
Vendelsöarna
Welcome to Vendelsöarna
Vendelsöarna Nature Reserve comprises Vendelsö and six 
smaller islands. Most of the reserve consists of marine shallow 
areas with eelgrass meadows and algae-clad rocky bottoms. 
The land environments are characterised by a cultural island 
landscape with grazed heather and grass heaths. There is 
a rich flora and fauna both above and under the surface. 
The islands are popular excursion destinations, especially in 
summer when you can swim from one of the fine beaches, 
snorkel or go canoeing. Do not miss a visit to southern 
Vendelsö, where you find a magnificent rock landscape with 
shore caves and stack-like formations!
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Burning of cleared shrubs was part of the restoration work carried out 
under the EU project GRACE 2010–2015

Vendelsöarna Nature Reserve comprises 1582 hectares, of which 262 
hectares are land. The reserve was established in 2002 and extended 
in 2015. The purpose of the reserve is to preserve and enhance the 
natural and cultural values of the coastal cultural landscape, preserve 
valuable marine shallow areas and promote outdoor recreation. Parts 
of the area are included in Natura 2000, the EU-wide network of 
nature protection areas.

 

Halland County 
Administrative Board
• tel. +46-(0)10-224 30 00 
• www.lansstyrelsen.se/halland

Find us: Boat transport can be 
arranged from the fishing village 
Stavder, which is reached from 
Road 845 between Väröbacka 
and Frillesås. Contact details for 
bookings of hostel accommodation 
or boat transport are available on 
the County Administrative Board 
website.

Regulations for visitors are available 
on the County Administrative 
Board website and on signs in the 
reserve.
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Vendelsöarna

Knarrskär
The bare, unforested island is a perfect breeding place for 
seabirds, for example eider, common gull and black-backed 
gull. Some years, sandwich terns settle on the island and 
form a colony of several hundred pairs.

Ustö
Ustö is an elevated island with a pond at the highest point. 
The pond and the small bodies of water on Vendelsö are 
highly valuable. Fresh water is a nursing ground for both 
insects and amphibians, which in turn attract hungry birds.

Norstö
An abundance of cherry trees characterises Norstön. Walking 
around the island is especially delightful in spring when they 
flower. The island also offers drama. The cliff Norstö vägg, on 
the northern side, plunges straight into the sea. 

Kidholmen
On the small island of Kidholmen you encounter a barren 
landscape with flat rocks and shingle. The eastern, leeward 
side of the island is slightly less bare due to the soil cover. 

Brattö
Magnificent rocks are found on the western side of Brattö. 
The eastern side, like on the other islands, has a fine sandy 
beach. Snorkelling beyond the sandy bottoms will reveal 
rocks with billowing algal belts. Here you may see crabs, 
goldsinny wrasse and, with luck, cuckoo wrasse, a fish whose 
beautiful colouring reminds of life in warm coral seas.

Älmö
Spring and early summer are 

busy times for birds in the 
archipelago. They shuttle 

from the well-stocked 
larder in the Älmö sound 
to their breeding places 
on the shores and cliffs 
on the island.

Vendelsö

Open heather and grass heaths stretch across Vendelsö. Here 
you find many plants that thrive in open pastures; plants 
that were common in the past but that are now declining. 
Mountain everlasting, quaking-grass, common milkwort 
and early marsh-orchid are just a few examples. On the 
stony, weather-exposed shores, the flora is totally different, 
with species such as carline thistle, garden angelica and 
beet. A close examination of the dark-green, cropped carpet 
of coastal meadow will reveal strawberry clover, seaside 
centaury and lesser centaury.

Cuckoo wrasse 

Cultural 
landscapes
The islands in the 
reserve are old outfields. 
The extensive coastal 
heaths have been created 
by centuries of hard grazing 
in combination with islanders 
collecting wood and heather for 
fuel and carpentry. This usage of natural 
resources has resulted in a rich flora and fauna.

Threatened heaths
Heather heaths are heather-rich areas that have been 
grazed for generations. Heather heath is one of the 
most threatened nature types in Europe. To prevent it 
becoming overgrown it must be managed, partly through 
burning. The burning of heather is a tradition dating 
back for millennia. Annual burning of suitably large areas 
created a mosaic of heather of different ages and patches 
of herbs and grass. In that way, the animals could graze 
all year round. In summer, the animals grazed on tender 
heather and herbs, and in winter they fed on old heather, 
brushwood and scrub.

Sandwich 
tern 

Remember that access is prohibited around 
Älmö sound and around the western part of 
Knarrskär during the period April 1 to July 31.

Heather heath burning provides tasty grazing for cattle and other 
animals. Fire also allows nutrients to be released, and destroys mosses 
and old heather. Baring the soil gives new seeds an opportunity 
to grow. Beetles, bees, wasps, ants, sawflies and other insects are 
encouraged by patches of bare mineral soil. And an abundance of 
insects also attracts birdlife.

