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Scandinavian Regions Strive for Strong Regional Level 

Administrative Reform Processes and Have Different Outcomes 

AER Seminar on Regionalism in Scandinavia

Europe Day, Hamar, 9th May 2007

Executive Summary

Scandinavian Regions are currently facing major changes such as the restructuring of their size and the redistribution of responsibilities between the national, regional and local level of government. While the Regions of Scandinavia seem to be united in their objective to establish a strong regional level, their approaches and outcomes differ from country to country. Changing the political system in Scandinavian countries is an issue that has been addressed intensively over the past years for a number of reasons. For instance, there is a need for a more efficient system in order to achieve growth and development in a globalized world, but also to meet the needs of an ageing society. Experts from Denmark, Sweden, Finland and Norway presented the regional reform process in their countries at the AER Seminar on Regionalism in Scandinavia on May 9th 2007. The seminar was proceeded by the AER Bureau and a meeting of the Institutional Affairs Committee. 

Denmark has concluded its reform process while Sweden, Finland, and Norway are still debating.

Discussions about how and when to reform the political system of the Scandinavian countries have been ongoing for a couple of years, with some countries such as Denmark having already concluded their reform while others continue to debate. Denmark’s quick reform, which began in 2004 and was finished in early 2007, was made possible not only by the small size of the country (5.5 million inhabitants as well as small territory), but also by the desire to give employees security as quickly as possible. Finland, on the contrary, has only recently started its process with a regional pilot project in the region of Kainuu (100.000 inhabitants), set up in January 2005 and lasting until 2012. The project serves as a national laboratory to determine if a third level of government is possible and how it would function.
 In Sweden, discussions on regionalisation have been ongoing since the sixties. Since then, 10 major reports have been issued, all concluding that a new regional level between the nation state and local authorities would be very useful. And finally, the Norwegian government passed a White Paper to the Norwegian Parliament in December 2006 in order to initiate a principal discussion of regional administrative responsibilities, financing of the regional level, and the introduction of a new regional administrative territorial division. In 2010, the new regional reform will be implemented. 

The territorial size of the regions is one major point of discussion.

One major issue in the institutional restructuring process is the question of what ideal size a region should maintain in order to deliver services efficiently and effectively and to remain as connected to the citizens as possible.  

In Denmark municipalities were grouped together, and the number of regions was reduced from 14 to 5. In Sweden, two regions, Västra Götaland and Skåne, have been established and serve as today’s regional models. When Västra Götaland and Skåne were created, a political will existed among political parties. The strong demand from local municipalities created a brief window of opportunity for their establishment. However, Swedish popular thinking also urges that “small is beautiful”, meaning that in an ideal democracy, the size should be fairly limited in order to maintain a strong connection with the citizens. Regionalism is regarded as an elitist project, thus making it difficult to involve citizens. In Finland, the question of size has not yet been addressed whereas the Norwegian government leaves the decision for the regions to negotiate. Thus, they have the option to stick to their current size or merge with neighboring regions. In the end, Norway might have between 7 or 19 regions, or the two-level governance system.

The allocation of responsibilities of the regions differs from country to country.

The distribution of competences vary from country to country. Swedish Regions for example consider health issues as one of the most important responsibilities while Norwegian regions decided to transfer them to the national level in 2001.

Another example concerns the budget of a region. While the Swedish regions, Västra Götaland and Skåne have the right for taxation, the pilot region in Kainuu in Finland is assigned a budget from the national government. This system is similar to the regions in Denmark where the national level, jointly with the municipalities, sets the budget for the regions and decides in which areas the money should be spent. 

Presentation of the speakers can be found on the AER Webpage. 

� Kainuu Region was chosen as a pilot region for regional self-government thanks to its clear regional identity - contrary to other finish regions- and in order to find a way to tackle challenges like e.g. a declining population or the lack of entrepreneurship. Objectives are among others to obtain experiences on the strengthening of regional self-government, e.g. organising basic services, citizen participation and relations between the governmental and regional administration.
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