 

This was allowed until 10 a.m. in some designated remote areas on the Boschplaat. A participant (P2) 

shared his experience: 

“Around five in the morning, you’d set off. We would leave our bikes at the “drenkenlingenhuisje” (an 

elevated shelter for shipwreck survivors) and then go looking for eggs. But it wasn’t necessary for 

food, it was just a hobby, something to do for fun.” 

Another participant (M5) mentioned that he’d go out with his children to collect gull eggs back when 

it was still allowed. Yet another participant (M3) told me how, as a kid, he would secretly collect eggs 

from all sorts of birds, until he had a collection of all the species he knew (which were over 60). The 

collection of eggs from ground-nesting meadow birds used to be a common practice in the 

Netherlands, especially in Frisia (Nieuwe Encyclopedie van Fryslân, n.d.). This practice on Terschelling 

is remembered by one participant (V1), who recalled that the search for eggs was opened when the 

first lapwing (Vanellus vanellus, in Dutch: kieviet) egg of the season was discovered. A kooiker (J4) 

from the study mentioned that when lapwing eggs freeze over, which is not uncommon because they 

start laying eggs early in the season, they do not produce another clutch of eggs. However, when 

their eggs are taken, they will lay another clutch. He also mentioned from his experience that 

oystercatchers (Heamatopus ostralegus, in Dutch: scholekster) fill their nest up to seven eggs when 

the eggs, apart from one, are taken. These practices are similar to the collection of eggs from tame 

ducks, so-called “eenden melken” (“milking” ducks), which was done in duck decoys, as described by 

Lautenbach (2011). The practice of collecting eggs from wild birds is currently banned under national 

Dutch legislation. 

Beachcombing (and beach driving) 

“Over één eigendomsrecht heeft de Ter-schellinger geen respect, dat is voor het recht van den 

onbekenden eigenaar van strandgoed. Dat beschouwt hij rechtens als het zijne.” -  (Knop, 1946) 

This description of the Terschellinger people by Knop (1946) roughly translates to: “Terschellingers 

have great respect for the property rights of others, except for those of the unknown owner of 

washed-up items found on the beach. These items, they consider as their own.” The Terschellinger 

dialect Aasters knows a vast array of words related to washed-up goods (“strôngoed” in Aasters) and 

collecting them ("Woordenlijst Nederlands - Aasters," 1980). This practice is also known as beach 

combing, or in Dutch: strandjutten. Especially after a storm, you will still find many islanders scouring 
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the beaches for treasure to scavenge (treasure that may range from valuable coins to old shoes). 

However, as one participant (M3) mentioned, this practice too, emerged from necessity. He recalled 

that his father would go to the beach with horse and carriage, not for fun, but to collect wood for 

fuel or building materials. Wood was scarce on the island, with the only naturally occurring trees 

being alder (Alnus spp., as told by participant M4) and woody shrubs like creeping willow (Salix 

repens, in Dutch: “kruipwilg”) and bog myrtle (Myrica gale, in Dutch: “gagel”). Many a house on 

Terschelling used to be built on a foundation of ship masts that washed up after a shipwreck. 

However, as I read on a sign at a preserved shed for storage of washed-up goods:  

“In een geschrift van 1536 staat met betrekking tot het strandrecht, dat strandgoederen naar de 

daartoe aangwezen plaatsen moeten worden gebracht, zonder ze te verbergen, of beschadigen, op 

straffe van lijf en goed.” 

It means that it is illegal to keep or damage washed-up items, and that they ought to be submitted to 

the strandvonderij (a storage shed for salvaged beach goods) for a salvage fee, so the goods could be 

returned to their rightful owner (also for a fee), or sold if no one turned up (Bezienswaardigheden en 

Bijzondere Plekken: Strandvonderijschuur). However, in these times, one man’s loss was another 

man’s gain, and islanders did not hesitate to come to the rescue when a ship was wrecked upon their 

shore, but they were also quick to take advantage of anything valuable that might wash ashore. 

However, since the time of Sil de strandjutter (a fictional beachcomber whose story was set at the 

end of the 19th century on Terschelling, 

written by Cor Bruijn), technology, 

navigation and seafaring have greatly 

improved, which greatly reduced the 

number of shipwrecks. Participants 

(P2, M5, M3) mention that nowadays, 

it is rare for something to wash ashore. 

That does not make islanders less 

eager to venture out to the beach to 

scavenge; only now, they do not take 

horse and carriage, but four-wheel 

drives. Many gardens, houses and 

living rooms I encountered on the 

island have been decorated with the 

most curious finds from the beach 

(Figure 7). 
Figure 7: Het Huisje met de Handschoenen: the House with the Gloves, 
located at the edge of the forest of Hoorn.  
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4.1.4 Gardening 

Garden plots (in Dutch: “Landjes”) 

 

Figure 8: A garden plot or "landje" located in the dunes of West-Terschelling. Some bee-keeping materials in the foreground, 
a vegetable patch, a small greenhouse and a chicken coop in the back. Picture by Harmen van der Ende 

Established around 1890 near West-Terschelling, though likely rooted in a practice that is centuries 

old, these small dune gardens (“landjes”) are small plots used for growing vegetables and fruit for 

personal use (Noordhoff, 2013). Originally, they were intended for the poor, so they could cultivate 

some extra fresh food themselves, reducing the need to buy it. Landjes were particularly common on 

the west of the island, because, unlike the more spacious agricultural lands of the east, space was 

limited in the town of West-Terschelling. Some landjes have been maintained by the same family for 

generations, and around 100 gardens are still in use today, leased from Staatsbosbeheer. One 

participant (T2) mentioned that on some landjes, you can still recognise low sand walls surrounding 

them, which were intended to protect the best plots of land. With varying methods, gardeners have 

transformed the poor sandy dune soils into tiny gardens of Eden, featuring vegetable patches, 

flowers, the occasional fruit tree, beehives, chicken coops and more. A strong emphasis is on reuse: 

many times, people will incorporate driftwood (in Dutch: “juthout”) and other washed-up, or 

otherwise discarded materials in fencing or garden sheds, meaning that no square metre is alike. The 

interviewees (T1, T2, T3, T5) I spoke with use exclusively organic methods: “No dig” (no tilling to 

improve soil life), seaweed as compost to improve the nutrition of the soil and thus the produce that 

grows on it, or a special focus on improving biodiversity. As described by one forester (T5) who was 

particularly fond of his garden:  

“I try to manage the garden… We try to do it in a way that is not just about taking, so I’ve had it for 

three years now, which isn’t very long because there’s a waiting list. At some point, it’s your turn, and 

luckily, it was mine. When we set up the garden, we also thought about how to do it in a way that 
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isn’t too invasive for nature. We avoided ugly fences and treated wood, so our first idea was to plant 

a whole row of willows, and in between we would build a brushwood wall. A brushwood wall is really 

good for insects, hedgehogs, and so on. And overall, it’s beneficial for nature as well. Nowadays, 

especially in organic farming, people are realising more and more that if you work in balance with 

nature, you don’t have problems with pests and such. So there’s a bit of self-interest in it, but also a 

sense of reciprocity, a kind of mutual benefit.” 

However, these dedicated gardeners (T1, T2, T5) also notice, to their frustration, that not everyone 

takes great care in maintaining their landje. While intended to cultivate food, few people 

underestimate the effort required to keep a garden in good shape, resulting in neglect and 

overgrowth. While the landjes serve a variety of purposes (also recreational in many cases), some are 

even used for storage, much to the dismay of those who tend their gardens carefully. Despite this, 

the landjes remain cherished spaces (or as gardener T5 would say in Dutch: “buitenplekjes”) for 

many islanders that not only offer food, but also social and recreational opportunities, and a 

connection to the island’s history. Moreover, gardener T5 spoke of the appeal of being able to 

support oneself with produce from your own garden: 

“When I have my own vegetables, that I’ve sown myself and can harvest myself, and I can prepare a 

meal from them, that is really a moment of happiness. It gives me a sense of freedom.”Unique to 

Terschelling are the beekeepers who maintain one of the last remaining populations of the native 

black honeybee (Apis millefera millefera): a species that has co-evolved with other wild bee species 

in Europe for millennia, making them well adapted to local environments (van Alphen, 2025). 

Lautenbach (2011) described the settlement of a beekeeper group in 1975 in one of the deteriorated 

duck decoys near the Boschplaat. They maintained part of the decoy, and in turn, the decoy provided 

a nice refuge for their hives, and their bees could get honey from plants on the Boschplaat. The cabin 

was used to extract honey from the frames. Although the beekeepers have since retreated from the 

decoy, the honey from Boschplaat sea lavender (Limonium vulgare, in Dutch: lamsoor) can still be 

found in many local shops on the island. The keepers of the black bees (T1 and T2) have a close 

bond; they share not only knowledge, but also bee colonies and equipment. Black bees are notorious 

for their unfriendly nature, unlike the more widely kept docile domesticated Carnica breed or the 

bred strain Buckfast. However, after visiting the beekeepers, they showed me that with experience 

and knowing your bees, you could handle them with bare hands and seldom get stung, rendering 

their reputation of being unfriendly a myth. All in all, the black honeybees and their dedicated 

keepers have become an ingrained part of the centuries-old landjes, and they play a crucial role in 

preserving this rare honeybee species. 

Dune grazing 

Dune grazing is employed by Staatsbosbeheer as a conservation management practice to prevent 

vegetation succession and encroachment, which helps to maintain dune biodiversity. Historically, as 

described by Noordhoff (2013), livestock was left to graze freely in the dunes during the period 

known as “Oerol” (translates to “everywhere”), which generally took place in spring and early 

summer. Supervision of the livestock was carried out by a so-called “schutter” (a guardian), a role 

taken on by livestock owners themselves, often on a rotating basis. Animals were marked so that 

ownership could be recognised, and during periods when free-ranging was not permitted, they were 

tethered or otherwise confined, sometimes overnight, to prevent straying and to limit damage to the 

dunes, but also to prevent conflicts between owners. Allowing livestock to roam freely during Oerol 

also enabled animals to move to higher ground during storm surges and flooding, reducing the risk of 

losses. Oerol was eventually banned in the 19th century as unrestricted grazing contributed to large-
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scale dune blowouts, which threatened both farmland and settlements on the island (Noordhoff, 

2013). 

As one horse-owner (T4) would 

argue in an interview, tethering a 

horse to a “tjesk” (a pin in the 

ground) is still a great way to 

limit their grazing while omitting 

the need for fencing. However, 

nowadays, most parts of the 

dunes are temporarily fenced off 

to allow grazing by animals 

owned by Staatsbosbeheer: their 

goats, horses (Exmoor) and other 

animals may be found in areas all 

over the island. Not only 

Staatsbosbeheer keeps animals 

in the dunes, but private owners 

may also let their herds graze in 

the dunes during winter, as long 

as the animals are sturdy enough 

to survive the season on the tough marram grass without supplementary feed. During my stay on 

Terschelling, I visited a herd of Icelandic horses and their owner (T4). According to her, the herd is 

rotated between patches as soon as they run out of sufficient food in one place. After the horses 

depart, the place might seem stripped bare. However, the “gardening” of large grazers in the dunes is 

what keeps the landscape open, providing a favourable habitat for the rabbit: a keystone species. It 

was explained to me that many other species, like the European stonechat (Saxicola rubicola, in 

Dutch: roodbortstapuit), benefit from this as well. The benefit for the private owners is that they can 

get through winter cheaply, because the ponies forage their own food, omitting the need to buy 

feed. Staatsbosbeheer, in turn, benefits from the extra “management” to halt vegetation succession. 

Although the times of schutters and tjesken are long gone, the herds are still closely supervised, and 

the interviewee (T4) from my study does almost daily check-ins with her horses to assure their well-

being. Thus, while the form has changed, dune grazing on Terschelling remains an extensive land-use 

practice that continues to shape and sustain the island’s dynamic dune landscape.  

4.2 Terschellinger nature use as an expression of LEK 

“When the grass starts to grow, the fish will return” (or in Dutch: “als het gras groeit, komt de vis”): it 

is the sentence that prompted this study. When someone on Terschelling took an interest in such old 

fragments of “islander wisdom”, the question arose if there was more of this on the island, and if so, 

where does it come from? One participant (M4) explained to me how the Wadden Sea would come 

back to life in spring (i.e. when the grass starts to grow). He told me:  

“Back then, in this period that we are still in now, the Wadden Sea used to be completely frozen. We 

always had harsh winters then, around late January, early February, and the mudflats would freeze 

solid. You could almost walk across them. The Wadden Sea would be completely at rest, and then it 

would come back to life in spring when the plankton arrived. As soon as the sun began to shine. 

That’s when the shellfish returned. The crabs that had been staying in the warmer waters of the 

North Sea came back, the shrimp too, that whole cycle started up again, together with the plankton. 

Figure 9: Horses in the snow in the Koegelwieck dune area. Picture by Natalie 
Mitskan 
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That’s a nice word, phytoplankton […] Then, because of the sunlight, a lot of life comes into being, 

and all those one-year-old fish larvae would drift in with the tide, which is a cycle that has been going 

on for years. I can still picture it: when we walked there, there were all those tiny fish, really tiny ones. 

We used to call them little silver “guilders” [in Dutch: “guldentjes”], but they were just small fish. And 

when you walked through one of these intertidal gulleys, they would bump against your ankles. 

Beautiful. Absolutely beautiful.” 

He would return to the gulleys to fish, and he followed up with: 

“I went there, to go “bot steken” [catch flounder]. My mom would say: I need six fish. I said, I’ll go. 