Early 
marsh-orchid Mountain 

everlasting 

Common 
milkwort 
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Overgrowth – a threat to diversity
Grazing, burning and firewood collection over hundreds of 
years have marked the coastal landscape of Halland. But the 
open coastal heaths which were a common sight in the past 
have become overgrown. There are several reasons. The need 
for wood and heather for heating and cooking declined, 
farming was rationalised and nitrogen deposition caused 
by humans increased. Overgrowth has led to many open 
landscape plants and animals being crowded out and thus 
becoming increasingly rare.

GRACE project
The EU funded project GRACE (Grazing and Restoration 
of Archipelago and Coastal Environments) started in 
2010. The project is a collaboration between the county 
administrative boards in Västra Götaland, Halland, Blekinge 
and Stockholm. The purpose of the project has been to 
restore overgrown pastures in places that are difficult to 
access, for example islands. In the county of Halland, more 
than 90 hectares had been cleared by the time the project 
ended in 2015. Besides on Vendelsöarna, clearance work was 
carried out on the islands of Vindö, Brokö and Kalvö in the 
Kungsbacka Fjord, on Balgö, and on Öckerö and Mönster 
outside Onsala. Burning was also carried out on Mönster, 
Öckerö, Brokö and Vindö.
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Rich birdlife
Grazed coastal meadows and marine shallow areas are highly 
valuable for birds. Different waders, such as redshank, 
oystercatcher and ringed plover breed on the coastal 
meadow on northern Vendelsö. Young waders can move 
around easily in the cropped vegetation. Eiders and other 
seabirds dive in the sound hunting for their favourite food, 
blue mussel. The birds lay their eggs in well camouflaged, 
downy nests.

Habitat for small insects
Sunlit, flower-rich sandy soils are highly valuable natural 
environments. Sun-loving insects such as solitary bees, 
beetles and sphecid wasps live here. They dig passages in the 
sand where they lay their eggs or sit in wait for their prey. 
They collect nectar and pollen from the flowers, both for 
themselves and their larvae. Vendelsö has old, sandy fields 
that are now grazed. The trampling of hooves disturbs the 
ground, creating patches of bare sand for the benefit of 
digging sand insects.

Ringed plover 

Valuable wetlands
The islands in the reserve contain plenty of wetlands, 
everything from large ponds to damp hollows that dry out 
in summer. The wetlands are vital for the fauna on the 
islands, as they provide fresh water. They are important 
breeding and spawning sites for dragonflies and frogs. The 
wetlands are also home to rare plants, such as the threatened 
pillwort.

Blue mussel

European plaice 

Under the surface
The waters around Vendelsöarna contain different types of 
marine environment: eelgrass meadows, open clay and sandy 
bottoms and seaweed-clad rocks. Small fish seek protection 
among the billowing eelgrass and seaweed during their early 
stages. Larger fish also come here to feast on the banquet 
of food. Shrimps, crabs, bristle worms, molluscs, mussels, 
brittle stars, starfish and sea urchins are just a few examples 
of the rich underwater fauna. The shallow soft bottoms 
are a valuable habitat for flatfish. The small fry swims freely 
in the water looking just like any other fish, with a round, 
symmetrical body. But then an extraordinary metamorphosis 
takes places. The fish turns on its side, the body flattens out, 
and the lower eye moves round to the upper side. The flatfish 
is ready to start its bottom-living life!

Green tiger beetle is an efficient 
predator. It chases its prey on long, 
quick legs and with rapid short 
flights across the sand.

Common toad Four-spotted chaser 

Wetland with open water surrounded by marsh

Cuesta landscape
In the southern part of Vendelsö you find a remarkable stone 
landscape. The gneiss has eroded, forming stepped banks 
down to the sea, a so called cuesta landscape. The rocks on 
the shore remind of the stacks on Gotland and Öland. Here 
is also a shore cave, chiselled out by the sea.

Inhabited for millennia
People have lived and worked on Vendelsö for more than 
two thousand years. You find cairns from the Bronze Age 
and hut foundations from the herring-fishing era. During 
the 18th and 19th centuries, the inhabitants gradually 
turned from shipping and fishing to agriculture, as shown by 
the many stone walls and the windmill.

The windmill on Vendelsö

Cuesta landscape

Wide-crowned oaks
Several old oaks grow in the south-eastern part of Vendelsö. 
Their wide crowns indicate that they started life in a land
scape that was more open than today. In future, the area 
around the oaks will be cleared, to ensure that they can 
continue to spread their canopies. A large, free-standing oak 
can be home to many. As the tree becomes older and bigger, 
there will be more and more “tenants”. Many rare guests do 
not move in until the tree is more than 250–300 years old.
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Eelgrass

Eelgrass meadows offer protection for 
fry and small fish. The billowing eelgrass is 
a hiding place for well-camouflaged fish, 
such as broadnose pipefish. 

Not included 
in the nature 
reserve

Broadnosed pipefish 
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