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WHICH FUTURE DO WE NEED TO PLAN FOR?

GLOBALISATION
The production of goods and services is increasingly 
dispersed across countries as multi-national enterprises 
(MNEs) pursue offshore, reshore, and outsource 
activities. Globalisation is expected to continue, and 
rural regions will need to continue to specialise and 
focus on core areas of advantage to compete in the 
global economy. Its effects need to be addressed by 
small and medium-sized towns. In a connected and 
interdependent world, towns are also affected by 
events on the global stage. The structural transition to 
a more knowledge-based economy and the creation of 
global value chains have generally been handled well 
in the Nordic countries. But while globalisation offers 
many opportunities, it also poses a threat to small and 
medium-sized towns. Technological breakthroughs such 
as automation and artificial intelligence, decentralised 
energy generation, and cloud computing will open up 
new production possibilities and transform how we 
access goods and services. This is likely to result in 
labour saving technologies and product innovations in 
forestry, agriculture and so on. 24

URBANISATION
In 2018, 25 % of the Nordic population lived in the 
five largest urban areas.25 As this concentration trend 
continues there is a risk of increased disparities between 
the large city regions and the more remote and sparsely 
populated areas. The socio-economic gap between those 
small and medium-sized towns that are "disconnected», 
and the major cities are already widening, as young and 
educated people leave their home towns to seek better 
opportunities in the big city. As a result, the local labour 
markets can fail to support the economy and basic 
services proximity may be at risk in many small and 
medium-sized towns.

CLIMATE CHANGE AND BIOLOGICAL DIVERSITY
The Nordic countries need to adapt to and mitigate 
consequences of climate change. It is now widely 
recognized that climate change and biodiversity are 
interconnected. Biodiversity is affected by climate 
change, with negative consequences for human well-
being, but biodiversity, through the ecosystem services 
it supports, also makes an important contribution 
to both climate-change mitigation and adaptation. 
Consequently, conserving and sustainably managing 
biodiversity is critical to addressing climate change. 26

While climate change is not restricted to municipal 
boundaries and requires cooperation on international, 
national and regional levels, many of these efforts need 
to be done at local level. The sustainable management of 
natural resources, energy, water and waste is key to the 
transition towards a greener economy. Challenges for 
small and medium-sized towns include the promotion of 
a more circular economy, sustainable modes of transport 

24  OECD (2018). Rural 3.0. A framwork for rural development: https://www.oecd.org/cfe/regional-policy/Rural-3.0-Policy-Note.pdf:p.8
25  Grunfelder J., Rispling L., Norlèn G., (eds.) (2018) State of the Nordic Region 2018, Nordic Council of Ministers
26  Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services: https://www.cbd.int/climate/
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WHAT ISSUES ARE THE DRIVING CHANGE IN THE NORDICS? WHAT ISSUES AND TRENDS INFLUENCE SMALL AND 
MEDIUM-SIZED TOWNS TODAY AND IN THE YEARS TO COME? 

Figure 7: Trends that shape the future
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and increased energy efficiency. The towns also need to 
adapt to the direct impacts of climate change, such as 
flooding, higher sea levels or more frequent heat waves.

DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE
The population in Europe is increasing and ageing. 
Yet small and medium-sized Nordic towns distinguish 
themselves as they often face population decline and 
have a larger share of the ageing population. These 
towns must figure out how to attract and keep young 
people, as well as adapt to the needs of an older 
population. Labour immigration has gradually slowed 
down since 2012, and the decline continued in 2016. 
Immigration increased sharply this year. Numbers 
from 2017 show that immigration from countries with 
conflicts has been significantly reduced from the 
previous year, while immigration from the Nordic and 
Eastern Europe is at the same relatively low level as 
in 2016. Migration of people on the run is unstable, it 
went up greatly in 2015, but since then it has declined 
sharply. The UN says there have been no more refugees 
in the world since World War II. How this will affect 
the Nordic region is uncertain.27 If efforts to integrate 
newcomers into the local societies are successful, this 
offers an opportunity for small and medium-sized towns. 
Should integration efforts fail, it can lead to more divided 
societies and increased tensions between different 
groups.

PUBLIC HEALTH AND WELL-BEING 
The Nordic countries perform very well with respect 
to life expectancy, health and well-being.28 However, 
social inequalities in health is a challenge. Ensuring 
all citizens equal conditions to develop and maintain 
good health and well-being is one of the main future 
challenges. Access to affordable housing, transport, 
education, jobs, public spaces and services is important 
including access to health hospitals, doctors and local 
health clinics. Local governments have a vital role 

among others in promoting physical activity in the daily 
life of citizens. Active living is a way of life integrating 
physical activity into daily routines such as walking 
and bicycling for transportation and using recreational 
facilities. Urbanization combined with a decreasing and 
ageing population in more remote locations leads to a 
potential mismatch between the population’s needs and 
the community’s ability to provide high quality services 
in many small and medium-sized towns.