And in those gulleys, I knew exactly where to go. I would go with a “steker”, and then I would take six 

for us, maybe seven, three for my aunt, and some for the neighbour, so I would take about fifteen 

fish. I thought I might as well go back tomorrow to take a few more. And that’s what you did. Almost 

the whole of Terschelling used to live like that. In that life, every weekend we would eat duck, because 

we had a duck decoy. And I caught almost six hundred rabbits in a year. And then you sold those and 

you had some extra income. So those were the extra incomes that came in alongside the very small 

farm here. Someone else would plant marram grass, another would go looking for cranberries…” 

In the theoretical background (Chapter 2), LEK is described by McGregor (2005) as an embodied form 

of knowledge. Adding on to this, Joa et al. (2018) distinguish several interrelated dimensions of LEK 

that further highlight the intertwined nature of LEK with practice and daily life. That is why the 

following chapter explores nature use practices through an LEK lens, using the categories from Joa et 

al. (2018), which are operationalised in the methods section (3.2.1). First, factual knowledge, 

observations and experiences from Terschellinger nature use practitioners are described (section 

4.2.1). Then, to address the question of the origin of such knowledge, section 4.2.2 considers 

learning processes, which are based on inductive insights from the interviews. Finally, the other two 

main LEK components: methods for resource use, conservation and adaptation (section 4.2.3) and 

social institutions (section 4.2.4) are considered in the context of Terschellinger nature use practices. 

Figure 10: Overview of interacting LEK components based on theoretical background, as operationalised in Methods Section 3.2.1 
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4.2.1 Factual knowledge, observations and experiences 

 

Figure 11: A saying in the local dialect (Aasters), which translates to ‘gulls (“kôben”) on the land; a storm is coming”. 

The first category was operationalised as knowledge from observations, experiences and 

awareness. The latter was added because many interviewees seemed to have a special attention for 

their surroundings and subtle changes in the landscape. On many occasions during interviews 

outside, participants would point out birds, plants or elements in the landscape to tell all about 

them. They know which plants bloom and grow at which time of year (M1); when the bar-tailed 

Godwits (Limosa lapponica, in Dutch: rosse grutto) arrive in the Wadden area during their migration 

(M4); how the common eider (Somateria mollissima, in Dutch: eidereend) strategically protect their 

young by grouping on the water (J4); what the shape of a dune can tell you about how it was formed 

(M3); or recognise an old horse-drawn cart track that has been overtaken by a tidal gulley on the 

Boschplaat (V1), and where the Eurasian spoonbills nest (Platalea leucorodia, in Dutch: lepelaar). 

Someone (M3) said that if you have an eye for it, there is always something new to discover, and that 

way, you can spend your whole life on the island without ever growing bored with it. Apart from that, 

many folk names exist for (local) plants and bird species ("Woordenlijst Nederlands - Aasters," 1980): 

although most resemble the usual vernacular names in Dutch, some are more descriptive, further 

reflecting this attentiveness. The curator of the museum (G1) gave some examples of this: the name 

for burnet rose (Rosa pimpinellifolia, in Dutch: “duinroosje”), which displays a white flower in bloom, 

is “duinroaske”, but when it sets fruit, it is called “japmoisknop” (the final part translates to 

“button”). Thus, the name depends on the season, either describing the flower or the rose hips. 

Another example is the name for bog myrtle (gagel), which is “hopriezen”, referring to the plant’s 

role as a substitute for hops that could be used to brew beer.  

The knowledge described above is often related to nature use, because these practices facilitate such 

observations and experiences: you not only need knowledge and skill to practise such forms of 

nature use, but you also need to know the area itself. For example, one Hoekjager (J1) said that he 

spent so much time on the Boschplaat he could “dream” the landscape. He could even recognise the 

subtle variations in the rabbits that would originate from the relatively isolated “duintjes” (higher 

parts intersected by intertidal gulleys). A cranberry picker (P1) would also argue that inexperienced 

pickers will harvest less because they do not know the area as well. A horse-owner (T4) specifically 

mentioned her herd: 

“When you sit with them for a long time, you see so much. That is really fun.” 

When I encountered her later on the island, she mentioned an example of this: she noticed the 

horses would self-medicate by eating black alder (Alnus glutinosa, in Dutch: zwarte els), which helps 

to reduce fever. And when we visited the herd of Icelandic horses in the snow, she also noted: 

“So nice, all those tracks in the snow, right? […] You can see that there are many rabbits here. They 

are slowly returning. That is nice.” 
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Another participant (M1), who took me foraging, and has a cooking studio where they cook primarily 

with home-grown, foraged or other local ingredients, mentioned: 

“Yes, you know, that is… that is the disadvantage. You can’t walk anywhere normally anymore, 

because you start to look at everything. But well. Yes, my work is my hobby […] actually, I really enjoy 

walking around here and telling everything about what there is to see.” 

An example from this walk is that he noticed how there was more and more holly (Ilex aquifolium, in 

Dutch: hulst) growing in the forest of Hoorn, and also how many flowers are starting to bloom earlier 

due to the warming temperatures (this took place on the last day of January):   

“It often starts to grow already, do you see? Deadnettle (Lamium album, in Dutch: dovenetel). Well, 

there is one almost fully grown, even with flowers, can you see? […] Unbelievable, right?” 

 

Figure 12: Placement of a fyke net in an intertidal gulley. Picture shared by a participant 

Of course, using nature also relies on knowledge of ecosystem services: knowledge about the “uses” 

of an ecosystem. For example, you need to know where to find hotspots of cranberry plants for a 

bountiful harvest (P1), the right moment in the tides to catch fish (M4), or the depth of a gulley to 

know where to place a fyke net, or to moor your boat so it would not be beached at low tide (V1). 

Likewise, foraging requires proper recognition of various edible plants and their uses, which one 

participant (M1) could very adeptly point out: from herbs to add flavour, to mushrooms for broth, to 

leafy greens to put in a salad. To catch rabbits, you need to recognise tracks: not only footprints, but 

active burrows, and the presence of their favoured food (J2). However, as is also illustrated in 

“observations, experiences and awareness”, this knowledge typically extends beyond the aspects of 

landscapes or species that can be used: The interview materials contain 52 records of species 

knowledge, 15 mentions of specific ecosystem components and 23 explanations of interactions 
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between multiple ecosystem components and/or species and an understanding of their 

interconnectedness. 

Species knowledge is part of many nature use practices: species recognition, but also information 

about behaviour or habitat. A decoy operator knows a lot about water birds, their preferred feed, 

but also the sounds they make (J4 and M4), while a rifle hunter must be adept in recognising hiding 

spots of prey species, to shoot them, but also to assess the well-being of the population (J2), and the 

beekeepers (T1 and T2) could explain the different roles of bees in a hive, and how they 

communicate. Some abiotic ecosystem components were described as well, like neap tide and slack 

tide (M1), how the meandering intertidal gulleys change shape over time (V1), how lime leaches out 

of the dunes by acid rain (M4), and why there are freshwater pools on the beach between the 

embryonal dunes and the mature dunes (G4). Old islander wisdom like “when the grass starts to 

grow, the fish will return”, illustrates a rich understanding of the underlying ecosystem. Other 

descriptions of such ecological interactions include the example (T4 and T5) of the rabbit as a 

keystone species in the dunes, which creates open, patchy vegetation that benefits other species like 

the European stonechat (roodborsttapuit). All in all, a categorisation of knowledge components was 

created to facilitate coding, but many are connected to one another, or to a form of (customary) 

nature use.   

Experiments are also part of LEK, and were mentioned by three different participants, all related to 

gardening practices: one participant (M1) mentioned a collaboration with a “salt garden project” that 

experiments with salt-tolerant plants, and one beekeeper (T1) considered the occupation of 

beekeeping itself a process of trial and error.  

Finally, LEK may be held in (folk)stories. This category was added because of a prominent example, 

which is the well-known story (also mentioned by e.g. van Dieren (1933)) about the original 

establishment of the cranberry (Vaccinium macrocarpon Ait.) on Terschelling. This version was told to 

me by an islander (M1), slightly adapted to fit English and narrative flow:  

“Once upon a time, in the year 1862, a fierce north-westerly 

storm raged over the island of Terschelling. My great-great-

grandfather, Pieter Sipkes Cupido, was on the beach with his 

horse, watching as waves towered as high as the dunes. 

Suddenly, riding the crest of a monstrous wave, he spotted a 

wooden cask. Excited, he hoped it contained wine and decided 

to wait for it to wash ashore.  

When the sea finally spat it out onto the beach, he rolled it 

towards the dunes. According to an unwritten rule on 

Terschelling, this act made him the rightful owner. As custom 

dictated, scratching one’s name into scavenged treasure, 

allowed the finder to return the next day with a horse and 

carriage—once the storm had died down—to collect it at ease.  

However, impatience got the better of Pieter Sipkes. Longing 

for a sip of wine, he decided to open the cask immediately. To 

his disappointment, it was filled not with wine, but with sour 

berries. Frustrated, he smashed the cask, dumped the berries into the dunes, and took only the empty 

barrel home—after all, wood was a rare commodity on the island in those days.  

Figure 13: A drawing of "Pieter 
Sipkesheather" I made during my stay on 
Terschelling 
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A year later, as he walked past the dunes near Hoorn, he happened upon an astonishing sight. The 

berries he had angrily discarded had taken root, sprouting into new plants in the wet valleys between 

the dunes. Over time, cranberries became an established part of Terschelling’s vegetation, and to this 

day, some islanders still refer to the cranberry plant as "Pieter Sipkesheather."”  

All in all, the examples in this section show how knowledge on Terschelling is strongly related to 

(long-term) engagement with the landscape. Participants described a variety of seasonal patterns, 

animal behaviour, and subtle changes in terrain: knowledge that also extends beyond the mere use 

of nature and natural resources. Multiple people I spoke with associated “knowledge” about nature 

with something more formal, often linked to scientists and biologists. At the same time, the 

examples shown here illustrate that knowledge can take many other forms, including observations, 

experiences, or even stories. This is reflected in the attentiveness of the participants to their 

surroundings (i.e. how they notice, recognise, point out and talk about elements in the landscape).  

4.2.2 Learning processes  

At the start of this research process, I assumed most LEK on Terschelling would be exclusively held by 

an older generation of islanders who grew up with nature use practices, and that related knowledge 

would be passed on from generation to generation. Although this appeared to be the case for some 

of the research participants, as Deen (2013) wrote: “Being an islander is not a matter of birthright, 

but of mindset”. Many islanders settle on Terschelling later in life, and a share of the research 

participants are a part of this group. Thus, to identify different sources of LEK, I asked participants, 

how did you first become engaged with nature use practices? But also, how did you gain the 

associated knowledge (such as described in 4.2.1)?  

 

Figure 14: "A good catch". Picture by unknown (Collection 't Behouden Huys) 
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The kooiker (J4) I spoke with told me he first joined his grandfather in duck decoy when he was four 

years old. Another participant (M4) explained that nature use skills and knowledge are passed down 

from father to son: 

“… because we had our own vegetable patch, you learned along the way how to plant potatoes, you 

learned how to plant beans. As a boy you had to… you learned how to weave a fyke net, I made those 

myself […] So, you take all those things with you… You learned about duck decoys. People were 

always talking about what went well and what went wrong. […] So as a child, you already learn all of 

that along the way. […] Yes, and one family was a bit more specialised in this, and another in that, 

and others again in something else, but in that way people could, well, look after one another.” 

A cranberry picker (P1) showed me a path in the dunes where he used to cart 40-kilo bags of 

cranberries in a wheelbarrow during the harvest, back when he would go with his dad. Someone 

else, who used to be a fervent rabbit-hunter (M5), explained: 

“Ah, I grew into that already as a child. Our oldest was two and a half, and he already went along to 

the Boschplaat then. And yes, I… I also went along from a very young age. From about five or six 

years old, I was already allowed to come along during the day when we would dig out rabbit burrows 

[…] and in that way I learned from my father. Whenever they had time off from work, they would go 

digging for rabbits during the day. So, he would explain, and also told how the area used to be back 

in the days, you know? […] Really, you almost become like a kind of computer, you store the area, 

those dunes in your head, right? Later on, when you went in the evening, you would recognise certain 

landmarks, and my son has that too.” 

This way, he also got into fishing when he was 10 years old, joining his uncle, because his mother was 

not from a fishing family. A participant (G4) who gives excursions on the island told me:  

“I think that… that we as islanders know very well how to, how to live with nature. And that is often 

based on knowledge passed down through generations… In the past, of course, we had to take care 

of many things ourselves, at least in part.” 

He added that he likes to integrate some of those stories that were passed down to him in his 

excursions. The context of where you grow up can be very defining, as was also explained by one 

interviewee (T4): 

“With one grandfather I always went… He used to have a takkenfuik on the intertidal mudflat […] Yes, 

that does not exist anymore, but I used to go there with one grandfather, and my other grandfather 

always went fishing with a botwant. […] Yes, and then you really get used to that. My husband, he is 

from a farm, so he is more used to that, right? Like how to live on a farm and with nature, and how to 

interact with animals. Those kinds of things, I am not sure if you are really conscious of that…” 

She explained that, by growing up on the island, for example, by playing in nature at 

Doodemanskisten or in the harbour, you absorb a lot along the way: 

“I think you know a lot, without actually knowing that you know it […] You grow up with that, but you 

only notice it because someone who does not live here does not know the same things, right?” 

This “growing up” on Terschelling as a source of knowledge, apart from generational transmission, 

was mentioned by six different participants. One participant (M1) also called this: “automatic 

knowledge”: 

“Yes. That is just because I’ve lived here my whole life: automatic knowledge.” 
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As the LEK category “factual knowledge, observations and experiences” already suggests, a typical 

source of knowledge as described by nature use practitioners is (personal) experience: learning by 

doing or trying new things. As one beekeeper (T1) would explain: 

“Yes, and in particular, I learned the most on my own. That’s honest… Sometimes, by making 

mistakes, from books or reading up on things, or from my friend, who also keeps bees. But I always 

want to know why I do certain things, or I want to know “how would that work?” 

Such experience and knowledge can also be obtained later in life, as was the case for this beekeeper. 

Another participant (J2) described such knowledge as “practical knowledge”. Or as someone else 

(V1) explained it: 

“We do not know every little critter. At least, most of us don’t, I think. We do know a lot about nature, 

but it’s not like you studied for it. Then it’s more learning from your own experience. Just the things 

you see, or things you find, or what someone else tells you if you ask them, “what’s that?” And in 

that way, you also learn a lot. And that’s not scientific knowledge, but more what you learn by being 

in nature.” 

