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A new wave of reforms sweeping

over the Nordic countries?
By Lisbeth Greve Harbo

Municipal reforms are gaining political momentum in the Nordic
countries, which all face great social changes. Some countries
have already pushed their reforms through; others are still strugg-
ling with decisions on the matter. Finland has failed after several
years of trying to implement a renewed reform process. Norway is
in the midst of such a process, and Greenland is reconsidering the
reform it undertook in 2009. In this issue of Nordregio News, we
review current initiatives on municipal reforms in the Nordic countri-
es. What exactly is happening now, and why?

This millennium has witnessed a Finland have experienced mergers of

countries?

number of initiatives and reform at-
tempts. In the past decade, Denmark
and Greenland have made coura-
geous decisions that have resulted in
a drastic reduction in the number of
municipalities. There have also been
changes at the regional level in Swe-
den and Denmark. During the same
period, Iceland, the Faroe Islands and

several municipalities as outcomes
of voluntary local negotiations.

Reflecting changing societies

The need for reform and the real-
location of tasks to the municipal
level are derived from two major
challenges that the Nordic countries »
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» have in common. These are: 1) pressure
on the welfare system as a result of an ag-
ing population, which increases demand
for public services while the tax base may
simultaneously be eroding, and 2) wider
functional labour markets, where new
mobility patterns extend beyond munici-
pal limits, for example expanded markets
and changed commuting patterns.

Considerations regarding the appro-
priate administrative structure reflect the
changing needs of society. Urban struc-
ture has changed, as have the needs and
expectations regarding public service
provision, and technology has changed
the position of public administration.
Obviously, there are also economic fac-
tors: a desire to cut administration costs
by consolidating tasks into fewer units, or
a re-evaluation of the size of the tax base
necessary to carry out those tasks.

In all Nordic countries, these trends
are translated into a need for larger munic-
ipal units, because a common argument
for municipal mergers is that provision of
public welfare services is more efficient in
larger municipalities that better reflect the
current everyday lives of the citizens.

Larger units, greater efficiency?

Increased efficiency and improved service
co-ordination is thus a primary expected
outcome of mergers. While the argument
for a larger-scale economy is that larger
units can provide better and cheaper ser-
vices, an open question in this respect
concerns the time frame for this expected
return. The restructuring process itself
would increase costs for a period before
overall costs could be reduced. Moreover,
the transition phase for institutions, prac-
tices and procedures requires time and
potentially extra resources before the pay-
off becomes visible. Thus, the economic
argument for enlarging the municipali-
ties is of a strategic and long-term nature.
Another strategic argument for larger
municipalities is their potential for plan-
ning regional development and economic
growth. Larger units are perceived to have
the resources necessary to implement the
strategic development required in an era
of globalization, urbanization and ex-

panded labour markets. The basic argu-
ment is that larger units have more power
and capacity to implement coherent plans
for a larger area. This argument links back
to the enlarged everyday geographical
range of businesses and citizens, both of
which benefit from large-scale planning.

Larger units, weaker democracy?

A final argument in the pan-Nordic de-
bates concerns democracy, which has
been advanced both for and against merg-
ers of administrative units. One aspect of
the democracy argument is the represen-
tation of citizens in the political system.
Mergers of administrative units under the
political control of municipal councils
would obviously diminish the number
of elected politicians from each locality.
However, in a well-conducted reform of
the whole country, this should not cause
a democratic problem in terms of repre-
sentation (i.e. the number of councils and
thus council members would be reduced
for all citizens). The other aspect of either
increased or diminished distance between
the municipal authority and the citizens is
less clear. According to the democracy ar-
gument, the closer to the citizen the deci-
sions are taken, the better the citizen’s op-
portunities to be and feel involved. Thus,
this argument supports maintaining small
municipalities. However, the same point
can also be made in favour of municipal
mergers, as fewer larger units allow ad-
ministrative tasks to be shifted from the
regional or state level to the local level.
Thus, larger units can actually bring tasks
closer to citizens.

Process is the key

The political and public debate on re-
forms reveals several concerns. One is the
final outcome of a restructuring process.
Which municipalities will be merging?
What will be the effect on the interlinkages
with neighbouring municipalities, and
how will the decreasing number of units
modify the political landscape?