SOCIAL INEQUALITY
Social and economic factors are closely linked to a 
population’s health and well-being. The risk of exclusion 
and poverty is especially high in regions where structural 
economic change leads to unemployment among less-
educated workers with low salaries or on part-time 
work.29 Other groups at risk are immigrants and people 
without a high school diploma. Due to the income gap, 
excluded groups are often destined to live in areas 
that are segregated from areas where people take full 
part in society. In small and medium-sized towns, such 
spatial segregation is often less prominent compared to 
larger cities, but it still exists. Such social exclusion and 
increasing inequalities are common challenges.

DIGITALISATION
The Nordic countries are already among the most 
connected in the world and their societies have greatly 
benefitted from digitalisation. Yet there is still a need 
for increased access to digital infra-structure and for 
the further development of digital skills. For small and 
medium-sized towns, digital inclusion is an upcoming 
challenge and in towns dominated by labour-intensive 
industries, continued digitalisation and automation 
(i.e., robots taking over physical labour jobs) will lead to 
decreased employment opportunities. At the same time, 
digitalisation offers opportunities to increase public 
services’ efficiency and tackle a declining work force.30

27 Regjeringen (2018). Regionale utviklingstrekk 2018. https://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokumenter/regionale-utviklinstrekk-rut-2018/
id2596450/sec1
28 Helliwell, J., Layard, R., Sachs, J. (2019). World Happiness Report 2019, New York: Sustainable Development Solution Networks
29 Hallonen M., Persson Å., Siebert C., Bröckl M., Vaahtera A., Quinn S., Trimmer C., Isokangas A. (2017), Sustainable Development Action – The 
Nordic way, Nordic Council of Ministers, Tema Nord 2017: 178
30 Eurostat (2018). Sustainable development in the European Union, Monitoring report on progress towards the SDGs in an EU context, European 
Commission. https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3217494/9237449/KS-01-18-656-EN-N.pdf/2b2a096b-3bd6-4939-8ef3-11cfc14b9329

Figure 7: Trends that shape the future
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THE WAY FORWARD 
FIVE DIMENSIONS TO CONSIDER TOWARDS 
ATTRACTIVE AND SUSTAINABLE NORDIC TOWNS

THE OVERALL GOAL OF THIS PROJECT IS TO FIND WAYS TO CREATE ATTRACTIVE AND SUSTAINABLE TOWNS. AS 
PREVIOUSLY ILLUSTRATED, THERE ARE A LOT OF CHALLENGES THAT NEED TO BE SOLVED TO REACH THAT GOAL. IT 
IS ALSO CLEAR THAT A HOLISTIC AND INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACH IS NEEDED, SINCE A TOWN IS NOT A MACHINE 
BUT A SYSTEM FULL OF COMPLEXITY AND INTERDEPENDENCIES. THE FIVE URBAN SUSTAINABILITY DIMENSIONS 
DESCRIBED EARLIER ILLUSTRATE THAT STRATEGIES NEED TO RELATE TO THIS COMPLEXITY AND SOMETIMES 
CONFLICTING GOALS.   

With the adoption of the SDGs, countries, cities and 
smaller towns around the world are turning to the 
question of SDG implementation. How can a Nordic 
town approach the task of becoming both attractive 
and sustainable? For mayors and local leaders who 
are working to improve the quality of life in urban 
environments, the SDGs provide a roadmap for more 
balanced and equitable urban development.31 However, 
achieving this is not easy, in light of the different and 
mutually important dimensions of sustainability and 
future challenges. Based on work done during the 
previous stages of the project project (Attractive Nordic 
Towns), a review of literature, empirical knowledge 
and a dialogue with the towns and ministries involved, 
several approaches have been described. Yet it is hard 
to find an approach that is complete when keeping “a 
model that can be useful for the urban planner” in mind. 
Nor is it straightforward to sort challenges into distinct 
categories.  The approach chosen in this project builds 
on five urban sustainability dimensions inspired by the 
recognised “Reference Framework for Sustainable Cities” 
(RFSC) 32 : Spatial, governance, social, economic and 
environmental dimension strategies. 

The chosen dimensions in the approach guide 
politicians and the urban planner in ensuring that all 
relevant aspects are considered when working with the 
most important challenges of a town. It is not exhaustive, 
but it is a roadmap to assist planners in creating more 
attractive and sustainable Nordic towns. The strategies 
suggested are based on the set of values previously 
described as the Nordic Model and are applicable to both 
types of small and medium-sized towns. 