Here, this form of knowledge is distinguished from scientific knowledge, but LEK does not operate as 

an isolated body of knowledge. The keepers of the black honeybees (T1 and T2) are an illustrative 

example of this, because they read a lot of scientific sources (books or academic papers) about bees 

and beekeeping. One of them (T1) also mentioned in an interview that he had contact with a 

German entomologist, from whom he learned a lot. Both beekeepers also mentioned that they find 

it very important to delve into the science and other existing knowledge, because “the more I learn, 

the bigger the mystery gets” (T2), or as explained by T1: 

“We really delved into the theory. I am not a beekeeper who just says “well, that’s just how we’ve 

always done it.” I read a lot of books on the subject.” 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15: On the left: an in-depth book about honeybees, which I first noticed in the office of Staatsbosbeheer, 
where it was brought by one of the beekeepers (T2). On the right: A find in the Midsland library, "Weaving nets: A 
healthy addiction!", for those who did not get the chance to learn the skill as a boy and would like to take it up 
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Although the beekeepers are an illustrative example of this, they are not an exception, because many 

participants like to read up on related topics of interest to learn more about them. Another 

participant (T3), who maintains a landje together with a small group of women, explained that they 

would exchange books about gardening amongst one another. Of course, in today’s world, she 

added, there is also the possibility to look things up on the internet. 

Learning from others and sharing knowledge was mentioned explicitly in over half of the interviews. 

Apart from the moestuinvrouwen (“garden women”), who also share plants and seeds, the 

beekeepers also like to share knowledge, among other things (T1): 

“And, the three of us have very good contact. We also exchange beehives, and bee colonies as well, 

and things like that, so there’s no money involved. That’s just… If I need to help him, or he helps me, 

then that’s what we do.” 

Another participant (M1) mentioned that because of this, you can meet new people with similar 

interests, so you can learn from one another: 

“I have a good friend who is also a forager. […] Because you do this, you automatically attract people 

who do the same thing. […] because you both find it interesting what you do […] and yes, that just 

happens. You learn from each other, for sure, yes.” 

However, this exchange of knowledge does not exclusively remain within the same groups, as a 

kooiker (J4) mentioned, he is friends with a forester, who knows a lot about plants. He likes to ask 

him all sorts of questions and told me that you are never too old to learn new things, as long as you 

are open to it. He mentioned that this is how he learned about the nightingales nesting in the 

nettles, which is why he delays the mowing of nettles until autumn. Another participant (V1), though 

born and bred on Terschelling, had learned to fish by joining a tourist (in Dutch: “badgast”) for 

recreational fishing on the North Sea.  

Overall, the interviews show that LEK on Terschelling emerges from a variety of sources. While LEK 

may be transmitted through historical heritage or shaped during youth on the island, there are many 

other ways to acquire knowledge about the local landscape and its uses. References to experience as 

a pathway for learning highlight the interconnectedness of knowledge and practice, as also reflected 

in the first knowledge component by Joa et al. (2018). LEK is therefore continuously formed and 

adapted through multiple influences rather than fixed or tied to a single pathway of learning, and is 

shared across people rather than belonging to a single group. 

4.2.3 Methods for resource use, conservation and adaptation  

Various methods for land and resource use were described in the interviews: from fishing to hunting 

to grazing practices to different ways to preserve food. In section 4.1, I described the “how” of the 

most prominent practices from the interviews; practices which were often used to (partly) sustain 

local livelihoods. As described in the theoretical section and the operationalisation, I also aim to 

explore the adaptive capacity of socio-ecological systems ”, i.e. a responsible way of using and 

managing natural resources; ensuring persistence of the ecosystem, and ensuring the availability of 

its resources. From this perspective, in this section, I aim to explore if the practices described in 4.1 

also involve this element of responsibility and sustainability. 

“Using nature should always be done with respect for nature, and that’s something you should 

always keep in mind.” 
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Those were the words of the cook (M1) who took me foraging. Likewise, some of the hunters (J1 and 

J2) I spoke with mentioned that they care about their hunting grounds (in Dutch: “betrokken bij hun 

jachtveld”). Or, as another participant (M4) explained it: 

“You have to look after the future generations [of huntable species], so they can return.” 

He also said that such extensive and traditional methods take the seasons into account and are 

therefore (among other things) less intensive than commercial forms of agriculture and fishery. 

When I asked participants: “How do you know that you do not harvest or take too much?” this was 

often met with a mildly incredulous response: “But that’s not possible”, as one cranberry picker (P1) 

put it. He explained that he does not mind when he drops 10% of the harvested berries, because 

that’s beneficial for future cranberry plants. The raking itself is done very carefully; you’re not going 

to violently pull at the vegetation, but you rake the plants very gently. If you then hold the rake up in 

the air, any leaves or litter will be blown out by the wind. Thus, harvesting is done with a lot of care. 

The cook (M1) initially responded to my question with: 

“How do you make sure of that? Well, you know, you can get greedy, but you can also think: alright, 

my bag is full. I have enough. Done. Yes, yes, that’s how I think about it. I don’t really know how to 

explain it any further.” 

 I coded mentions of this as “notion on sustainability”, which resulted in 44 different records, based 

on statements from 13 different people that were related to the responsible use of natural 

resources. Especially those participants who remember what it was like to rely on natural resources 

for their livelihoods or survival have a strong and evident understanding of what Van Dam et al. 

(2024) describe as: 

“The care that people take for nature is connected to the awareness that nature also takes care of 

people” 

Or as one participant (M4) said, when you hunt: 

“And don’t just go shooting wildly. Because then you end up shooting yourself in the foot.” 

When I met with one participant (M5) at this house, his wife said:  

“You know, islanders have never caused destruction in nature here.” 

To which he replied: 

“No, of course not. A farmer also isn’t going to destroy his land, right?” 

This conviction is held by many participants: that forms of extensive customary nature are not the 

cause of deterioration in nature. For most, it seemed that they did not consciously keep 

“sustainability” in mind. However, they would express that they would only take what they need, and 

then it’s enough for them, or keep to a pre-determined quota (as set by Hoekjagers, which was 

mentioned by P2). They also mentioned that it is alright to return empty-handed sometimes, 

because that way, as one hunter explained (J2), you’ve still had a nice day out in the field. Judging 

from the slightly incredulous responses to the question, responsible use is probably a given for most 

nature use practitioners, and especially those who grew up with it (M4): 

“We were born to live with nature. […] As far back as history goes, we have been one with nature, but 

always with the understanding that we have to make sure it stays that way. I mean the… the animals 

you live off, right? […] It’s just part of life, but you still have to make sure that the next generations 

are preserved.” 
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Also, as one participant (V1) who liked to go fishing said, they did not really take into account that 

you could take too much back in the days. However, it was added that fishing for personal use, using 

the methods that they employed (manually placing some fyke nets) has only a minor influence. As 

another participant (P2) said:  

“You don’t catch too much when you only fish from the beach. […] It’s the case for those large fishing 

trawlers, because sometimes you see a trawler like that pass by. They catch a lot more.” 

Some participants (like M4) would explain, often with passion, their aversion to intensive exploitation 

of nature. Not all records coded as “notion on sustainability” are positive. They (J4, M4, T5) attribute 

this to the focus on economic gain: leading to overexploitation (in Dutch: roofbouw), the “never-

satisfied caterpillar” (in Dutch: rupsje nooit genoeg) of natural resources. That is not to say that 

economic benefit and responsible use cannot co-exist, but according to research participants, when 

money takes priority, nature pays the price. Although participants typically describe customary forms 

of nature use as extensive, the kooiker (J4) said that nature has lost its balance nowadays, and that 

any human pressure quickly becomes too much. One participant (M5) expressed a particular dislike 

for the regulations surrounding the use of nature. Like him, others (e.g. J1, J2, M3, J4, P2) feel it is 

unfair that such extensive use of nature becomes restricted for reasons they believe they did not 

contribute to. It affects them particularly strongly, because it is experienced by some participants 

that many (customary) nature use practices are restricted or prohibited as a result:  

“Yes, it is a pity, because it’s gone now and it will never come back.” (M5) 

Taken together, these examples suggest that extensive forms of nature use on Terschelling are 

generally guided by an implicit sense of responsibility. Practitioners do not act only with attention to 

their livelihood, but also to the field and animals from which they harvest. While most do not 

consciously follow abstract notions of sustainability, they tend to take only what they need and want 

to ensure that resources are allowed to regenerate. Especially those who grew up living off the land 

have a deep understanding of the connectedness of their well-being with that of nature. At the same 

time, some participants expressed concern about external regulations. While there is an 

understanding of the need to prevent overexploitation, they feel that some rules can be misaligned, 

sometimes at the expense of their customary practices, which they believe are not the (initial) cause 

of nature’s current imbalance.  
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4.2.4 Social institutions 

Although nature use on Terschelling abides by Dutch law and legislation, in some cases, there are (or 

have been) local customary norms and regulations in place, which are illustrative of social 

institutions (Joa et al., 2018) as described in 3.2.1. One example, as was described by a cranberry 

picker (P1), is the division of the cranberry fields. There is a fixed group of people who have a permit 

to harvest during the commercial cranberry harvest. The most important patches with cranberry 

vegetation are divided among groups of pickers, and they have a sort of informal agreement to keep 

to “their” patches of cranberries during the harvest.  

Another prominent example, though no longer operational, are the Hoekjagers. They established this 

association in order to better regulate the hunt on the Boschplaat after the Second World War. For 

this purpose, the hunting area was divided in two, using paal 21 (the dashed line in Figure 15) as a 

practical boundary. These sections corresponded to the eastern and western municipalities of the 

island, with members of the association assigned accordingly. The two groups were referred to as the 

Eastern and the Western Combination, respectively. The designated hunting areas extended from the 

dike (cursive line) and excluded certain quiet areas or refuges (“rustgebied” in Dutch). Formal 

permits were issued to hunt with dogs and a light box in these specific areas during the night, and 

the Hoekjagers applied pre-established hunting quotas based on the carrying capacity of the rabbit 

population. The quotas were re-evaluated yearly and were determined by both the number of 

rabbits that could be caught per person and the number of evenings per week on which hunting was 

allowed. To monitor compliance, hunters had to register their presence every time with a billet 

(Figure 15, right) that had to be put into a mailbox located at the border of the hunting area. Next to 

the billet, any hunt had to be registered accordingly on a hunting calendar of the hunting season as 

well. Considering that the best hunting conditions were on very dark nights, the lunar phases are 

mentioned for each month on the hunting calendar. Any unregistered hunts (i.e. poaching) would 

lead to suspension from the association for three years, and as a result, exclusion from this form of 

hunting on the Boschplaat.  

Figure 16: On the left: a map of the Boschplaat, indicating the designated hunting (and quiet) areas for the Western 
Combination and the Eastern Combination. On the right: the billet to register presence, with the association’s logo on the front, 
and on the back fill-in fields to enter name(s) of the hunter(s), license plate number, as well as the date and times of the hunt. 
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Taken together, these examples reflect the kind of social institutions described by Joa et al. (2018). 

Rather than being based on formal national governance alone, some nature use practices on 

Terschelling have been structured through local organisations or associations. These institutions are 

grounded in customary rules and collective responsibility, and include arrangements such as 

regulated access and intensity of resource use, or division of areas with natural resources. This way, 

conservation of resources and adaptation are integrated into some Terschellinger nature use 

practices, but this is, of course, dependent on how well people take their responsibility and abide by 

the rules.  

4.3 Values for nature 

In their paper, Ives et al. (2018) mention that some activities simultaneously engage both external 

and internal dimensions of human-nature connections. They mention community gardening as an 

example: Besides growing food (material connection), it can promote environmental learning 

(cognitive connection), and build social cohesion (Ives et al., 2018). Customary forms of nature use 

on Terschelling create a material connection between islanders and nature, but this section also aims 

to explore other dimensions of human-nature connections: what meaning and value do islanders 

assign to nature, the landscape, or the field from which they harvest?  

In previous sections, it was illustrated that participants knew a lot about nature, knowledge which 

exists in different forms and which extends beyond the mere “uses” of nature. The same goes for the 

values for nature that came up in the interviews. Apart from very little mention of instrumental 

value, a hunter (J2) said that what he finds most troubling is when people assume that islanders like 

himself only care about nature because they want to harvest from it. He added that nothing could be 

further from the truth.  

I went to the island again over the summer to 

communicate some early results to the participants 

through a presentation, which is when I introduced 

the concept of relational value. This really 

resonated with those attending the presentation. I 

used the lonely tree of Hee (in Dutch: “het eenzame 

boompje van Hee”) as an example: In theory, this 

tree is just a Scots pine, like many others that grow 

on the island. Yet this particular tree is special 

because people attribute meaning to it; it gives 

them a certain feeling or connects people to one 

another. The tree has become the symbol of the 

Walk of Grief: the tree is weathered but still 

standing (Figure 16). I visited this tree and noticed 

how its bark has become smooth from the touch of 

the many hands of passers-by. A random other Scots 

pine on the island does not evoke the same feeling. This is not due to a difference in the tree itself, 

but because of the difference in the relationship people have built with it.  