However, a more controversial issue is
the process itself. How would the reform
be carried out? This requires decisions on »
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Nordic regional and municipal divsions according to pan-European administrative nomenclature

Similar to Nomenclature of Territorial

Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics (NUTS) Units for Statistics (SNUTS)
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D Commonly used regional division in national context
D Commonly used local (municipal) division in national context
The Nordic countries share a common structure of regions and municlpalities. In a European context,

however, the commonly used administrative divisions in the Nordic countries slightly diverge, especially in
the case of Denmark and Iceland. Source: NSIs, Eurostat, ESPON

time frames, scope for influence and dis-
cussion before the decision, inclusion of
various parties and actors, and the need
for a referendum. Of course, the options
for managing these restructuring pro-
cesses are conditional upon national leg-
islation and political culture. These fun-
damental aspects aside, there is an almost
unlimited number of possibilities for
designing a restructuring process. These
range all the way from top-down deci-
sions mainly implemented by the lower
administrative tiers under strong finan-
cial incentives to purely voluntary nego-
tiations with the main units to be merged.

However, it is interesting to note that
the arguments are unidirectional: they
are only in favour of larger and thus fewer
units. There is no proposal to increase the
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number of administrative units, with the
exception of current debate in Greenland,
which has the potential to become an
exception to the rule.

This brings us to the final question in
this introductory article, namely whether a
completed reform process would mark an
end to the restructuring debate? This has
not been the case in the Nordic countries.
Even a final decision for a full reform pro-
cess entails compromises. The reform in
Denmark, which is the best example of a
completed process in the Nordic countries,
still has the potential for further mergers
between municipalities that were not part
of the 2007 reform. Even the potential for
the complete abolition of the regional level
of government in Denmark is mentioned
in political debates from time to time.

SEPTEMBER 2015



Iceland leads the way

By Stefania Traustadottir

The autonomy of municipalities is rooted in the human rights chapter of
the Icelandic constitution. This legal article protects the citizens’ right
to exercise control over issues that concern them. Thus, it secures the
existence of Icelandic municipalities, as this fundamental status must be
considered in decisions on whether and how existing structures should be
changed. It has an enormous influence on the development of Icelandic

municipalities.

Two systematic attempts at reform have
been made in recent times, in 1993 and
2005. The government and the Associa-
tion of Local Authorities in Iceland have
pushed for mergers of municipalities;
it is argued that larger municipalities
would have greater administrative capac-
ity. During these two reform processes,
the municipalities were given a new area
of responsibility: elementary schools in
1996 and the care for disabled in 2011.
Residents voted on a potential municipal
merger in both 1993 and 2005, and as a
result, the number of municipalities was
halved over 12 years. Despite this signifi-
cant decrease in numbers, there has been
no significant change in the relative scale
of municipalities. That assessment is sup-
ported by the fact that many of them have
very small populations: 26 municipali-
ties have fewer than 500 residents each,
whereas 93% of the population live in 33
municipalities that have more than 1000
residents each.

Positive assessment of previous
mergers

When the mergers were evaluated in
2010, it was concluded that it would not
be sensible for the government to push for
further mergers of municipalities as it had
in 1993 and 2005. Another interesting
finding was that all representatives from
municipalities that had been involved in
the reform praised the project and con-
cluded that their municipalities were
stronger than before. Especially positive
results were found in relation to efficient
management, better service and stronger
finances.

The evaluation report suggests four
ways of making the municipal level

more efficient. One way is to enforce a
minimum population. The second way
is to create service regions by moving
services from the national level to the
municipalities, which can manage the
service area in co-operation without
having to merge. The third way is to
focus on the development of service
areas and call for government regulation
of size and boundaries. The fourth way
is for municipalities to co-operate in
both traditional and new ways without
governmental interference.

Some of these suggestions have
been adopted in recent decades as the
municipalities have taken on new tasks; the
municipalities are now fewer and generally
larger, and their administrative demands
have intensified. Financial success has
progressed from words into reality.

In recent years, the discussion about
transferring tasks from the government
to the municipalities has involved more
layers of administration, and the idea of
interregional municipal co-operation in
particular has been on the agenda. Thisidea
is aimed at strengthening the municipal
level through increased decentralization
without the need to merge municipalities,
trusting that it will be beneficial for the
residents and the private sector. The goal
could well be reached with increased
co-operation between municipalities and
regions rather than by further mergers of
municipalities.

The next major task is the planned
transfer of elderly care, and the transfer
of the entire health-care sector has been
discussed. There is great willingness for
and interest in further co-operation and
transfers of tasks that were formerly the
government’s responsibility. One example

are the contracts between regional actors »
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and the government to organise public
transportation in their areas.