It is important to be aware that urban development is 
not finite. It is an ongoing process where both focus and 
goals for the development can change over time. It takes 
place in a specific local context. While local strategies 
should be clearly related to the overall goals and adapted 
to a local context, they also need to be flexible enough to 
deal with uncertainty and embrace new opportunities. 

Accompanying the strategies in this chapter are guiding 
questions, relevant SDG indicators based on the report 
“Suggested indicators and toolbox for attractive and 
sustainable Nordic towns and regions” in Appendix 
1, and relevant examples of actions from small and 
medium-sized Nordic towns.

31 The SDG Cities Guide: https://sdgcities.guide/chapter-1-cities-and-a-territorial-approach-to-the-sdgs-22c2660644e3?source=collection_
home---5------3---------------------
32 The Reference Framework for Sustainable Cities (RFSC) is an online toolkit (www.rfsc.eu) for local European authorities that are involved in 
or are willing to start a process of integrated and sustainable urban development. The main objective of the toolkit is to enhance the dialogue 
within a city and with peer cities tackling the same issues all across Europe. 
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SPATIAL DIMENSION STRATEGIES

APPLY A HOLISTIC AND MULTI-SCALE APPROACH
The attractivity of a town is closely linked to its spatial 
dimension. Effective planning ensures long-term 
coordination of land use for infrastructure, social 
activities, businesses and amenities. The holistic 
integration of strategies across different territorial scales 
– regional, district, town, and building – is an important 
success factor. Applying a mixed-use approach on all 
levels increases the flexibility and creates more liveable 
urban environments. 

STRIVE FOR SPATIAL EQUITY 
The economic gap between different groups, and large 
disparities between property prices in different parts 
of a town are major contributors to social segregation. 
To counteract segregation, mixed land use and a mix 
of different housing types and tenure can meet the 
needs of people from different walks of life and social 
groups. Ensuring easy access to services across a town 
further improves living conditions. The ability to obtain a 
good education, regardless of where you live, improves 
opportunities for the young generation.

ENCOURAGE TERRITORIAL RESILIENCE
Resilience is the ability to cope and uphold vital 
functions when disruptions occur. While natural 
disasters are the most common cause of disruption 
and might occur more often in the future, there are 
many other scenarios. The resilience of a town’s spatial 
structures can be improved by ensuring the continuity 
of the functions of a town’s blue and green structures 
during a crisis (e.g., sponge city principles). Crisis 
management plans, education programmes, training, 
and prioritising actions are other measures that serve to 
pre-empt or minimize the risks of disruption.

DEVELOP A SUSTAINABLE MOBILITY SYSTEM
To tackle climate change, the transport sector needs to 
be re-engineered. Together with industry, domestic road 
transport is a main source of CO2 emissions as well as 
air and noise pollution in the Nordic countries. Life in 
small and medium-sized towns is very car dependent 
since their scale often cannot sustain a public transport 
network or park-and-ride solutions. While the frequency, 
availability and CO2 emissions of public transport can 
sometimes be improved for towns that do have a public 
transport network, promoting slow traffic conditions and 
car sharing can be ways to develop a more sustainable 
urban mobility system without reducing accessibility for 
certain areas, social groups, or demographical changes 
(i.e. aging population).

PROMOTE HIGH QUALITY AND MULTI-FUNCTIONALITY 
OF PUBLIC SPACES

Diversity and community. Public spaces are the heart 
of town life. They facilitate “the life between the 
buildings”34 with people-friendly meeting places that 
are open and accessible to all. It is essential that these 
spaces are multi-functional, safe, flexible and adaptable 
to different seasons. During planning, it is important to 
ensure that public spaces are part of an overarching 
network of urban spaces and are interconnected with 
important urban functions (e.g., services, transport 
hubs). This further increases the urban qualities.

PRESERVE AND ENHANCE THE ARCHITECTURAL AND 
CULTURAL HERITAGE 

Architectural and cultural heritage is an important 
marker of a town’s identity and communicates a sense of 
place. Rather than seeing preservation and development 
as opposing concepts those are now seen as one 
where the built heritage and cultural environments are 
increasingly seen as a resource and a driver for urban 
development.35 Preserving architectural and cultural 
heritage, while allowing careful use and transformation, 
contributes to a continuous and active engagement 
with site-specific solutions. Ensuring that towns are 
developed with high architectural qualities in mind 
needs to be one of the main concerns. 
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RESILIENCE
More generally, resilience refers to the “capacity of a 
system to deal with change and continue to develop; 
withstanding shocks and disturbances and using 
such events to catalyze renewal and innovation. 33



31

33 Stockholm Resilience Center (2014) What is Resilience? https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-videos/2011-
12-01-what-is-resilience.html
34 Gehl J. (1996). Livet mellem husene; udeaktiviteter og udemiljøer, Arkitektens Forlag
35 Riksantikvaren. (2017). Strategy for Management of Norwegian Urban Cultural Heritage 2017-2020. Available online at: https://
ra.brage.unit.no/ra-xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/2568021/Riksantikvarens_bystrategi_engelsk.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y .