When nature gains meaning through such a relationship, it is referred to as relational value, and this 

is the kind of value that was very recognisable to participants who attended my presentation: when 

something in nature is not merely valuable because of money, utility (instrumental), or rarity 

(intrinsic), but for the meaning it holds for people. The place or object of such a relationship cannot 

be replaced, similar to the way a family member or beloved pet cannot be replaced (Mattijssen et al., 

Figure 17: The lonely tree of Hee. Picture by Mirjam de 
Ruiter 
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2020; Van Dam et al., 2024). In this case, the “object” of the relationship could be a species, a place, 

or a landscape. This statement about the Boschplaat illustrates this well: 

“I’m perfectly fine not going fishing; I already really enjoy just being here […], just because you know 

it so well.” (V1) 

Thus, this next section places these different relational values, and other relevant themes as 

described in the methods section (3.2.2), into the dimensions of human-nature connections from 

Ives et al. (2018), using examples from the interviews. These dimensions, along with the underlined 

concepts presented in 3.2.2, are displayed in cursive in this section. The aim of this is to explore the 

relationship between nature and those who engage with it through (customary) use, and if (and 

how) this may lead to forms of stewardship (West et al., 2018). This section is organised from more 

external dimensions of human-nature connections (4.3.1: Recreation and interest in nature) to more 

inner, emotional (4.3.2) and philosophical (4.3.3) dimensions; then continuing to collective 

expressions of relational value, including social cohesion, rootedness and memories (4.3.4), and 

finally, how this relationship may extend to responsibility and stewardship (4.3.5) 

 

Figure 18: A visual overview of value categories as defined in the methods (section 3.2.2) placed in the context of  for 
human-nature connections from more external (left) to more internal (right) dimensions (Ives et al., 2018) 

4.3.1 Recreation and interest in nature 

“When I think about what I get from nature, that [the garden] is mainly it. I get a lot from nature in 

terms of mental well-being and being outdoors a lot. Indeed, just feeling good, walking around, and 

walking with the family. But I see that as belonging to a different order; that’s more about 

recreation.” (T5) 

Many participants like to spend time in nature for leisure or recreation, sometimes considering 

nature as meaningful because of these possibilities for such (recreational) experiences. Activities in 
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nature are often mentioned to contribute to their mental or physical well-being. A woman (T3) said 

her garden is the reason she feels good, being outside in the peace and quiet, with your hands in the 

earth; she sees it as a way to recharge. Especially because her work is mainly indoors. The cranberry-

picker (P1) also mentioned that he enjoys the physical nature of cranberry-picking. Besides that, he 

likes to go on long walks in the dunes or across the beach, or goes surfing in summer, which is how 

he likes to blow off some steam. One participant (M1) mentioned specifically that he likes the 

presence of the forests on the island, because he enjoys walking there. Another participant (V1) 

spoke of the appeal of the tranquillity of the Boschplaat, and this characteristic is what makes it such 

a valuable place. One beekeeper (T1) I spoke with mentioned an exceptional amount of sports he 

likes to do (apart from tending his garden, bees, chickens, and his job): running, mountain biking, and 

long hikes, to which he added that, now that he has become a bit older, he likes to take the time to 

really absorb and notice nature. He said that, especially the garden provides him with a means to 

relax and recommended me to return in summer to visit the gardens in their full glory. His friend 

(T2), whom I spoke with again over the summer, mentioned that labouring in the garden also 

provides a means to stay fit and in good health. One person even mentioned that he feels like every 

day is a holiday, because he starts his day with a bicycle ride across the “polder” of the island, 

allowing him to see all sorts of things along the way. Driving on the beach is also considered a way of 

relaxation and leisure: the idea of being able to venture on the beach that way was considered 

especially appealing (P2). 

One recreational activity that is fondly remembered across the island is “frying fish on the Grië” (in 

Dutch: vis bakken op de Grië), back when it was still allowed to catch fish using the botwant or by 

catching them under your feet. Three participants (P2, G4, M5) vividly recalled this: 

“A lot of Terschellingers used to go there. Whole families would go, bringing a windbreaker or small 

tent; you could spend a lovely day at the Grië. Take a kerosene stove along to fry fish, and the children 

could have a nice swim.” (P2) 

A small dam is placed there now to prevent coastal erosion, making the place unsuitable for 

swimming or fishing. In much the same way, there are still “landjes” at the Grië, where families come 

to spend time together and recreate, having barbecues or other merry get-togethers. Getting hold of 

such plots of land is even mentioned to retain accessibility to this part of the island, which is said 

(G4) to be in response to the increasing number of rules and permits needed to retain such rights: 

“Back in the days, plots of land on the Boschplaat and… and on the Grië would come up for sale. […] 

Sometimes by… by a group of… of six or eight people, plots of land were bought for huge sums of 

money. They said, we’ll buy that plot of land, […], because then we are always allowed to go there. 

[…] That’s very important that we are allowed to go into that area. […] At Egmond, they have barbed 

wire across the areas and the dunes; you are not allowed to get in there… Then I think… You would 

deny people access to nature? […] That way, there are many plots of land [on Terschelling] also… 

inherited or passed on in the family. If I have a plot of land, then I am always allowed to go there.” 

In these cases, it seems that this experiential dimension of human-nature connections extends 

beyond mere recreation: this right and the possibility to experience and explore nature without 

restrictions (or as little as possible) is firmly defended by some. One participant (P2) volunteers at a 

care home and likes to take elderly people with limited mobility for a drive on the beach. They might 

stop for a coffee at one of the beach cafés (in Dutch: “strandpaviljoens”), which lets the passengers 

experience nature even when their own ability to move freely is limited. A unique feature of 

Terschelling is that people are allowed to wander freely in nature, off the beaten paths (outside the 

nesting season). One participant (T4) mentioned about this: 



41 
 

 “At home, we really dislike fences and being told you can’t go somewhere […] A lot of islanders really 

hate being restricted in their freedom, even though we actually have so much freedom here.” 

She added that, because of this, she is always quick to remove any temporary fencing, which is 

placed in the dunes to facilitate patch grazing for horses. This freedom to move about without 

restriction, and for example, the privately owned Landjes at the Grië, where families get together 

over the summer, represent an important set of freedoms that islanders feel must be preserved. 

Nowadays, most forms of use are typically practised as a hobby, and people do not generally rely on 

it for their livelihoods. Besides that, participants who “use” nature often mentioned that they also 

engage in other recreational activities in nature. Although recreation itself can also be considered a 

form of “use”, it is classified by Riechers et al. (2021) as relational. In today’s context, recreation and 

(other) forms of nature use cannot be neatly separated in most cases. It follows that this experiential 

dimension of human-nature connections, whether it be through working in the garden or taking a 

walk, fosters appreciation of nature by offering opportunities to relax and recharge, and contributing 

to people’s physical and mental well-being.  

Experiential connections with nature may lead to cognitive connections, or vice versa (Ives et al., 

2018). Experience was described as a major pathway for learning about nature in section 4.2.2. The 

other way around, interest in nature can also form a reason to seek it out, such as this beachgoer 

(P2), who regularly ventures out on the beach with his car to see how the beach changes, and even 

brought me along for a drive so I could witness it myself: 

“Well, we hadn’t been for a couple of weeks [to the beach], so yesterday I went again for the first 

time, and then you can see the erosion that occurred in just a few weeks. Unbelievable. Those posts, 

they used to be on the beach, but now they’re in the water. So much has eroded. And I often put a 

little marker on the map on my phone, a pin, and then the next time I check again to see how much is 

gone due to erosion. Yes, then you just get curious again.” 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 19: A picture of the Noordsvaarder dunes taken from the car during a drive across the beach: an fun experience, and so 
different from walking, to be able to cover such distances and see so much of the landscape in a relatively short time. 
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Curiosity like this gets more people into nature, as was mentioned by another participant (G4): 

“I do not think I have specific places which I would consider… […] that really mean something to me. I 

like to wander around everywhere, poke around a bit, and see what’s going on and so on. I like to 

keep track of all that.” 

He later added that he goes outside a lot, but also partakes in excursions, apart from giving 

excursions himself, because of this interest, and wanting to gain more knowledge. Thus, this 

cognitive level of connecting with nature is an ingrained part of nature use practices, but also 

extends beyond this and is closely connected to nature experiences in general: multiple participants 

expressed a certain interest in nature or a thirst for learning, often linking it to visits in nature or, as 

described in 4.2.2, a form of use.  

4.3.2 Emotional connections with nature 

 

Figure 20: Crocuses in bloom at the end of my field period, in front of the house where I stayed. 

Emotional human-nature connections (Ives et al., 2018) relate to the feelings that nature may evoke, 

which I described as “emotional affinity” in 3.2.2: Emotions that stem from a bond with the 

environment, which can either be positive or negative, based on existing concepts from Riechers et 

al. (2021) and Raymond et al. (2010). Over half of the participants made a mention of emotional 

connections as such. Positive connections were mentioned by participants as feelings of joy or love, 

or aesthetic appreciation. For example, one participant (M1) mentioned the blooming of flowers in 

his garden and the surrounding area brings him joy. One of the beekeepers (T2) considered himself a 

“nature romantic” (in Dutch: “natuurromaticus”). The cranberry-picker (P1) half-jokingly mentioned 

that when he dies eventually, he wants his ashes to be scattered beneath a specific characteristic 

pine tree, which he thought was particularly beautiful. The horse-owner (T4), who also organises 

horseback riding for tourists, mentioned:  
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“Yes, I’m used to it [nature on the island], and yet I still find it very beautiful. And when I go on rides 

with guests as well, […] every time you reach the beach I think ‘well, yes this is normal for me’, and 

you see how it changes every day. But at the same time you know, it really is something special.” 

Another participant (T5) simply said:  

“[…] I just really love nature, so I like having natural things around me.” 

Even the participant (G4) who mentioned that there were no specific places to which he attributes 

any special meaning, came up with this example: 

“The duck decoy where my father used to be the decoy man, that’s a beautiful place. It matters to me 

deeply that it’s properly looked after.” 

Interest or fascination for nature may also evoke feelings of wonder or awe: participants often 

described the richness and variety of nature on the island (e.g. the different influences of salt and 

freshwater that create a mosaic of different vegetation types) and felt it a privilege to live among it. 

The wonder expressed by the beekeepers (T1 and T2) regarding their bees is another telling example 

of this: it shows the intertwined nature of different dimensions for human-nature connections again 

(in this case, cognitive and emotional). 

Such emotional affinity with nature may also cause negative feelings, such as sadness or grief, in 

response to losses or changes in the landscape. Additionally, people may express concern or worry 

for nature or the environment. Such as the decoy man (J4), who mentioned that nature has lost its 

balance nowadays, and that any human pressure quickly becomes too much. Attentiveness described 

in section 4.2.1 allows participants to notice subtle changes, for example in the vegetation due to 

climate change or nitrogen deposition. Especially when people know a lot about nature, again tying 

into a cognitive dimension of human-nature connection, they can substantiate their worries (M4): 

“I got scared after that hot summer of 2023. We had set up a field with ten oystercatcher nests, each 

with four eggs. […] All the eggs hatched, the chicks grew nicely, and we were going to ring them. And 

what did we find… Well, out of roughly thirty-five chicks in the field […] only five or six were at a 

healthy weight. Because of those poor, hot summers, there was a lot of cockle mortality, so those 

oystercatchers [scholeksters], they did not have enough food to feed their young. […] Because of 

climate change… I thought that was a very bad development. […] …I was on the dike […]. August, and 

I could already see so many red black-tailed Godwits [rosse grutto’s]. I saw a lot of red knots [Calidris 

canutus, in Dutch: kanoeten]. They were coming back. People on the dike said, ‘Wow, sir, look at all 

those birds!’ And I said, I’d rather not see them. […] ‘You’d rather not see them?’ I said, no, these birds 

are way too early. They’re supposed to be here mid-September. What it means that they’re here now 

is that nesting efforts in eastern Greenland and Siberia have failed. Those birds have nothing left to 

do there, so they come here. Can’t people see that?” 

This same participant (M4) described feelings of loss when the wild mussel beds were removed in 

1990: 

“Goddamn. I was standing on the dike in tears. I was home on leave, and I saw one of those mussel 

trawlers hauling away all those wild mussel beds. Those mussel beds used to beautifully break the 

waves; behind them, the backland was very calm, and silt would settle there. Everything, all those 

mussel beds gone. […] That means our tidal mudflats become bare, like a washboard, the silt layer 

washed away and all that remained was a layer of sand, completely devoid of life.” 
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Such changes in the landscape can be more subtle, like the creeping effects from climate change and 

the slow decline of meadow birds, or effects can be more drastic, like the removal of mussel beds or 

the felling of a large number of trees at once. What was also mentioned several times, was the 

effects of the changed water retention policy on the island (Waterpracht). The measures undertaken 

are necessary to protect the diminishing freshwater aquifer under the island, which helps to prevent 

salination and improve water quality (Staatsbosbeheer, n.d.). Combined with two subsequent wet 

seasons, there was quite some water damage and dying vegetation as a result of long periods of 

inundation. The cranberry-picker (P1) showed this in the dunes where the cranberry fields are 

located; there was lots of dead crow heather (Empetrum nigrum, in Dutch: “kraaihei”), and he 

pointed out one characteristic juniper bush (Juniperus communis, in Dutch: “jeneverbes”), which 

functioned to him as a landmark (Figure 19). Thus, (emotional) connections between people and 

nature can be very positive, rooted in love and wonder, but they can also really pain people when 

familiar and cherished landscapes change. 

 4.3.3 Islander philosophy regarding nature 

Philosophical connections (Ives et al., 2018) concern deeper reflections on how humans should 

relate to nature, and on what it means to live well with nature. Participants expressed connections 

with nature across multiple dimensions, ranging from material to emotional. This raises the question 

of how these are reflected in their broader philosophies regarding humanity’s place in the world, and 

whether participants consider themselves part of nature. The aim here is not to present a single, 

unified “islander philosophy” of nature, but rather to describe several prominent and/or recurring 

elements from participants’ reflections and considerations regarding nature.  

 

Figure 21: A dead juniper bush, characteristically shaped by the continuous presence of wind on the island, 
died from prolonged periods of inundation. I forgot to take a picture of it during my field period in winter but 
stumbled upon it again last summer when wandering through the Koegelwieck dunes.  
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In a brief section about “utilisation of nature” Schouten (2024) describes in her thesis:  

“I find that islanders often have a more pragmatic stance based on local knowledge rather than an 

ideological stance to nature conservation, […].”  

A similar “pragmatic stance” regarding nature also appears in section 4.2.3, which describes 

management systems for responsible use. Here, one participant (M4) explains that they were born to 

live with nature, but that it is essential to ensure future generations of the animals they depend on 

are preserved. This “living off” the land and its animals is considered a natural part of life. Another 

participant (G4) described: 

“They [islanders] do try to preserve nature as much as possible, you know. And… […] You also need 

Staatsbosbeheer for that. But.. but especially the older islanders, they really know what… how we 

should deal with it.” 

Some participants (e.g. T5 & J3) wondered whether people still consider the uniqueness of nature on 

the island when it is such an “ordinary” or natural part of everyday life. Might this familiarity cause 

people to take nature for granted, and, if so, are they still inclined to take responsibility for 

preserving it?  