Ways to improve local government

The Minister of the Interior has proposed
that a working group would be appointed
during the fall 2015 to further strengthen
the municipality level. The proposal sug-
gests that the working group would come
up with an action plan for the next 10 - 12

years. The objectives in the plan include
ways to improve cooperation, decentrali-
zation, resident involvement and quality
and diversity in public services. The plan
also includes a new legal framework on
public finances, as well as the development
of information technology to provide new
tools and opportunities for public adminis-
tration. The preparations are well on the way
and the appointment of a working group is
likely to happen in the fall 2015.

References:

Icelandic constitution 1.
paragraph of section 78.

What are the benefits and disadvantages of the reform in Blondués? Is it a good opportu-
nity to rethink the municipal structure or an unnecessary process?

“It is important to reform municipalities. We need stronger entities to provide basic services for
the population, such as education and social services. In my region, there are now four munici-
palities where there used to be ten. | believe that they should be merged into one municipality
because the existing level of co-operation has been insufficient. Sometimes the partnerships
are difficult, and the overall interests tend to be unclear because of the limited interests of the
local politicians.”

Do you think it will affect the sense of local democracy and the sense of belonging to a
place?

“I believe that merging municipalities has positive effects on democracy. The fear of losing control
stands in the way of changes, even though control has already been removed in co-operation
between municipalities. In such co-operative arrangements, the power has often been handed to
one person who receives a kind of absolute power that is a long way from democracy.”

Valgardur Hilmarsson
has been Mayor for 38
years first starting in a
small municipality. After
the mergers he continued
as a Mayor of the bigger
municipality.
In your opinion, what are the consequences of the reform for the people in terms of
public services?
“When units become large, you also have to make sure that all areas can flourish. | admit
that this varies, but scepticism is probably a more serious issue where smaller communities
tend to be suspicious of the larger ones. The smaller communities have often settled for fewer
services, but when the municipalities are reformed, the demands increase. The demands can
at some point become unreasonable because the same level of service can never be provided
everywhere. It is only natural that the service level is not the same in a remote valley as in
urban areas, and that cannot be called discrimination. When it comes to the local economy, the
pre-merger structure of the municipalities dictates the financial synergies. Management will be
more efficient and focused after the reform, and | believe that the interaction and communica-
tion with the government will become more successful with larger units.”
One of the municipalities’ greatest challenges is managing schools. The minimum number
of diverse services is different; a child welfare committee cannot be operated for fewer than
1500 people, and services for the disabled are planned to cover areas with at least 8000 in-
habitants. Size preferences for different services make things complicated where there may be
a number of smaller municipalities involved. Maybe there would be less complexity with fewer
and larger units.”

What message would you like to send to the government?

“Currently there is no pressure from the government for further mergers. Waiting for something
to happen is too expensive, and further merging of municipalities is one of the most important
steps for the nation as a whole.”




Norway: steps on the path to reforms

By Terje Kaldager

In Norway, the most recent municipal reform took place more than 50 years
ago. Since then, the municipalities have increased their responsibility port-
folios with new tasks delegated by the government, while the government
has strengthened its control. The municipalities have reacted to the in-
creased workload by managing more of their tasks through intermunicipal
co-operation. In this context, the time for municipal reform may have come.

Change is on the way

The Norwegian reform process is at the
beginning of a long road, but hopefully
not a rocky one. The two governing po-
litical parties have made the following
statement on the inaugural agreement
between them:

“...the government will carry out
municipal reform, and the neces-
sary parliamentary decisions must
be made in the coming parliamen-
tary period.... The government
will go through the tasks of the
county municipalities, the county
governors and central government
in order to delegate more tasks and
authority to the municipalities”

The basic goal for the government is
similar to that of other Nordic countries:
to transfer power and responsibility to
municipalities that are larger and there-
by more robust. They share the same
fear of weakened democracy, and of de-
cision-making escaping further from lo-
cal control. There are challenges related
to demographic development, welfare
services, competences and the ability to
develop local communities that function
well and are attractive. At the same time,
one of the main principles is to provide
citizens with good and equal services
wherever they live. The government
stresses the importance of the size and
capacity of the municipal administration
to secure the quality of the services.

How to divide tasks?

There are three political levels in Nor-
way: the central government, 18 coun-
ties and 428 municipalities. In 2014, the
government decided to embark on a

path of reform (Proposal on Municipal
Economy 2015). However, Parliament
is concerned about forcing a change;
the municipalities participating in lo-
cal mergers should do so voluntarily. A
precondition was that the government
should also undertake the tasks con-

Terje Kaldager is senior
adviser in the Norwegian
Ministry of Local Govern-
ment and Modernisation with
focus in regional planning and
development and coordinated
housing, transport and land
use planning. He has worked
several years in the county

ducted at the regionally elected level.
An expert committee appointed by

administration of Vestfold.