GUIDING QUESTIONS

      Have relevant SDG targets been integrated     
      into existing development plans and 
      programs?
      Does the urban structure reduce the need for
      car-based mobility?
      Which areas are not considered safe and 
      healthy, and need improvement?
      Is the town’s land-use plan integrated at the regional 

scale? 
Can architectural and cultural heritage be used as a 
driver for urban change and strengthen the identity 
(and attractiveness) of the town?
Do you have a cultural heritage plan?
How do you make tourism more sustainable?
Do you have a municipal strategy?
How do you adapt to climate change?

KEY- AND SURVEY INDICATORS

• Green zones and proximity to recreational areas (p.21 
in Appendix 1)

• Basic services proximity (p.22 in Appendix 1)

• Cultural diversity (p. 23 in Appendix 1)

• Evolution of tourist frequency (p.24 in Appendix 1)

• Climate change adaption (p.36 in Appendix 1)

• Survey: quality of housing (p.38 in Appendix 1)

• Survey: feeling of safety (p.40 in Appendix 1)

• Survey: satisfaction with public spaces (p.44 in 
Appendix 1)

For further information, please look at p.18 in Appendix 
1: How to use the indicators (p.18) and The indicator 
registry (p. 20).

EXAMPLES OF ACTIONS
CULTURAL HERITAGE AS A DRIVER FOR URBAN 
CHANGE
Buildings and the activities that take place in 
the spaces between them make up an important 
element of a town’s identity. In particular, buildings 
that are recognised as significant markers of a 
town’s history may contribute to a unique sense 
of place. These cultural-historical backyards and 
buildings are resources for creating renewed 
activity, especially in areas where buildings are 
empty. The town of Levanger, with its rich timber 
architecture, has gained status as an important 
protected national heritage. The town plans to 
experiment with pop-up activities that help to find 
the right sustainable solutions for central areas of 
the city in close cooperation with relevant owners 
and stakeholders.

INDICATORS EXPLAINED
KEY INDICATOR 
is any group of instruments that together give an 
indication of the state of the social, economical and/
or environmental aspects of a town

SURVEY INDICATORS 
can target specific local issues and can be 
customized to each town’s goals. The result is often, 
but not necessarily, qualitative data. 

GUIDING QUESTIONS 
can help you to identify your organizational 
prerequisites for working on attractiveness and 
sustainability in a holistic way. The guiding questions 
are not indicators per se, nor part of a survey. They 
can help identify in which areas a town and/or 
municipality have made strategic and organizational 
efforts to support the work on sustainable 
development within important subjects which require 
attention. 
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GOVERNANCE DIMENSION STRATEGIES

FOSTER SUSTAINABLE ADMINISTRATION AND 
MANAGEMENT 

Municipalities have multiple roles in the development 
of a town. Their actions are regulated by legislation and 
their procedures have legal consequences, especially 
with respect to zoning plans and building permits, 
and the fact that they are employers for those working 
in public services. In addition, most towns directly 
or indirectly invest money in real estate, through 
ownership of land, schools, social housing and other 
public buildings. Issuing guidelines for sustainable 
management, including acquisition of goods and 
services, helps to increase the demand for sustainable 
products and promote change over time. Beyond their 
legal obligations, municipalities have a fundamental 
role for community development. As the usually largest 
local employer, the municipality can actively mobilise 
the society for development purposes. As a partner the 
municipality can create, foster and/or participate in 
partnerships for change and development. Together with 
other stakeholders, the municipality can make a big 
difference for the development.

INCREASE THE CAPACITY TO ASSESS PROGRESS 
To increase the sustainability and attractivity of a 
town, it is important to identify critical issues and have 
the capacity to monitor progress in order to resolve 
or counteract such issues. Without knowing the 
facts at the point of departure, it is difficult to assess 
which direction development is heading. Only through 
awareness of the town’s CO2 emissions can follow-up 
measures be taken to bring down emissions. The same 
holds true for issues such as demographic and social 
change and efforts to reduce segregation. To make this 
possible, it is valuable to have a comprehensive set of 
statistics and municipalities need to have the expertise 
to interpret it.

INCREASE CITIZEN PARTICIPATION
The transformational change needed to achieve both 
the SDGs and attractivity requires broad-based public 
support and engagement, and a long-term shift in policy 
priorities towards sustainable development.36 Involving 
relevant stakeholders in the planning and development 
is therefore a key to ensuring that desired changes are 
well anchored in the community. To address challenges 
of spatial inequality and inclusion, it is important that 
neighborhoods and localities are represented at the 
local and regional level. Co-creation projects of public 
spaces are good examples of this approach. Sensibly 
using digital tools increases engagement in youth. 