Other participants, like J2, vouched for this. This familiarity, regarding nature as if it were your own 

backyard (in Dutch: “achtertuin”), is precisely what makes people inclined to cherish it and to take 

good care of it. Often participants said this in Dutch as: “zuinig zijn op”. For example: 

“Ik denk dat wij, wij als eilanders heel zuinig met ons eiland omgaan.” (G4) 

This phrase “zuinig zijn op” does not have a single translation, but it combines the idea of careful use 

and valuing something. Translation websites explain it as being careful with, sparing in use of, and 

protective toward something, but it can also imply emotional value or care for that thing (Reverso 

Context, 2026; Woorden.org, 2026). This form of “care” for nature was mentioned in relation to use 

in many different ways in the interviews. On the one hand, people mentioned this in relation to “the 

field” (J2) or future generations of animals (M4). On the other hand, it was also mentioned as 

reciprocity in the garden (T5), quoted in the description of the “Landjes” in section 4.1.4. Or as was 

said when visiting the herd of horses in the dunes: 

“When the horses are out here like this, then it’s completely… it’s a bit like your own little spot, or 

something. Yeah, not that it’s mine, but that we… take care of it together.” (T4) 

Using nature, partaking in an ecosystem like other animals would, was mentioned to give a sense of 

connectedness or feeling as part of the system. Many participants considered themselves, and 

humans in general, to be part of nature. However, some replied that this has changed for many 

people nowadays:   

“Well, not so much anymore, I think. I mean, we are… we are, of course, animals too, but I think 

we’ve lost touch [with nature].” (T4) 

“I definitely think that people are part of nature. I just think that we don’t really act like it anymore, 

…” (T5) 

Frequently, this was substantiated by using examples that most people have become dependent on 

modern services, no longer know where their food comes from, or require excessive amounts of 

information to safely venture out in nature (M4, T4, P1, J1, G2).  
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“And like I told you at the beginning: people are also part of, you know, the animal kingdom on Earth, 

right? Sometimes you wouldn’t think that anymore, but it’s part of it. People are also part of 

ecosystems, etc., it’s just… it’s no longer used in the same way it was originally intended… by Mother 

Earth, I think.” (M1) 

Some participants even regarded these interactions with nature, through forms of use, as part of 

their identity. The cranberry-picker (P1) said that when you have been doing something for so long 

(in his case, joining the commercial cranberry harvest), it becomes part of your identity. Another (V1) 

described it as:  

“It’s just in you, you know. When you grow up with it, I think it just becomes kind of a part of your 

life.” 

Something similar is proclaimed on signs placed by the Landrover association at beach entrances 

across the island. These signs frame this need for islanders to go to the beach as an ancient 

“instinct”. Although the form of this custom has changed, originally done with a horse and carriage 

for a different purpose, islanders are said to still hold onto this “instinct”. Instead, nowadays, they 

venture out on the beach with their cars, which is allowed between November 1st and April 1st: a 

right that is fiercely defended across the island. Another source, mentioning restrictions on 

(customary) forms of nature use, described: “There was a prevailing sense that a part of their 

identity was stolen from them. Stickers put on the Land Rovers of Terschelling “Free birds, caged 

people” (in Dutch: “Vrije Vogels, gekooide mensen”) were exemplary of this feeling.” – Berkhuysen 

(2019)  

 

Figure 22: “Dat oeroude, laten we het maar instinct noemen, bestaat nog steeds volop onder de eilanders”, describes that 
“ancient instinct” of islanders having to venture out on the beach, “which they have done for generations”. This picture was 
taken at the beach entrance next to Kaap Hoorn. 
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Thus, these recurring themes from interviews show that material (and experiential) connections, i.e. 

using nature, do not only facilitate deeper dimensions of human-nature connections (e.g. cognitive 

and emotional), but they can also be related to a philosophy. This philosophical connection is more 

pragmatic and involves sparing use and care for nature (“zuinig zijn op”). People describe a familiarity 

with nature (nature as “achtertuin”), which allows them to feel part of the ecosystem. Sometimes, 

people even regard these interactions with nature as part of their identity.  

4.3.4 Connection between people via nature 

 

Figure 2315: visual depiction of relational value categories on a collective level (Raymond et al., 2010; Riechers et al., 2021) 

In their editorial overview about relational value, Chan et al. (2018) included not only relationships 

between people and nature, but also relationships between people that involve nature: because 

sometimes, places or nature become meaningful when it fosters social relations between people, 

e.g. through time spent together in nature (Raymond et al., 2010; Riechers et al., 2021). In the 

interviews, this came up mainly in relation to the Landjes: they operate not only as gardens that 

provide food or opportunities for recreation, but they’re also regarded as a meeting place. This not 

only facilitates the sharing of knowledge, but it was mentioned that meetings at the Landjes can 

even forge new friendships. The beekeepers (T1 and T2) are a prime example of this, one of them 

even regarded their friendship as “being like two peas in a pod” (in Dutch: “twee handen op één 

buik”). Another participant (M4) also described such social bonding at the gardens: 

“Yes. They come together every now and then… […] There are little sheds at the gardens, almost like 

little palaces, and there they all come together at noon to have a chat. ‘How are your cabbages 

doing? How’s this? How’s that?’ You know how it goes. It definitely creates a bond…”  
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He added that the gardens are also a frequent conversation topic at birthday parties. One participant 

(T5) described his Landje as a fond place to spend time with his family: 

That little garden, yeah, we’ve only had it a few years, but it genuinely feels like wealth. When I’m 

there in the summer… […] it’s also nice that I can work there together with my partner […] the little 

one comes along too, and we can easily spend the whole day there.” 

“When speaking of fond memories in nature, participants often mentioned examples of nature use 

practices. Of course, the family outings at the Grië,  whereby people would catch their own fish and 

fry them on-site, and when the kids could have a nice swim, were mentioned more than once. 

Joining family members during hunting or fishing provides opportunities for learning, as described in 

4.2.2, but it also creates core memories that participants could vividly recall. For example:  

“I also have really good memories of catching rabbits. Of my son coming along, and my mother and 

my father, and other acquaintances, spending the day together, “gezellig”, just nicely strolling over 

the Boschplaat. And every now and then, digging out a rabbit […]. In the evening, with the light box 

too. At first, my father would go out with the lightbox, but when I was about sixteen years old, my 

dad would stay in the car, and then I would go; all the way out toward the Amelander Gat. I’d walk 

across the “scherm” [artificially created dune] all the way to “paal 21” with the dog, and once I had a 

few rabbits, I’d sign with the light box, and he’d come to collect them, and then I’d set off again. And 

then later, when it was my son’s turn, I stayed in the car, and my son went over the dune. Well, those 

are all things that… those are beautiful things.” 

This element of togetherness with others was particularly valued in many of these memories shared 

by participants; the communal harvesting of hay was also mentioned as an example of this (M4). 

Some participants also fondly looked back on camping trips in nature. For example, one participant 

Figure 24: “Wealth”. Picture by Hans den Hartog 
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(P2), whose children are currently adults and have kids of their own, told me about such an 

experience: 

“That was really nice with the kids, we’d fish for shrimp, and that would be on the beach. […] They 

still talk about it, you know. When you would sit right between the dunes in the middle of the night, 

with absolutely nothing around you. …and we went there often, also in spring.” 

Rootedness, a feeling of home or membership to a community, was also included in this “collective” 

dimension of relationships. In this study, it is based on concepts drawn together from Raymond et al. 

(2010) that also involve “emotional connections based on shared history” and “pleasant or 

achievement memories”. As one participant (M3) said, although he has been at sea and seen lots of 

different places, he would always return to Terschelling, which, according to him, is probably because 

it feels like home: the place where you grew up. Apart from examples of memories of, e.g. time spent 

together in nature with friends or family, people can feel a sense of belongingness to the landscape 

itself. One participant (G2) mentioned that she feels at home when surrounded by water, because of 

growing up on an island, enclosed by the sea. 

Even the duck decoy, probably the loneliest of practices, can create a form of connection between 

people. When I asked the kooiker (J4) about what the decoy means to him, he merely pointed out 

some bricks in the wall that had names of family members, passed away, engraved in them. Among 

them was his grandfather, a line of decoy men who operated the decoy before him, etched in stone. 

He even said that he is sure that they would watch him when he is at work at the decoy.  

Historically, islanders relied strongly on one another to get by in the harsh conditions on the island. 

Together, they took care of communal land and helped each other out, regardless of status. A lot has 

changed since those times, but these examples illustrate an appreciation of togetherness. It also 

shows how nature (and place) on the island gains value because it provides a setting for social 

Figure 25: Frying self-caught fish with friends on the Boschplaat. Picture shared by a participant  
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interactions and fond memories. These examples are often related to forms of (customary) forms of 

nature use, which is indicative of the role it plays in fostering relationships between people and 

nature, but also between people via nature.  

4.3.5 Stewardship  

 

Figure 16: visual depiction of the relational value category responsibility as defined in the methods section 3.2.2: a sense of 
duty towards nature, which stems from care (Jax et al., 2018; West et al., 2018) 

Previous sections illustrate the various dimensions of human-nature connections that can be directly 

or indirectly related to forms of nature use. As described in the theoretical background, such a 

connection with the landscape people inhabit leads to a sense of responsibility towards it and is 

linked with pro-environmental behaviours (Jax et al., 2018; Riechers et al., 2021). Similarly, West et 

al. (2018) describes how such relational values that draw people and nature together may result in 

forms of stewardship. Section 4.2.3 describes an implicit sense of responsibility that is ingrained in 

several (customary) nature use practices. 4.3.3 draws on this and describes several elements of 

islander philosophy and attitudes towards nature, which are rooted in sparing use of nature and 

care. Especially the older generation of nature users vouch for this; they vividly remember their 

dependence on natural resources and were “born to live with nature” (M4). However, participants 

described a responsibility that also extends beyond the care for “resources”. Examples of care for 

resources included the careful harvest of cranberries to minimise damage, only taking what you need 

during foraging, and caring for future generations of animal populations. This philosophy of “zuinig 

zijn op” and knowing well how to live responsibly with nature fosters a sense of duty in many 

participants: many of them engage in actions to care for nature, like participating in nature 

conservation efforts. An interesting variety of such actions was described in the interviews, of which 

examples are described below. 

One illustrative example was given by a participant (V1) who used to fish, but also has experience 

with the gathering of eggs. He mentioned that many islanders are part of the local bird protection 

group (Vogelwacht):  
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“Yeah, you know, those are all enthusiasts as well, so everyone genuinely enjoys doing it… doing that, 

I mean […]. In the past, you would go out egg-hunting, which you were allowed to do from the 

moment the first lapwing [kieviet] egg was found […], and at a certain point, that wasn’t allowed 

anymore. Well, that’s all over now. But now it’s those same people who used to go egg-hunting who 

are now all part of the Vogelwacht.” 

Six participants (T1, T3, M2, J4, M4, V1) in this study (that I am aware of) also participate in bird 

conservation activities; they are part of the Vogelwacht or aid in research like ringing. Three of them 

operate (J4) or have operated a duck decoy (M2, M4), and one of them (V1) used to gather eggs. One 

of the beekeepers (T1) is also involved in this, but he also gives excursions in nature for groups of 

kids. Several participants mentioned the importance of passing on such experiences and knowledge 

to the younger generation. As the kooiker (J4) mentioned: “it starts at school”, and another 

participant (G4) said:  

“Look, look, part of the job is to pass it on to the younger generation. […] And if you don’t do that, 

then it becomes a different story. […] …yes, then you lose the fight, because if the younger generation 

doesn’t treat it [nature] properly, well, then there will be intervened. Then you have to step in 

[meaning that regulation will be necessary to ensure the responsible treatment of nature].” 

Giving excursions (to a variety of audiences) is a popular activity among islanders, sometimes paid, 

but often as volunteers as well: participants think it is important to share knowledge about the 

uniqueness of their island, nature and how to responsibly treat nature. Seven participants (T1, M1, 

J1, M3, J4, M4, G4) in this study give excursions of different kinds in nature. Some tell stories about 

Figure 27: “De wulp heeft de snavel naar zijn gulp”: a mnemonic to remember which bird is the curlew (more 
humour and stories were involved). The excursion was centred around the uniqueness of life on the mudflats: it 
being officially UNESCO world heritage, the home of living fossils (sea squirts or “zakpijpen” in Dutch) and 
many other characteristic life forms and their role in the ecosystem. The organiser added that with all we’d 
learned, he hoped we’d become “ambassadors” of the Wadden Area: spreading the word about its importance 
and uniqueness, and helping others to appreciate and care for it.  
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nature and the island during horse-drawn covered wagon rides through nature. I joined an excursion 

on the intertidal mudflats (not organised by the Waddenvereniging). The organiser (M1) told me 

later in an interview how people are also part of the animal kingdom, but that people are nowadays 

no longer part of ecosystems in the way “Mother Earth had intended”. He added to this: 

“Well, yes, and that’s where I come in. I can teach them. Yes, like a refresher course: how to… how to 

treat nature. Yes.” 

Apart from formal excursions, during my experience on the island, I also noticed that many people 

were very willing to show you around the island and/or share their knowledge in an informal setting. 

Other examples of activities that imply care include rewilding the garden (T5), planting native trees 

(T1) or cleaning the beach. Multiple people recalled specific events when a container went 

overboard from a cargo ship and washed ashore. Examples include a load of bananas or shoes. A 

participant (P2) told me of one of his experiences: 

“Back when there were all those containers, with shoes and all kinds of stuff was lying on the beach, 

you know? From “paal 5” all the way to the Amelander Gat. We went out then with the 

grandchildren and the trailer, looking for things and taking some of it along. Later on, we did go back 

to clean things up as well, because everything had to be cleared away. It was right around the 

Christmas holidays, so then I’d hook the trailer onto the car and take everything to those collection 

points.” 

Other islander incentives exist to protect nature and the characteristic landscape of the island, like 

GasTvrij, a foundation that was created to protest against drilling for gas beneath the island 

(Schouten, 2024) or Stichting Natuurherstel Baai Dellewal (2026), a foundation that aims to restore a 

specific dune (Baai Dellewal) area and to block construction in the area, or Stichting Ons 

Schellingerland (S.O.S.) (2026), which aims to minimise the detrimental effects of mass tourism and 

to conserve characteristic natural and cultural elements in the Terschellinger landscape. 