You can reach Terje at:

the government made three recommen-

Tore Nysater has been
Mayor since 2011, and
wishes to continue four
more years after the
upcoming election. He
came to Narvik 21 years
ago to work as a teacher
in secondary school
while being able to ski
as much as possible.
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What are the benefits and disadvantages of the
reform in Narvik?

“The benefits of the reform are better planning and
better tools for developing businesses. The reform

will become a disadvantage if we do not use modern
technology to bring municipal services closer to
everybody, especially those in the more remote areas.
Narvik started well by being the first Nordic municipality
to be allowed to use sky storage with our transfers to
the Google App as a work platform.”

Will the reform affect the sense of belonging to a
place?

“| believe that the sense of belonging to a place will not
diminish with the reform. It is said that the Irish have never
been as proudly Irish as they have been since joining the
EU.”

What are the consequences for the people in terms
of public services?

“There will be more effective and stronger planning,
more opportunities for better services for the smaller
municipalities if they join a larger new one today. It

is also an opportunity to create new borders that are
better suited to where people live, work and travel. If
we use the full potential of technology, we will bring the
municipality closer to the inhabitants and free funds for
better services.”

What is the greatest local challenge?
“How to attract more businesses. \We need better planning
and tools for that.”




» dations regarding the municipal structure
of the future, given the tasks municipali-
ties have today:

o The minimum size of a Norwegian munic-
ipality should be between 10,000 and 20,000
inhabitants

« There should be a special focus on munici-
pal mergers in urban areas with a common
labour and housing market

o The government must relax its control and
put more emphasis on strengthening local
democracy.

The government has received these
recommendations and  commented
that because of the varied geography of
Norway it is not feasible to impose strict
rules for the population size of the new
municipalities. In June 2015, Parliament
discussed the matter again (Parliamen-
tary Report Meld St. 14 (2014-2015)
and Parliamentary proposition Prop.
121 S (2014-2015)). Once again, Parlia-
ment stated that there should be three
political levels in Norway, and the tasks
should be conducted at the lowest effec-
tive level. The government should have
responsibility for tasks that are conducted
nationwide. Accordingly, tasks involving
local knowledge and initiatives should be
conducted at the local or regional level,
and tasks delegated to the regional level
should be more clearly linked to the role
of the regional community developer.
This could include provision of services
to citizens.

Currently, investigations and discus-
sions are taking place between neigh-
bouring municipalities and counties
aiming to reach decisions on mergers
before May 2016. A survey conducted in
2015 by a national newspaper (Dagens
neeringsliv) shows that eight municipali-
ties have decided not to participate in
any mergers, three municipalities have
decided to merge, eleven municipalities
have begun preliminary discussions and
62 municipalities have entered negotia-
tions, while 344 are in an appraisal phase.

Reassessment

The government has initiated internal

processes to reassess the distribution of
responsibilities across administrative
levels in Norway (e.g. responsibilities for
tasks, and for the financing of childcare,
the police force, road building and main-
tenance). The government has suggested
transferring more tasks to the municipali-
ties from several service fields, presup-
posing that such transfers will occur only
if the municipalities merge into larger and
more robust units. The government has
determined two conditions for transfer-
ring tasks in secondary education and
public transport to the largest municipali-
ties (these tasks are presently undertaken
by the counties):

o Large municipalities and their con-
stitutive functional areas must have suffi-
cient capacity and competence to manage
the tasks

« In areas outside a large municipality,
the task must be managed in a way that
ensures a level of services equal to that in
the rest of the county. Population size and
geographical distances will be important
in these cases.

Parliament has asked the government
to investigate the tasks for a new region-
ally elected level of government. Regional
planning will be an important tool for
authorities acting as regional community
developers.

The way forward

In the summer of 2015, the government
invited counties to consult with neigh-
bouring counties concerning mergers.
Regional decisions concerning county
mergers are expected by autumn 2016,
so that this process can catch up with the
merger process for the municipalities.
Municipality and county structures must
be mutually calibrated.