STRENGTHEN PARTNERSHIP AND NETWORKS
Improving the attractivity and sustainability of a town 
demands a holistic approach and working across sector 
boundaries. Partnerships that include both public 
and private stakeholders increase engagement and 
capacity. Academic institutions, private investors, and 
representatives of the civil society can help to implement 
solutions and broaden the impact of measurements. 
This requires disseminating knowledge on the common 
goals that need to be achieved, including the planned 
implementation of the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals on a municipal level. Here sustainability programs 
and training can help. Not least, a very good start is to 
coordinate the municipality’s own activities to achieve 
internal synergies and to provide efficient services and 
support to citizens, businesses and partners.

36 SDG Cities Guide: https://sdgcities.guide/chapter-2-practical-tools-for-getting-started-with-the-sdgs-4b7598170ebf?source=collection_
home---5------4-----------------------
37 Machiavelli N. and Tim Parks (1512), The Prince, Penguin Books Australia
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As Machiavelli once wrote; «And let it be noted that there 
is no more delicate matter to take in hand, nor more 
dangerous to conduct, nor more doubtful in its success, 
than to set up as a leader in the introduction of changes.  
For he who innovates will have for his enemies all those 
who are well off under the existing order of things, and 
only the lukewarm supporters in those who might be 
better off under the new. 37
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GUIDING QUESTIONS

      Have relevant SDG targets been integrated 
      into existing development plans and 
      programs?
      How can the capacity for implementing 
      prioritized actions be increased in the town?
      Is there systematic involvement and 
      participation of citizens, and have 
      marginalized demographic groups and 
      communities been included, allowing them to 
      have a voice in development processes?
      Are processes transparent and is important
      information available for the public and 
      relevant stakeholders?

Is there systematic involvementand participation of 
private stakeholders?

38 Regjeringen (2018). Statusrapportering fra prosjekter i attraktive nordiske byer. https://www.regjeringen.no/no/tema/kommuner-og-

regioner/by--og-stedsutvikling/attraktive-nordiske-byer-/statusrapportering/id2614599/

KEY- AND SURVEY INDICATORS

• Gender equality – the gender wage gap (p.29 in 
Appendix 1)

• Share of population "not in education, employment or 

   training" (p.31 in Appendix 1)

• Voter turnout at municipal elections (p.31 in Appendix 
1)

• Green public procurement (p.33 in Appendix 1)

• Survey: citizen satisfaction with municipal services 
(p.41 in Appendix 1)

EXAMPLES OF ACTIONS
POWER OF YOUTH - EMPOWERING YOUNG PEOPLE
Many small and medium-sized towns strive to attract and keep young people. Many towns lose their young 
citizens to larger cities. Sønderborg and Narvik are no exceptions. Both towns include participative processes as 
an essential part of stimulating population growth, increasing the student population and workforce, as well as 
stimulating innovation and creating more jobs within green businesses. Sønderborg and Narvik have understood 
that encouraging young people to take an active role in the urban transition towards sustainability based on the 
Sustainable Development Goals also requires active involvement from the part of the town. They have therefore 
started developing a methodology on how to empower young people in their communities. Scaling up participation 
of young people by using the Sustainable Development Goals as a common global platform creates the framework 
for co-creating the urban transition and stimulating green business creation. Strengthening the work of youth 
councils through inviting them into the project and working in cooperation with existing youth engagement and 
young entrepreneurship networks helps to build a stronger cooperation between youth and local businesses. This 
ultimately creates potential for stimulating local job creation that is beneficial for all. The methodology will be tested, 
refined, replicated and ultimately scaled up to all Nordic countries. The result will be the creation of a Nordic Charter 
for Youth Empowerment that will be handed over to the United Nations Youth conference late 2019 in New York.

EXAMPLES OF ACTIONS
NORDIC TOOLBOX
In close collaboration with The Norwegian Ministry of 
Climate and Environment, The Norwegian Ministry of 
Health and Care Service and The Norwegian Ministry of 
Local Government and Modernisation, four Nordic towns 
(Akranes, Middelfart, Salo and Växjö) have decided 
to develop a Nordic toolbox that will support and give 
ideas how small- and medium sized cities can transform 
existing, expired business areas into new attractive 
urban areas and thus creating added value to the town to 
ensure liveability and urban life. 38 
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SOCIAL DIMENSION STRATEGIES

STRATEGIC LOCALIZATION OF HOUSING, PUBLIC 
SPACES AND BUILDING
Ensuring a good social mix in neighbourhoods through 
an active housing policy and planning can contribute 
to improved social inclusion and facilitate to a good 
social everyday life. Public space plays a key role in this 
context. Providing affordable housing, particularly in 
attractive areas such as harbour areas or inner towns, 
enable residents regardless of their socio-economic 
background, age or life situation which may contribute to 
social mix. Examples of such measures are the provision 
of housing and public services that meet the needs of 
people entering the housing market or the growing group 
of elderly in all areas of a town.   