Figure 28: Shoes washed up on the beach. The cargo container in the back. Picture by Weekblad de Terschellinger 



53 
 

These examples illustrate how participants translate their care about nature into actions to care for 

it. Each participant mentioned in these examples tries to contribute in their own way, but all efforts 

reflect this philosophy of “zuinig zijn op”. In these actions, their responsibility extends beyond the 

sparing use of natural resources to caring for nature and the landscape in general, and to encourage 

others (tourists and the younger generation) to do the same. This is also reflected in the conception 

of care as an important aspect of stewardship by West et al. (2018). They advocate that sustainability 

should aim for “fostering close, generative and ongoing relationships between people and their 

environment”. They highlight the legitimacy of small-scale, bottom-up actions for nature based on 

local knowledge and relational values. They add that such care can provide an alternative to 

conventional forms of nature conservation, by mobilising a “central aspect of what it means to be 

human – giving and receiving care.” In line with this, one participant (G4) noted that islanders know 

very well how to properly treat nature, but that protection of nature also requires Staatsbosbeheer. 

He stressed that local knowledge, especially from older generations, should not be overlooked: 

“Yes, it needs to be a combination.” 

All in all, these examples of small-scale, locally rooted actions embody principles of care and 

responsibility, complementing formal conservation efforts. It also reflects how engaging in nature 

through (customary) forms of nature use can foster close, ongoing relationships between people and 

their environment, and local stewardship.  

4.4 Extinction or evolution of nature use practices? 

Although the sentiment and philosophy behind nature use practices might have remained similar, 

the practices themselves have changed greatly over time. As expressed in 4.1, some of these 

practices have even disappeared, often much to the dismay of their practitioners. However, as the 

curator told me at the start of my research, traditions and customs do not exist fixed in time, but 

they continuously develop. Another participant (V1) also mentioned this:  

“Yes, that also just has to do with things changing. If you’re younger and you’re born into a time when 

something is considered normal, then that becomes the norm, so to speak. We don’t keep going on 

about how people thought a hundred years ago, as if things should still be that way. Of course, things 

change. […] And sometimes things have to change.” 
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The most notable change is people’s motivation to 

use nature. People can still support their livelihoods 

with it, of which the commercial cranberry harvest 

and activities in tourism are exemplary. However, 

tourism has brought a lot of wealth to the island, 

and people no longer rely on natural resources in 

the same way they did in earlier times. Several 

participants (M1, G4, M5) described this change 

when the first tourists (“badgasten”) started to 

come to the island, and farmers would clean out the 

stables to rent them out (or even their own house) 

to holiday-goers. Fish was caught with the same 

methods to provide for the families and shared with 

the guests. Campsites started to pop up all over the 

island, and many islanders found a new way to make 

a living. During interviews, participants often 

mentioned that the island has changed a lot due to 

tourism, which was not often regarded as a positive 

change. However, as one participant (M5) said: 

“Yes, but we need them too [tourists], because 

otherwise, many people would be scraping by [in 

Dutch: “anders konden een heleboel op een houtje 

bijten”]. 

While islanders used to go beachcombing out of necessity, currently, people take the car to drive 

across the beach as a form of leisure (and in some cases for beachcombing, either to clean or collect 

washed-up goods). I noticed on the beach that the tourism sector also cashes in on this by renting 

out four-wheel drive cars to tourists for leisurely drives across the beach. Several participants 

mentioned that since this increased wealth on the island, many people have started to focus more 

on money and revenue, instead of each other and the land. As was mentioned before, when 

economic benefit has priority, nature pays the price. 

Besides these social changes, like different living standards or altered public perceptions (e.g. about 

hunting, as mentioned in Section 4.1.1), the environment changes as well. One participant (M4) 

described such an ecological change:  

“I already noticed it back in the 1970s, when I saw the sea lettuce [Ulva lactuca, in Dutch: “zeesla”] 

disappear. That’s when I realised something was off. Nobody at the Wadden Sea club was talking 

about it. I said to them, this isn’t right, something is wrong. They were like ‘Why?’. I said, I see almost 

no sea lettuce anymore. Sea lettuce, it already indicated… There is a lot phosphate, which means, it 

can grow quickly. [less sea lettuce indicates less phosphate] And then, when the fish declined, […] fish 

like needlefish [Belone belone, in Dutch: geep], surface-dwelling fish, declined especially quickly.” 

Figure 29: From bare necessity to a form of leisure: a tree 
along the bike path between Hoorn and Oosterend, 
transformed into a makeshift climbing structure with 
repurposed nets and ropes from the beach. 
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As was already noted in 4.1.2, with the declining fish 

stocks, fishing became more and more restricted, 

and as a result:  

“In the past, you’d go out on the mudflats, dig for 

lugworms [pieren steken], go fishing; there were just 

a lot of fish back then. So, yeah, automatically you’d 

be there more often. They were all moored there, in 

the place where we also entered the mudflat, on the 

other side of the little dam [called “De Ans”]: there’s 

a pier, and there used be lots and lots of boats 

moored there. Everyone had a little boat and went 

fishing. But yeah, the fish are gone now, so there are 

fewer boats as well. Yeah.” (M1) 

Several participants (e.g. T2, P1 and M4) noticed the 

effects of climate change and nitrogen deposition on 

the island: more reed (Phragmites australis) growing 

in the ditches, encroachment of grasses or shrubs, 

and faster growth of trees like ash. Other human-

induced changes of the landscape include the 

planting of forest or stabilising dunes by planting 

marram, which have transformed the face of the 

island, and increased succession in vegetation (Westhoff & van Oosten, 1989). Currently, measures 

are taken by Staatsbosbeheer to reintegrate more dynamics in the landscape where possible. Such 

measures include keeping large grazers in the dunes, or long-term plans, like the programme 

Boschplaat 2050 (Boschplaat, 2026). 

As a result of these social and ecological changes, customs and use of nature have moved along with 

them. While some forms of nature use are no longer actively practised, others persist, albeit in a 

somewhat altered form. Participants who still engage in practices described in 4.1 mentioned that 

activities such as gardening, searching wrack lines on the beach for washed-up treasures, or picking 

berries are really ways to be active and enjoy the outdoors. As the beekeeper (T1) jokingly remarked:  

“Yes, I could also just sit in a chair and wait until I die, but you have to keep yourself a bit busy.” 

As was mentioned in 4.3.1, participants also like to engage in other recreational activities outdoors. 

One participant (V1), who used to spend the summers fishing in the intertidal gulleys of the 

Boschplaat, presented a particularly illustrative example: 

“Look, that walk around the Boschplaat is one of those things you do now, […] I mean, walking 

around the whole area. You didn’t really do that back then, because you were there so often anyway. 

And… well, now it’s more like, I’ll just go… get on my bike, go over there, and then you go for a walk 

there.”  

In line with the words from the museum curator (G1), custom is not holding onto something because 

“it always used to be that way”. Customs and traditions are alive and need to be lived to be kept 

alive. Like the secretary from the Hoekjagers (J1) illustrated, now that their hunting methods are no 

longer practised, the light boxes are broken from lack of use, and a new generation of hunters no 

longer possesses the same knowledge to be able to perform this form of nature use. Other practices, 

like those on the Landjes, are actively preserved by the dedicated islanders who pour hours of their 

Figure 30: A fishing boat on an intertidal gulley on the 
boschplaat. Picture shared by a participant 
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time and a lot of care into vegetable patches, beehives, chicken coops or recreational spots. Ingold 

(2000) argues that ecological relationships and knowledge are fluid and continually (re-)shaped 

through interactions between people and their environment. Thus, these forms of (customary) 

nature use can be understood as dynamic, a process.  

During my research, I was sometimes confronted with the question: Does it matter that customary 

forms of nature use are changing or even disappearing? In an Ethiopian case-study, it is reported that 

rapid depletion of the environment and societal change are the cause of similar declines in what they 

call “indigenous knowledge”: People quit their practices and no longer transfer their knowledge to 

the next generation (Leyew, 2024). A book chapter by Gadgil et al. (1993) mentioned that 

“indigenous peoples with historical continuity of resource-use practices often possess a broad 

knowledge base of the behaviour of complex ecological systems in their own localities.” Through their 

long dependence on local environments for a variety of resources, indigenous peoples have 

developed ways to conserve and, in some cases, enhance biodiversity in these environments. The 

authors also stress that a view in which humans are part of nature is important to maintain 

sustainable relations with natural resources. They also mention that it is especially sedentary groups 

of people who rely heavily on their immediate neighbourhood that will apply regulatory mechanisms 

to preserve nature and its resources (Gadgil et al., 1993). When this changes in response to societal 

or environmental change, as described by Leyew (2024), this may not only cause the loss of 

indigenous knowledge, but also cause loss of motivation to use local resources sustainably (Gadgil et 

al., 1993). 

Although the context of these studies is vastly different, the dynamics that are described seem quite 

similar to those reported on Terschelling. One participant (M3) mentioned in an interview that, 

without a connection to nature, which may be partly because people no longer “need” nature in the 

same way, you will feel less responsibility for it. The participant (V1), who used to go fishing but 

currently enjoys hiking around the Boschplaat, said:  

“Yeah, you also learn how to deal with it [nature]. By going out in nature and all that. I still know how 

to get about, but my son, he would get lost here. He doesn’t know about things like this, and also 

doesn’t really care about them, just because he didn’t grow up with it in the same way. That’s a 

shame, but… well, what can you do?” 

One participant (G4), quoted earlier, said that if this knowledge is not passed on, “you lose the fight”, 

and the next generation may no longer know how to properly treat nature. As a result, stricter 

regulations may be necessary to prevent harm from activities that do not keep this responsibility in 

mind. He also noticed that, in the feedback group for the Boschplaat programme, which he is part of, 

there are mainly older people. With this, he implied that young people display less interest in nature, 

the same way that people from his generation would. Another participant (M4), who said that 

“islanders were born to live with nature”, mentioned learning through nature use practices:  

“And they learn how the Earth works. They also learn how to work with the seasons. The sowing 

times. Something that we grew up with.” 

Over half of the interviewees mentioned the importance of experiences in nature and accessibility to 

this. Many remarks were made about the younger generation and the future of nature use. With 

changing living standards, young people no longer need to go into nature for food or to earn extra 

income, and nowadays there are plenty of other forms of entertainment.  

“They [the young generation] don’t have that anymore. They are not going to dig around in the soil 

anymore. That’s just a rare few.” (M4) 
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Although LEK can be acquired later in life, participants (like V1) mentioned that, when nature use 

practices disappear, so do opportunities to experience nature. Experiences that can teach not only 

responsible use, but also about nature itself. Such experiences used to be a natural part of life, 

because they were (partly) functional in providing food or income, but are no longer passed on and 

are becoming rarer. This phenomenon is very similar to reports on the “extinction of experience”, 

which describe how young people in particular have fewer hands-on interactions with nature (Soga & 

Gaston, 2016). At the same time, the barriers to experiencing nature are becoming increasingly high 

(Soga & Gaston, 2016). Experiences in nature (through forms of use) appeared from the interviews to 

facilitate a relationship with nature that is rooted in a philosophy of “zuinig zijn op”. How can such a 

relationship continue to be nurtured and evolve in a changing world where nature experiences are 

becoming increasingly scarce? 

5. Discussion 
This chapter reflects on the results presented in Chapter 4. First of all, the validity of the research will 

be discussed in the limitations section (5.1). The results have explored nature use practices as an 

expression of LEK (Section 4.2), and identified values and dimensions of human-nature connections 

that were associated with these practices (Section 4.3). Section 5.2 aims to reflect further on the 

exploration of nature practices as a form of LEK, discussing these insights in the context of other LEK 

literature. Section 5.3 positions LEK in a relational context, existing as a process (a verb) through lived 

experiences and in a web of relationships: “a local ecological way of knowing”. Section 5.4 extends 

this reflection by drawing on nature use practices as a way of life, and the theoretical implications of 

this understanding.   Finally, the general implications of this research for academic research and 

nature conservation policy are discussed.  

5.1 Limitations  

In my thesis, I aimed to write the narrative of the participants as faithfully as possible. The group of 

people I spoke with was limited to about 20 people, and consisted mainly of older, white men. All 

participants had a connection with a (customary) nature use practice, so the narrative written in this 

thesis is not representative of the whole islander population: not everyone engages in forms of 

nature use, and not even all inhabitants are interested in nature. However, my thesis focuses 

primarily on the views of people who do engage in forms of hands-on use of nature; the aim is not to 

paint a romanticised picture of the whole islander population and their perspective on nature. 

Participants also noted that many people on the island have priorities in life that do not revolve 

around nature.  

I spoke with very few women during my research, and therefore, I cannot give a proper 

representation of different genders. However, many nature use practices were historically primarily 

carried out by men, as women rarely participated in these roles at the time. Some of these practices 

are now disappearing; the participants who still remember and/or engage in them tend to be older, 

which explains why most of my participants are both older and male. For future research, it may be 

beneficial to include more women and a broader range of age groups. This would provide a wider 

perspective on nature use and could help to unearth different gender roles in the utilisation of 

nature. Moreover, with more diversity, it could be explored whether attitudes toward nature differ 

between groups. Finally, a wider variety of age groups could help to investigate how local knowledge 

and practices change (or disappear) across generations.   
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Finally, I did not make audio recordings of all the interviews. This comes with the limitation that, 

from those interviews, I do not have verbatim transcripts that I could directly quote in this thesis. 

Additionally, the information from these reports is dependent on my memory. Although I aimed to 

recollect participants’ words as faithfully as possible, this may have introduced some slight 

inaccuracies. However, by choosing not to record every conversation, I was able to focus more 

actively on the conversation and be fully present, which was especially beneficial in a field setting 

when participants would take me along outside.  

5.2 LEK beyond boundaries: learning across knowledge systems 

The nature use practices I encountered during my research (Section 4.1) were explored from a LEK 

perspective, which revealed context-specific LEK components (Joa et al., 2018) as operationalised in 

section 3.2.1. Taken together, these components support the idea that LEK is inherently place-based: 

it is not a universally applicable body of information, but emerges in close relation to specific 

landscapes, practices and social contexts (Ingold, 2000; Joa et al., 2018). Participants in this study 

expressed a wide variety of knowledge about nature on the island, which extended beyond its mere 

uses (Section 4.2.1). Experience has shown to be a major pathway for learning such knowledge and 

illustrated that local ecological knowledge is not just a cognitive phenomenon but is rooted in 

practice. This shows that knowing nature is not only reserved for scientists and biologists. 