The government intends that par-
liamentary decisions on municipal and
regional reform will be made simultane-
ously in the spring of 2017. Then, elec-
tions for new municipalities and new
regions could be held in the autumn of
2019, and the reform would come into full
effect from January 1, 2020. m
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reform of 2011 fail?
By Siv Sandberg

A decision by the Finnish government on 19th August 2015
marked the end of a fruitless four-year attempt to bring about an
extensive reform of municipal boundaries. The aim of the reform
was to strengthen the ability of local authorities to perform their
legal obligations. Even after voluntary amalgamations, reducing
the number of local authorities from 452 in the year 2000 to 317
today, the median size of a Finnish municipality is no more than
6,600 inhabitants. While these relatively small local authorities bear
heavy responsibilities for education and social and health care, the
system capacity of the local government sector has been a long-
term concern of national politicians.

According to a recent government
decision, municipalities are no longer
obliged to investigate future amalga-
mations with their neighbours. The
government will stimulate voluntary
amalgamations among municipali-
ties, but will no longer seek a national
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reform of local boundaries. However,
other plans of Prime Minister Sipild’s
cabinet, appointed in May 2015, may
involve dramatic changes to Finnish
local government. Nevertheless, the
return of the amalgamations initiative

to local decision-makers marks a re- »

NOSSNVF SINNVHOFr /940'N3AY¥ON:3I0dN0S



» turn to policies implemented before 2005.

Why was the amalgamation reform
initiated by the former Prime Minister
Jyrki Katainen’s cabinet in 2011 unsuc-
cessful? A number of points related to the
reform scheme and process can be identi-
fied.

Timing and sequence

Prime Minister Katainen’s amalgamation
reform was the second such initiative. In
the preceding five years (2006-2011), lo-
cal authorities had engaged in voluntary
amalgamations and in the founding of
new intermunicipal agencies responsible
for social and health care. The results of
the voluntary reform were mixed, ranging
from very radical amalgamations to inac-
tion. Furthermore, the voluntary reform
scheme did not include any measures to
discipline veto players, which in some re-
gions created peculiar solutions dictated
by the most reluctant partners. However,
it is unfair to deem the first reform un-
successful, as political rhetoric in the
wake of the 2011 parliamentary elections
did. Among local decision-makers, this
rhetoric created a spirit of rebellion. The
government had hardly presented the first
outline of the new reform in 2011 before
the “municipal uprising’, led by a number
of mayors, took place. This uprising af-
fected the political climate surrounding
the reform in subsequent years.

Unclear policy preferences
within the cabinet

While most parties agree on the need for
reform, there is a basic disagreement con-
cerning methods and sequence. One ba-
sic difference concerns whether to reform
municipal borders first, equipping local
authorities to manage their responsibili-
ties for social and health care, or to reform
health care structures first and decide on
the need for amalgamations in the longer
term. Even if “municipal boundaries first”
was the official goal of the Katainen cabi-
net, the six parties in the cabinet articu-
lated different preferences concerning the
sequence by which this would occur. To
local decision-makers, this appeared to
be a mix of signals, and parallel reform
strategies undermined trust in the central
government, paralyzing local reform ac-
tivities (Stenvall et al. 2015).

Change of incentive structures

While the first phase of the reform (2006-
2011) placed a high value on multiple
reform strategies and stimulated inter-
municipal co-operation alongside amal-
gamations, the aim of the 2011 reform
was to narrow the number of alternatives,
and to guide the outcomes of local pro-
cesses more thoroughly than the previous
government had. A number of municipal-
ities that were front-runners during the
first phase of the reform faced a situation
where doing “everything right” turned
out to be doing “everything wrong”. This
was another factor that reduced the legiti-
macy of the 2011 reform.

Conflicting goals of extensive
reform and voluntary activities

A basic conflict in the reform scheme was
the attempt to conduct extensive reform
through voluntary means. A proposal for
forced amalgamations between munici-
palities in urban regions was turned down.
The government was left with a relatively
toothless method of creating stronger lo-
cal authorities: a duty for all municipalities
to investigate future amalgamations with
their neighbouring municipalities.

Lack of political energy

Even though there was tremendous resist-
ance to the reform among local decision-
makers, the majority of the 250 local au-
thorities attended to the duty of investigating
amalgamations. However, with a few excep-
tions, these investigations were characterized
by an unusually low level of political energy.
The local authorities did what they were
obliged to do, but few of the decision-makers
believed in what they were doing.

As  the  amalgamation  policy
returns to where it started—voluntary
amalgamations on a case-by-case basis—
Finnish local governments face one of their
most significant challenges for decades.
The Sipild cabinet is about to launch an
extensive reform of social and health care
aimed at transferring responsibility for
social and health care to a new autonomous
level of 5-19 regions. Even if municipal
boundaries remain the same, about 60%
of the municipal duties will be transferred
to this new regional level. This will have
extensive effects on the activities, finances
and politics of local authorities. =
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of the City of
Lappeenranta since
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was Mayor of Vihti
municipality.