PLAN AHEAD TO PROVIDE SUPPLY OF HOUSING FOR 
EVERYONE

Housing strategies need to be based on overarching 
plans that have a holistic, resource-effective and future-
oriented approach. In recent years it has become obvious 
that in small and medium-sized towns, the public sector 
cannot afford to abdicate and leave housing up to the 
“invisible hand of the market”. Brownfield redevelopment 
and urban regeneration, including infill projects, should 
be preferred over greenfield development. Ensuring long-
term affordability for housing and mobility are among 
issues at the core of housing policies. 

PROMOTE HEALTH AND WELL-BEING
Health is unevenly distributed among social groups in 
the population and vary systematically according to the 
level of education, occupation and income. Everybody 
is responsible for their own health. However, lifestyle 
choices such as physical activity and diet are greatly 
influenced by socioeconomic factors not chosen by the 
individual. Proximity to e.g. green spaces is shown to be 
particularly important to children, pregnant, elderly and 
people with limited resources. 39

Research has shown that promoting slow traffic and 
public transport has positive effects on general health. 
When towns become less car dependent they become 
more attractive, safer, kid friendly and more equal. 40

IMPROVED SYSTEM FOR LIFE-LONG LEARNING
Matching skills with job opportunities is considered 
one of the main challenges in small and medium-
sized towns. A town that provides relevant and 
quality education, integration and lifelong learning 
opportunities increases its attractiveness as a business 
destination. Cooperation with academic institutions 
especially combined with a targeted approach to 
establishing knowledge and business clusters, 
has proven successful as a first step to triggering 
development within the creation of green jobs.

PROMOTE CULTURE AND LEISURE OPPORTUNITIES
Culture is a strong contributor to the identity of a city. 
It provides meeting opportunities for different social 
groups and fosters a sense of place. Hence, culture 
should be promoted through integrated cultural 
policies. Leisure activities provide opportunities for 
human interaction, where cooperation between sport, 
leisure and education can contribute to a wide range of 
activities that generate a vibrant atmosphere in small 
and medium-sized towns.

39 WHO Europe (2016). Urban green spaces and health. A review of evidence. WHO Europa, Copenhagen
40 Eckersley R, Dixon J, Matheson Douglas R. (2001), The Social Origins of Health and Well-being, Australian National University 
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41 Bylab Hamar: https://www.bylabhamar.no/

EXAMPLES OF ACTIONS
OPEN SPACE - NEW OPPORTUNITIES
Hamar is situated along the banks of Lake Mjøsa. Current challenges include the (re)generation of a vibrant 
city centre. This requires cooperation between business owners, real estate developers, public authorities and 
the civil society. Giving these groups a place to meet - either a virtual or physical space - can be very effective. 
SmallTownLabs like Hamar’s “Bylab” (2018) establish temporary meeting points, in this case a corner store in 
the central area of town, that provide office space and gathering spaces for smaller and larger audiences. Most 
importantly, a town lab like ByLab, is a display of ongoing urban development processes and a physical place 
where different stakeholders can meet, discuss and turn to questions. Access to key personnel, as well as good 
and open information is seen as a key component in improving the dialogue between stakeholders. ByLab hosts 
the manager for the inner-city district as well as the municipal project manager and a representative from the 
planning authority.41 Bringing these actors together in a physical space improves cooperation and access to 
stakeholders and is expected to improve coordination between stakeholders and allow for a high degree of citizen 
participation in urban planning.

GUIDING QUESTIONS

      Have relevant SDG targets been integrated
      into existing development plans and 
      programs?
      Are major barriers for health and well-being
      identified?
      What can be done to nurture the values of 
      being welcoming and inclusive?
      Does the housing supply provide enough
      affordable housing for all groups?
      Are your citizens satisfied?

KEY- AND SURVEY INDICATORS

• Green zones and recreational areas proximity (p.21 in 
Appendix 1)

• Cultural diversity (p.23 in Appendix 1)

• Evolution of tourist frequency (p.24 in Appendix 1)

• Life expectancy (p.25 in Appendix 1)

• Gender equality – the gender pay gap (p.30 in 
Appendix 1)

• NEET share of population (p.30 in Appendix 1)

• Survey: Quality of housing (p.38 in Appendix 1)

• Survey: Self-assessed general state of health (p.39 in 
Appendix 1)

• Survey: Feeling of safety (p.40 in Appendix 1)

• Survey: Satisfaction with cultural activities (p.43 in 
Appendix 1)

• Survey: Satisfaction with public spaces (p.44 in 
Appendix 1)
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ECONOMIC DIMENSION STRATEGIES

STIMULATE GREEN GROWTH AND THE CIRCULAR 
ECONOMY

Current consumption practices lead to a large amount 
of waste and an inefficient use of resources. A shift to 
a circular economy is thus necessary to successfully 
implement the shift towards green growth. Towns 
have a key role in achieving this shift through green 
procurement and setting clear targets for their 
community through fiscal and knowledge-based 
incentives.