Accordingly, literature suggests that there are multiple valid forms of knowledge, which are distinct, 

but complementary (Tengö et al., 2014). Joa et al. (2018) argue that creating a fitting method for the 

analysis of LEK is challenging. During my research, different forms of knowledge (apart from cognitive 

factual information) became especially apparent during walking interviews in the field: when 

participants were able to point out tracks, or elements in the landscape or specific animals or 

vegetation. This way, the researcher takes part in these observations and experiences that constitute 

LEK. Although stories of experiences with nature use practices were a potent source of information, I 

was unable to participate in most nature use practices due to the season. However, experiencing this 

in practice may create an even more complete account of embodied forms of knowledge.  

Apart from that, different learning processes (Section 4.2.2) showed that LEK on Terschelling does 

not operate as an isolated body of knowledge but is continuously shaped through various influences, 

including science. This finding aligns with critique that questions the rigid distinctions between 

“indigenous” and “non-indigenous” knowledge (Agrawal, 1995). Although Tengö et al. (2014) stress 

that “correctness” of one form of knowledge should not be verified or validated by another, much 

LEK research is focused on “integration” and alignment of different knowledge systems (Joa et al., 

2018). In a paper by Chapman and Schott (2020) they illustrate conceptually how different 

knowledge systems can interact and co-evolve. Based on this, I would argue that the focus of LEK 

(and other ecological) research should be less on aligning different knowledge systems, but instead 

on this co-evolution and the broadening of the “scientific” method. If a beekeeper on Terschelling 

can learn from a renowned entomologist, maybe an ecologist could learn from practices and 

experiences, starting a research process in the field instead of behind a desk.  

Like being an islander is a matter of mindset rather than birthright (Deen, 2013), Terschellinger LEK 

does not belong to one group of “indigenous” people; rather, it is shared across different groups of 

people and can be acquired later in life. Joa et al. (2018) mention that the majority of the studies 

from their review selected “holders” of LEK purposefully, based on e.g. age, place of birth and 

residence, length of living in the area or experiences in management practices. The latter was 

employed in this study, and such purposeful selection created limitations on the one hand (in the 

representation of age groups and different genders), but it also revealed that local knowledge is not 
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necessarily dependent on e.g. length of residence or generational transmission. This supports what 

other researchers also illustrated: LEK is not limited to indigenous peoples living in threatened 

ecosystems in “developing countries” (Hernández-Morcillo et al., 2014). Rural people who have day 

to day interactions with nature (e.g. farmers or fishermen) in all parts of the world may be important 

holders of local knowledge about the environment (Hernández-Morcillo et al., 2014).  

Hernández-Morcillo et al. (2014) also argue that such knowledge “holds the potential to sustainable 

ecosystem management”. On Terschelling, nature use practices (described in 4.1) are extensive forms 

of use, whereby people tend to take only what they need: although they have a pragmatic view on 

nature, the islanders I spoke with typically embodied a philosophy of sparing use and care when it 

comes to nature and its resources (Section 4.3.3). In line with this philosophy, several methods 

described for resource use (Section 4.2.3), along with additional customary rules and regulations 

(Section 4.2.4), reflect an embedded form of sustainability. Participants, for instance, mentioned 

taking seasonal cycles into account and adjusting hunting practices in response to the condition of 

animal populations. Such considerations are often overridden in more intensive forms of use (e.g. 

industrial agriculture) in order to maximise yield. Knowing this, LEK may indeed play a role in better 

stewardship of natural resources, which is also argued in a philosophical paper by Whyte (2013). The 

author presents LEK as a collaborative concept, which serves to invite diverse groups of people to 

continually learn from one another. The author states that instead of focusing creating the most 

appropriate definition of TEK (or LEK), environmental scientists and policy-makers ought to focus on 

the roles different forms of knowledge can play in sustainable governance of nature and adaptation 

to climate change (Whyte, 2013).  

5.3 LEK as a relational process that fosters human-nature connections 

This material connection, whereby people harvest from nature, flows forth into deeper dimensions 

of human-nature connections (Ives et al., 2018). It appeared that value was assigned not to nature 

for its practical utility but mainly came forth from relationships. This aligns with the literature from 

Chan et al. (2018) and Van Dam et al. (2024), which emphasises that values are constituted through 

relationships and not as separate instrumental/intrinsic categories. This is something that is clearly 

expressed in the ways participants described their different experiences and meanings of nature. 

First of all, participants practice nature use as a hobby, or they engage in other recreational activities 

outdoors, which they reported contributed to their mental and physical well-being. This experiential 

dimension (Section 4.3.1), as was also illustrated in learning pathways, is a stimulant for curiosity and 

interest in nature. Experiences and interest in nature contribute to emotional ties with the landscape 

(Section 4.3.2), and vice versa. Apart from that, nature gains value when it enables social interaction 

between people or when it plays a part in fond memories (Section 4.3.4). Together with this 

philosophy of “zuinig zijn op” (Section 4.3.3), nature use practitioners show with several stewardship 

actions (Section 4.3.5) that their care extends beyond the natural resources from which they harvest.  

This idea that hands-on interaction with nature facilitates deeper connections is also supported in a 

paper on “cultural ecosystem services” (Raymond et al., 2017). These services constitute the non-

material benefits (e.g. emotional or symbolic) people derive from ecosystems, and the authors state 

that such values and meanings emerge through lived, “embodied human-environment relations”  

(Raymond et al., 2017). While values that emerge from such relations are reported to support pro-

environmental and stewardship behaviour (Riechers et al., 2021; West et al., 2018), Chan et al. 

(2018) point out that relational value is still often overshadowed by instrumental interests: e.g. the 

main focus is often to align conservation goals with ecosystem services and utility of nature for 

different stakeholders. Moreover, in line with cultural ecosystem services Riechers et al. (2021) 
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report that landscapes that support a multitude of functions (agricultural, ecological, social) score 

higher in terms of relational values. This underscores that through embodied function and practice, 

deeper dimensions of human-nature relationships and attachments may be formed and can help to 

foster a sense of responsibility. It is not only detrimental for embodied knowledge when these 

functions and practices disappear, but as both participants and literature (Gadgil et al., 1993) argued, 

caring human-nature relationships and motivation to responsibly use local resources may in turn 

deteriorate. 

In Results Section 4.4. examples illustrate how social and ecological entities are intricately 

interconnected. Changes in society and ecological conditions have altered the way people interact 

with nature, often shifting their engagements from functional to more recreational pursuits. 

Together, these social and ecological phenomena exist in a web of relationships. In this way of 

thinking, Terschellinger nature use practices, as an expression of LEK, can be understood as a “verb”, 

rather than a “noun” (Hertz et al., 2020). Therefore, if LEK can be considered processual, maybe a 

better way to refer to it in this context would be a “local ecological way of knowing”. This way of 

knowing revolves not around ecological facts, but about relationships: knowing nature in a way one 

would know a family member or neighbour (Appendix D). Islanders historically relied on their 

neighbours, making sure to care for one another; the same goes for nature.  

The challenge remains to keep nurturing this relationship in a time where human-nature interactions 

are becoming increasingly scarce, a process described by Soga and Gaston (2016) as the “extinction 

of experience”. Participants on Terschelling emphasised the relevance of the younger generation in 

this. Likewise, literature suggests that attitudes toward nature are formed early in life: Beery and 

Lekies (2021) argue that valuation of nature develops through repeated, relational encounters rather 

than abstract knowledge alone. Staatsbosbeheer on Terschelling makes an effort to stimulate contact 

with nature through experience: such as creating opportunities for play (e.g. a “speelbos”), but also 

through education programmes (Natuureducatie, 2025). A systemic review by Druker-Ibáñez and 

Cáceres-Jensen (2022) shows potential ways of feeding “indigenous” and local knowledge into 

sustainability and environmental education. However, as proposed in Results Section 4.4 local 

knowledge is lived and embedded in local context, and not merely transferable content. Nesterova 

(2020) describes an environmental learning programme by the Bunun Indigenous group from 

Taiwan: this programme aims to support “reconnection” with nature for both indigenous and non-

indigenous groups. Importantly, another objective of this programme is to re-build and strengthen 

indigenous identities, cultures and ways of life (Nesterova, 2020). Although these examples explicitly 

maintain a distinction between “indigenous” and “non-indigenous”, they do demonstrate the 

potential of enacted local knowledge to inform environmental education in ways that foster human-

nature connections and respect and responsibility towards nature.  

5.4 Dwelling on Terschelling: Nature use as a ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ  

By understanding nature use practices as a process (Hertz et al., 2020; Ingold, 2000), a local way of 

knowing, shaped through lived experience, relationships and local context, it becomes much more 

than just a hobby or tradition. As one participant (T3) put it, keeping her Landje, to her, is more 

about a way of life. These words and this view align with the background theory from McGregor 

(2005): LEK on Terschelling cannot be reduced to additional ecological information; it is inseparable 

from daily life, culture and social relations. The results show how local Terschellinger knowledge is 

embodied through daily practices (Joa et al., 2018) and connections with the land (Ives et al., 2018). 

This indicates why nature use practices were perceived as important by practitioners: it is part of an 

identity, and this way of life originally emerged out of necessity. Historically, many islanders grew up 
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learning, often from a very young age, how to make do with what was available, struggling against 

the elemental forces of nature with little more than their effort, skills, and mutual support. As a 

result, they relied heavily on each other and what the land and sea had to offer in order to be as self-

sufficient as possible. As written by Knop (1946) in his book Schylgeralân: 

“Van jongs af, vaak nog kinderen, waren die oude Ter-Schellingers gedwongen met geringe en 

zwakke middelen te vechten tegen elementaire natuurkrachten. […] Het was een hard leven en wat ze 

aan eigendom bezaten werd verkregen en behouden ten koste van zwaren arbeid”  

Although it was not an easy existence, this reliance also fostered a sense of freedom: islanders made 

their own rules and knew how to get by with just nature and each other. This freedom is still 

expressed today through practices such as growing food on Landjes, angling for fish or hunting geese 

for personal consumption, letting horses forage for their own food through winter, or repurposing 

materials found on the beach, such as washed-up rope to fence off the crocuses in the front yard. 

Although most people no longer depend on nature use practices for their livelihood, the desire to be 

as self-sufficient as possible and to maintain this sense of freedom persists. In many cases, it was 

precisely this sense of freedom that led islanders to consider themselves to be part of nature. It’s at 

the heart of the islander way of life, or as Knop (1946) wrote, “for islanders, freedom is the greatest 

good”: 

[in local dialect] 

Fry weait de stormwyn oer Schylgeralân, 

Beukje de séen it frye strân, 

Fry sjonge de lotsen yn leitsende lucht,  

Fjogge de stennen yn jaeiende flucht,  

Fry stroomt troch d'ieren it Schylger bloed,  

Fry is voor Schylgers it hechtste goed. 

[in Dutch] 

Vrij waait de stormwind over Schellingerland. 

Beuken de zeeën het vrije strand. 

Vrij zingen de meeuwen in leidende lucht, 

Vliegen de sternen in jagende vlucht. 

Vrij stroomt door de aderen het Schylger bloed, 

Vrij is voor Schylgers het hoogste goed. 

[in English]  

Free blows the storm wind over Schylgerland, 

The seas pound against the open shore, 

Free sing the gulls beneath the guiding sky, 

While terns fly past in a chasing flight. 

Free flows through the veins the Schylger blood 

For Schylgers, freedom is the greatest good.  

“There is no way to quantify a way of life, only way to live it” (McGregor, 2004).  

By understanding local ways of knowing as a way of life, this perspective helps explain not only what 

islanders know but also how they come to know it, tying living and knowing together. In other words, 

LEK as a way of life can be understood as a particular mode of inhabiting the world, which shapes 

attitudes and values towards nature. This reflects what Ingold (2000) describes as dwelling: a form of 

ongoing, active engagement in the world. From this perspective, the typical separation between 

Figure 31: Wandering off the beaten path in the 
Koegelwieck dunes after snowfall in February 
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humans and nature dissolves: humans are not separated from other organisms, and the environment 

is no longer a purely physical world that exists “detached” from us. As Cronon (1996) observes, 

conventional thinking often places nature on the “far end of society”. This view is challenged when 

knowledge and life exist intertwined through interactions with the land. The concept of 

“environment” as proposed by Ingold (2000) fits this perspective, viewing the environment as a 

dynamic process that continually comes into being through the activities of living beings and their 

interactions: 

“…the distinction between environment and nature corresponds to the difference in perspective 

between seeing ourselves as beings within a world and as beings without it.” - Ingold (2000).   

From this view, nature becomes a part of our history, instead of only a backdrop to our human 

conducts (Ingold, 2000). This is especially fitting for the context, considering the central role of 

nature in islander history, being the shaping factor of the islanders’ way of life. Like the Terschellinger 

landscape, ruled by elemental forces such as wind and tide, and continually evolving, so is the way in 

which Terschellinger people live with their island.   

5.5 Implications & recommendations  

 The insights from this study have several implications for nature conservation research and policy. 

Four implications are presented below, and the main message of each is presented in cursive. These 

implications are meant to be general, but are also applied, where possible, to the specific context of 

Terschelling.  

¶ Local ways of knowing nature and their potential value for nature conservation have gained 

increasing attention over the past decades (Hernández-Morcillo et al., 2014; Joa et al., 2018). 

Other scientists stress that the relevance of LEK ought to be fully recognised when 

considering sustainable management of ecosystems (Gadgil et al., 1993). These authors state 

that the most appropriate way to conserve local ecological ways of knowing is to support 

and promote “community-based resource-management systems of indigenous peoples” 

(where possible). For example, a good start in this regard is by leasing land for Landjes and 

dune slacks with cranberry vegetation for the cranberry harvest; this already occurs on 

Terschelling. Likewise, the WBE (wildlife control unit), consisting of local hunters, is allowed 

to participate in damage control, albeit under very strict regulations. Other examples could 

be involvement of the rabbit hunters and their knowledge in efforts to restore the rabbit 

population, or supporting research into and conservation of the native black honeybee (Apis 

mellifera mellifera).   