PROMOTE INNOVATION AND SMART CITIES’ SOLUTIONS
“Smart” urban development means to use the available 
resources more efficiently. Smart” does not necessarily 
mean technology, but new technologies and data can 
facilitate good decision making, which can result in 
reduced use of energy, more optimised mobility systems 
etc. 

“Smart” in many cases requires a good deal of 
innovation. Building capacity through partnerships with 
local stakeholders is thus one of the main tasks that 
small and medium-sized towns need to invest in.

ENSURE CONNECTIVITY
Connectivity, either through physical communication or 
personal networks, is key to the economic success of 
small and medium-sized towns. Transport infrastructure, 
especially long-distance rail systems, creates links 
to regional and global markets. Access to high-speed 
internet is not only a factor in the digital age but a 
prerequisite to reduction of physical travel and the 
establishment of networks that can foster the exchange 
of ideas and information.

DEVELOP EMPLOYMENT AND A RESILIENT LOCAL 
ECONOMY

Small and medium-sized towns face with the risk of local 
economic shocks, especially when dependent on a small 
number of employers. Although a difficult challenge in 
many places, developing a more resilient local economy 
is necessary to secure long-term stability. Policies for 
supporting local entrepreneurship and start-ups can be 
a good starting point.

ENCOURAGE SUSTAINABLE PRODUCTION AND 
CONSUMPTION

Many products and services are unsustainable as their 
manner of production harms the local environment and 
sometimes even entire communities. Green procurement 
and the promotion of environmentally sustainable food, 
products and services are necessary steps to ensure 
the long-term attractivity and sustainability of small 
and medium-sized towns. Here, the role of the building 
industry, which is one of the main CO2 sources should 
not be forgotten.

FOSTER COOPERATION AND INNOVATIVE 
PARTNERSHIPS

Cooperation beyond administrative and sector 
boundaries is needed to ensure a wider and more 
positive impact on the economic system of a town. 
Private-public partnerships and the participation 
of civil society ensures that stakeholders in urban 
development can benefit from cooperation, co-creation 
and innovation. 

STRIVE FOR AN EXCELLENT BUSINESS CLIMATE
All business is local. Close interaction and dialogue 
between the public and private sectors improve mutual 
understanding of both opportunities and challenges. 
Such communication and understanding is the 
foundation of a good business climate. It makes a place 
more attractive to invest in and encourages businesses 
to participate in community development.

INCREASE COMPETITIVENESS THROUGH SMART 
SPECIALIZATION

Just as business is local, so are the preconditions for 
business development. Hence, “one size fits all” types 
of policies for business development cannot be applied 
in all small and medium sized towns. Local business 
development policies need to be “place based” and 
founded on a solid analysis of the local context. The 
aim should be to build on local strengths with focus on 
innovation and value chain creation to enhance smart 
specialisation.
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EXAMPLES OF ACTIONS
NEW JOBS - NEW NEIGHBOURHOODS - NEW IDENTITY
Like many small and medium-sized towns, the Finnish town of Salo has largely been dependent on one industry: 
the production of mobile phones. The rapid decline of the industry, due to relocalisation and technological 
changes, forced the town to confront new challenges. It was necessary to transform and reinvent parts of the city 
and connect them to the existing city centre. In this respect Salo is representative of many small and medium-
sized towns that thrive by decreasing their vulnerability to a non-diversified job market, while simultaneously 
building a more livable town. Working holistically on these issues to use the upgrade of the built environment as 
an opportunity to attract the right people and business is seen as an important strategic move.

GUIDING QUESTIONS

      Have relevant SDG targets been integrated 
      into existing development plans and 
      programs?
      Do you listen to, and have an active dialogue 
      with the business community in the town?
      Is the town a business-friendly municipality?
      Are a range of businesses encouraged?
      How can knowledge transfers between 
      different business sectors be encouraged?
      Who can be a strong partner that helps to 
      innovate and improve performance?

How do you implement SDGs goals in your local 
town?
Do you have sustainable tourism?
How do you adapt to climate change?