 

¶  Although the relevance of local knowledge is increasingly acknowledged, it is still often 

regarded as backward or change-resistant, and often marginalised in favour of scientific 

knowledge (Hernández-Morcillo et al., 2014; Joa et al., 2018; Leyew, 2024). Going forward, it 

would be advisable to address the academic knowledge gap of local ways of knowing held 

by rural people in European landscapes (Hernández-Morcillo et al., 2014); in a way that 

does not amplify rigid separation of scientific and local knowledge (Agrawal, 1995), or to 

verify one form of knowledge with another (Tengö et al., 2014). Instead, local knowledge can 

form a starting point and direction for ecological academic research and environmental 

governance and serve as an invitation to different groups to continually learn from one 

another, framing knowledge as a collaborative effort. During my research, participants 

presented ideas to combat invasive species or made me aware of the presence of rare 

species. A recent newspaper article praises the results from “Living Lab Ooijpolder”, which is 
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a collaboration between local farmers and scientists to enhance biodiversity and restore the 

traditional agricultural landscape (Klaassen, 2025). An ecologist noted that this success 

begins with the farmers themselves: “ask them what they need, appreciate their expertise 

and use their knowledge”.  

 

¶ The ecological value of certain landscapes shaped by human influence has been described 

countless times by Victor Westhoff (Saris, 2018). However, the key to successful conservation 

of these ecosystems may not only lie with conservation of certain conditions or species, but 

in restoration of the extensive land use practices and relationships that shaped the landscape 

in the first place. The Satoyama Initiative is such an example of this. As described by Takeuchi 

(2010), the initiative is an effort to restore a healthy relationship between people and nature, 

by restoring a traditional rural land-use system that is rooted in traditional knowledge and 

co-exists with nature in harmony (Takeuchi, 2010). Although this example and Living Lab 

Ooijpolder specifically relate to agricultural practices, their message may extend to other 

forms of extensive land use: supporting local ways of knowing and nature use practices can 

strengthen people’s relationships with the land, while also promoting ecological diversity. 

Such relationships have, in this study and other existing research (Jax et al., 2018; Riechers et 

al., 2021), been linked to pro-environmental and stewardship behaviours. Thus, focusing on 

nurturing sustainable land use practices and human-nature relationships may be especially 

beneficial in a highly managed and densely populated country such as the Netherlands. To 

prevent extinction of local ways of knowing in changing times, supporting the evolution of 

LEK and passing it on to next generation may be (partly) achieved by feeding LEK into 

environmental education, while similarly empowering local ways of life (Druker-Ibáñez & 

Cáceres-Jensen, 2022; Nesterova, 2020). Something like this already occurs in the tourism 

sector on Terschelling, where locals facilitate storytelling and participation in practices such 

as foraging provide a context-sensitive way to experience the island. Such experiences could 

also be brought to schools and integrated into educational programmes and such integration 

would be an interesting entry point for future research.  

 

¶ To aid the strengthening of human-nature relationships, nature conservation research and 

policy should aim to include relational values.  As reported by Van Dam et al. (2024) and 

Pascual et al. (2017), acknowledging and including this plurality of values for nature in 

environmental decision-making may be essential to build support and legitimacy of nature 

conservation efforts. Relational values may seem “fuzzy” compared to measures like 

population sizes of species or the monetary value of ecosystem services. However, the 

findings from this research and other existing studies show that clear patterns and entry 

points exist that make relational values discernible and analysable. For example, a study on 

birding investigated how citizen science projects can contribute to relational values and 

stewardship behaviours, which concludes that affections for birds and interest drive care 

(Van den Born et al., 2022). Riechers et al. (2021) even clustered relational values into 

distinct groups, to investigate them quantitatively with questionnaires. Both qualitative and 

quantitative methods can be employed depending on the information that is required for 

decision-makers. Participatory platforms like “Echt Terschelling” (an initiative by 

Staatsbosbeheer (2024)) already collect stakeholder input through questionnaires and other 

targeted participatory activities. Such a platform could provide a practical way to gather 

information about relational value to inform decisions.  
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6. Conclusion 
Several (customary) nature use practices have been included in this study: hunting practices like the 

traditional rabbit hunt, rifle hunting and duck decoys; several fishing methods; gathering and 

foraging practices like the cranberry harvest, egg-hunts and beachcombing; the Landjes and dune 

grazing were categorised as gardening practices. Reflecting on these practices from LEK components, 

it appeared that participants who engage in nature through forms of use possess a vast body of 

knowledge that extends beyond the mere uses of nature. Moreover, this knowledge is shaped 

through practice and experience, fostering a certain attentiveness to the local landscape, and 

showing that knowledge exists in different forms. It appeared that such knowledge can arise in early 

childhood, through growing up on the island, or when knowledge is passed on between generations. 

However, also later in life, people can learn through experience, which highlights that LEK arises 

mainly through interactions between people and their environment, and is not necessarily limited to 

certain groups of “indigenous” people. LEK appeared to be influenced by a wide array of other 

sources of information, such as books, science, the internet or other people. Embedded in these 

practices is an implicit sense of (collective) responsibility, sometimes applied through local customary 

regulation of resource use.  

Relational values were central in the results. Hands-on engagement with the local landscape creates 

connections between people and nature across all dimensions, from material to philosophical 

connections. Participants expressed the value of recreation in nature and how it contributes to 

physical and mental well-being. At the same time, it created curiosity and emotional attachment, 

which can evoke both positive and negative emotional responses. In line with responsible 

management systems for natural resources, the islanders from my study live by a philosophy that 

emphasises both care and sparing use of nature: “zuinig zijn op”. Nature plays an important role in 

social cohesion among islanders, or in fond memories that often involve forms of nature use. Finally, 

participants show with concrete actions to care for their island a sense of duty and stewardship 

towards nature. The diminishing of nature use practices is therefore not only regrettable for the 

practitioners, but also because such interactions with nature foster caring human-nature 

relationships and provide important lessons about the responsible treatment of nature.  

The fluid nature of practice- and place-based knowledge challenges rigid distinctions between 

“indigenous” and “non-indigenous” knowledge and could instead invite different groups of people to 

continually learn from one another. Rural people from all over the world could be important 

knowledge holders and through collaboration, LEK has the potential to support sustainable 

ecosystem management. Social and ecological changes over time show how LEK exists in a web of 

relationships. Therefore, LEK can be regarded as processual: a local ecological way of knowing. This 

way of knowing supports human-nature connections and can be considered relational: arising from 

embodied relations with the land. To preserve local ways of knowing that foster responsible human-

nature relationships in changing times, LEK may be potentially used to inform environmental 

education. Islanders perceive nature use practices as more than just a hobby or tradition; it is 

associated with a sense of freedom and can be considered a way of life. This way of life emerged 

historically from a dependence on local natural resources, and although some forms of nature use 

are no longer actively practised, some persist and embody the same mindset: to treat nature as your 

neighbour. From this view, LEK is framed as ongoing, active engagement with the world: a form of 

“dwelling” that transcends conventional thinking that sets humans apart from nature, and includes 

nature in our history.  Together, these findings show that hands-on utilisation of nature forms an 

important foundation for islander ways to live with, relate to, and value their local landscape. While 

this study focuses on Terschelling, it illustrates how local practices in human-shaped European 
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landscapes foster human-nature connections and stewardship, which can inform governance 

approaches.  By supporting local practices for sustainable resource use where possible, local ways of 

knowing and vital nature experiences can be preserved, strengthening people’s relationships with 

the local landscape. However, to do this, local ways of knowing from rural people in Europe must 

become better represented in research and environmental governance in a collaborative way that 

does not require one form of knowledge to be verified by another. Likewise, the inclusion of a 

plurality of values, and relational values in particular, can help to build support for conservation 

efforts. Although this may seem a subjective topic, this study and other existing research point out 

concrete entry points to analyse relational value so they might be included among instrumental 

interests.  

Finally, if there is anything that I have learned from my time on Terschelling, it is the collective 

strength of a community and togetherness: islanders have been able to get by for centuries in harsh 

conditions because they faced this challenge together. Therefore, I would like to conclude my thesis 

with a quote from a lecture on caring for the future of Dutch nature: 

“What kind of country do we want to live in, and how do we want to pass it on to our children and 

grandchildren? Let us therefore continue the conversation with one another, again and again, by 

observing, reflecting, and engaging in dialogue about responsibility and perspective. This requires 

time and perseverance. A small stream can eventually become a river; every journey begins with a 

single step, every book with a single word.” –  Schaminée (2024) 
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Appendix 

A. Interview guide 

Intro & persoonlijke context - Hoofdvragen & doorvragen 

1. (u bent betrokken bij [natuurgebruik x]) kunt u daar wat over vertellen / laten zien? Wat 

doet u zoal? Zijn er nog andere natuurgebruiken / activiteiten in de natuur waar u zich mee 

bezig houdt? 

2.Hoe bent u hiermee begonnen / in contact gekomen? 

Context praktijken - Hoofdvragen & doorvragen 

1.Wanneer / waar / met wie doet u dit? > Opslitsen en inhaken op context. 

2. Is [natuurgebruik x] veranderd over tijd en waarom? (Is dit van invloed op hoe u de natuur 

opzoekt? / Hoe zit het met regelgeving & perceptie van buitenaf?) 

3. Hoe heeft u [natuurgebruik x] / (gebieds)kennis geleerd? 

4. Hoe zorgt u ervoor dat u niet teveel oogst / vangt? 

5. Hoe ziet u de toekomst van kleinschalig natuurgebruik voor u en waarom? Vind u het 

belangrijk om natuurgebruik/kennis door te geven aan de volgende generatie? 

Natuurwaarden 

1. Naar uw mening, zijn mensen onderdeel van natuur en waarom? 

2. Wat betekent [plek/natuurgebruik x] voor u? / Wat is uw mooiste herinnering? 

Notities: 

- Hoewel in de interviews vrijwel alle vragen beantwoord zijn, werden deelnemers redelijk vrij 

gelaten in de informatie die zij belangrijk vonden om te delen. Zo werd er geregeld de tijd 

genomen om een zijpad in te slaan in het gesprek of werd er geluisterd naar verhalen en 

herinneringen. 

- Vaak zijn er ook overige context-specifieke vragen gesteld over verscheidende 

natuurgebruiken, of om meer achtergrondinformatie te verkrijgen en bepaalde dynamiek / 

relaties tussen groepen mensen, natuurgebruik, natuurbeheer en algemene regel- en 

wetgeving te begrijpen. Dit was nodig voor beeldvorming van het grote plaatje en ook om 

een beetje overzicht te krijgen van verschillende belangen die spelen rondom natuur, wat 

één van mijn persoonlijke leerdoelen is. Verschillende belangen worden echter niet 

opgenomen in het rapport.  
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B. Statement of informed consent 

Toestemmingsverklaring  
Titel van de scriptie:  
Inbedding op Terschelling: Een casestudy over lokale tradities, wijsheid en ervaringen, en de 
onderliggende mens-omgeving relaties  

Naam van de onderzoeker:  
Jip Berkelder  

Naam van de begeleider(s):  
Koen Arts (Wageningen University & Research) & Riyan van den Born (Radboud Universiteit)  

Achtergrond van het onderzoek  
U wordt uitgenodigd om deel te nemen aan een onderzoek. Dit onderzoek gaat over lokale 
praktijken, tradities en kennis die onderdeel zijn van de omgeving van Terschelling. U wordt 
gevraagd deel te nemen vanwege uw betrokkenheid bij dergelijke bezigheden en/of kennis 
hiervan.   
  
Aangezien dit onderzoek deel uitmaakt van een MSc-scriptieproject, is het niet beoordeeld door 
de WUR-Research Ethics Committee, maar zal voldoen aan de Nederlandse Gedragscode voor 
Wetenschappelijke Integriteit en ethische kwesties zijn besproken met de begeleider.  
  
Voordat u tekent, lees dit formulier zorgvuldig door en stel vragen als er iets onduidelijk is.  

Wat wordt er van u gevraagd als deelnemer?  
U wordt gevraagd om deel te nemen aan een interview. Dit zal ongeveer een uur in beslag 
nemen.  
  
Uw deelname aan dit onderzoek is volledig vrijwillig. U mag weigeren om aan (delen van) het 
onderzoek deel te nemen of op elk moment stoppen met uw deelname zonder negatieve 
gevolgen voor uzelf.  

Wat gebeurt er met uw informatie?  
Tijdens dit onderzoek verzamelen we de volgende informatie van u: Uw naam, een 
geluidsopname van uw stem en mogelijke contactgegevens zoals uw emailadres of 
telefoonnummer. Na voltooiing van het onderzoek worden de geluidsopnames en uw 
persoonlijke informatie verwijderd.    
  
De onderzoeksgegevens zullen worden gebruikt als onderdeel van een masterscriptie en 
mogelijk in een bijbehorende wetenschappelijke publicatie. In de scriptie en eventuele 
publicaties zullen de gegevens zodanig worden verwerkt dat deze niet naar u te herleiden zijn.  

Wat als ik vragen heb over het onderzoek of van gedachten verander?  
Als u vragen of opmerkingen heeft over dit onderzoek, neem dan contact op met Jip 
Berkelder, jip.berkelder@wur.nl.  
  
Voor aanvullende vragen over uw rechten als deelnemer aan onderzoek kunt u contact 
opnemen met de Research Ethics Committee van Wageningen University via e-
mail: rec@wur.nl.  
U heeft het recht om te verzoeken dat de bovengenoemde informatie wordt vernietigd, zowel 
tijdens het onderzoek als tijdens de opslag ervan, in overeenstemming met de rechten die zijn 
vastgelegd in de Algemene Verordening Gegevensbescherming (AVG).  

Geïnformeerde toestemming  
Ik geef toestemming voor deelname aan dit onderzoek en het gebruik van mijn 
persoonsgegevens zoals hierboven beschreven.  
  

mailto:jip.berkelder@wur.nl
mailto:rec@wur.nl
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 δJa, ik wil deelnemen aan het onderzoek.  

 δNee, ik wil niet deelnemen aan het onderzoek.  
  
Naam (in blokletter s): ____________________________  
  
Datum: ____________________________  
  
Handtekening: ____________________________  
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C. Flyer with information about the research 
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D. Newspaper article (21-08-2025) from Weekblad de Terschellinger  

 