KEY- AND SURVEY INDICATORS

• Basic services proximity (p.22 in Appendix 1)

• Evolution of tourist frequency (p.24 in Appendix 1)

• Gender equality -the gender pay gap (p.30 in Appendix 
1)

• NEET share of population (p.31 in Appendix 1)

• Gross regional product – GRP/Capita (p.32 in Appendix 
1)

• Share of green public procurement (p.34 in Appendix 1)

• Employment rate (p.34 in Appendix 1)

• Knowledge intensive activities (p.35 in Appendix 1)

• Net migration rate (p.37 in Appendix 1)

• Survey: citizen satisfaction with cultural activities 
(p.43 in Appendix 1)

OPPORTUNITIES FOR ALL 
On the labour market, and often further emphasised 
in medium-sized and small towns, there is a risk for 
a mismatch between the labour force and the needs 
of businesses. In times of change and with a more 
knowledgebased economy, this risk increases. One 
remedy is to make sure that the entire labour force can 
be utilised. This inclusion of “vulnerable groups” such as 
immigrants, young people without adequate education 

or making it possibly for pensioners to continue to work 
according to their ability is very important. It is also 
important to tackle parts of the labour market that are 
usually employing almost exclusively men or women. 
In that case efforts towards a more gender equality are 
important.  A high employment rate contributes not only 
to opportunities for all but also to lower costs for social 
services and unemployment support.
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ENVIRONMENTAL DIMENSION STRATEGIES

MITIGATE CLIMATE CHANGE
Promote energy efficient buildings and other measures 
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions in different sectors.

PROTECT, RESTORE AND ENHANCE BIODIVERSITY AND 
ECOSYSTEMS

Pollution and “land grab” endanger ecosystems and 
habitats. Increased use of environmental impact 
assessments and active restoration of habitats are 
two ways forward. Ensuring a good blue and green 
structure that also plays different functions in the urban 
environment is a prerequisite when planning attractive 
towns.

REDUCE POLLUTION
Pollution is a threat to health and well-being, even in 
the Nordic countries with their strict requirements, 
monitoring systems and enforcement. Lately, the use of 
plastics has become a matter of concern. It will likely 
become important to monitor plastics use.

ADAPT TO CLIMATE CHANGE
Rising sea levels and more common extreme weather 
conditions will put existing urban structures under 
pressure. Raising awareness of climate change and 
taking appropriate measures based on a strategic plan 
for climate change, as well as developing an integrated 
crisis management plan are important measures. 

MANAGE NATURAL RESOURCES SUSTAINABLY AND 
PREVENT WASTE

Too often, natural resources in products that could be 
put to new uses at the end of the product’s life end up 
as waste. Measures to sort, reuse, recycle and upcycle 
contribute to a more effective management of natural 
resources. Introducing sustainable practices with a 
lifecycle perspective in all industries is an important 
step in small and medium-sized towns, in cooperation 
with the private sector.

PROTECT, PRESERVE AND MANAGE WATER 
RESOURCES

Ensuring good water quality is one of the prerequisites 
for healthy environments. The Nordic countries have a 
very high standard in this area. Protecting wetlands, 
river basins and shore landscapes is part of the overall 
integrated land use plan for small and medium-sized 
towns.

Extreme weather conditions increase the need to handle 
large volumes of surface water in a short span of time. 
Designing surface water retention (sponge city) as 
part of landscaping and infrastructure is an effective 
approach
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EXAMPLES OF ACTIONS
WATER AS THE WAY TO GO
The coming consequences of climate change require that towns quickly adapt their built environment, and that 
we generally move to a more sustainable approach to building and using cities. The Danish town of Middelfart 
has implemented in their city. One of many actions is the introduction of rain water retention systems, which have 
the double benefit of reducing flooding, and providing water to maintain the town’s green areas. Concrete design 
proposals are made for different areas of the town depending on their potential. These measures have contributed 
to increasing the town’s blue-green structures and thus contribute to the overall well-being of the inhabitants. 
Middelfart leads the way for other small and medium-sized towns, showing how to successfully act for climate 
adaption. 

GUIDING QUESTIONS

      Have relevant SDG targets been integrated
      into existing development plans and programs
      Does the town have an integrated plan for 
      climate adaption?
      Are hazardous zones mapped and is the 
      information easily available for planning 
      processes?
      Does the town have clear requirements for 
      water management?
      Is biodiversity considered in all cases?
      Are important natural resources protected?

Do you have sustainable tourism?
Is your town energy efficient?
How do you adapt to climate change?

KEY- AND SURVEY INDICATORS

• Green zones and recreational areas proximity (p.21 in 
Appendix 1)

• Municipal waste (p.28 in Appendix 1)

• Ecosystems services (p.29 in Appendix 1)

• Green public procurement (p.33 in Appendix 1)

• Climate change adaption (p.36 in Appendix 1)

• Survey: satisfaction with public spaces (p.44 in 
Appendix 1)
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