What are the benefits and disadvantages of the reform in Lappeenranta? Is it a good opportunity
to rethink the municipal structure or an unnecessary process?

“Two reforms of major strategic significance have been carried out in the Lappeenranta region: the
establishment of a regional social and health care district, and the consolidation of municipalities
in 2009 and 2010. The greatest benefits of these reforms include productivity improvements in

the public sector and the opportunities to integrate social and health care services, to carry out
customer-driven operational reforms, and to improve service processes. We have been able to
reduce the need to replace retiring employees significantly.

Unfortunately, municipalities appear to be reluctant to go ahead with consolidations until they
have reached a financial dead end. Strategic reforms should be carried out proactively, taking
advantage of the retirement of the baby boomer generation.

The downside is the detachment of social and health care services from other municipal service
management, and the surrender of democratically elected city councils’ decision-making power to
regional municipal federations. Meanwhile, the negative aspect of municipal consolidation from the
residents’ perspective is that they become far removed from the decision-making process, and the
gradually diminishing stock of local knowledge in larger cities.”

Do you think it will affect the sense of local democracy and the sense of belonging to a place?
“Residents tend to identify strongly with their hometowns, and municipal consolidations have a
powerful psychological impact on how people perceive their local identity. Few people living in the
affected municipalities believe that the consolidation will have any positive consequences. Instead,
they believe that the growing size of municipalities and the decreasing number of local people in
elected positions will complicate personal interaction.”

What are the consequences of the reform for the people in terms of public services?

“The primary objective of productivity improvement in administration and support services is to
secure vital local services. However, with shrinking financial resources, municipalities have been
forced to downsize and streamline their service networks, thereby limiting services that people
consider important, such as upper secondary schools. Meanwhile, social and health care services
reform has provided all the region’s residents with equal access to services and the opportunity to
use health care services in the neighbouring municipality. It has also helped to develop stronger
social and health care services and to build expertise.”

What are the expected effects of the reform for the local economy and municipal
administration?

“Public service efficiency improvements help to keep tax rates reasonable, and thereby to pave
the way for growing private consumer demand. By promoting a more experimental mindset and
innovative procurement, municipalities seek to offer opportunities for local businesses.”

What is the greatest local challenge that needs to be solved in the near future?

The greatest local challenge in the near future is being able to meet the service needs of the ageing
population while maintaining a reasonable tax rate. Preventing the harm caused by unemployment,
and promoting employment.”

What message would you like to send to the government and to other Nordic countries and
their municipalities struggling with the same issues?

“A message to the government would be that municipalities need more leeway and fewer
regulations that dictate the details of their service provision. A message to other Nordic countries
working with same issues would be that change offers an opportunity to build something entirely
new. It is important to ensure that people consider work important and rewarding, even in the midst
of dramatic organisational changes. Supervisors will play a key role in driving this change.”
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Greenland is rethinking the 2009 merging

of municipalities
By Klaus Georg Hansen

On the first day of 2009, Greenland switched from 18 municipalities to just
four. The transition had been prepared over several years, and most of the
political parties supported the change. The idea behind the transformation
was to delegate political decision-making power and economic resources
from the central administration to municipal administrations. In reality, one
of the very few administration areas that have now been transferred to the
municipalities is the administration of land use and spatial planning.

The municipality that covers the west coast
of Greenland from Disco Bay to the Qaanaaq
area, Qaasuitsup Kommunia, is the largest
in the world in terms of square kilometres.
Kommuneqarfik Sermersooq, which in-
cludes the capital Nuuk (on the west coast)
and the east coast of Greenland is the second
largest. However, in terms of inhabitants, all
the municipalities are very small.

Qaasuitsup Kommunia comprises eight
of the former municipalities. Not long after
the new municipality came into being, the
citizens of several settlements began com-
plaining about the new administrative struc-
ture. A typical complaint was that the new
structure had centralized many administra-
tive decisions. These kinds of complaints
indicate that in the opinion of the citizens,
politicians and even researchers, there has
been a decline in the degree of democracy.

This widespread dissatisfaction with the
new municipal structure resulted in a con-
sultative referendum in Qaasuitsup Kom-
munia in April 2014; 12,644 citizens were
entitled to vote but only 6,603 did so, which
is a 52.2% turnout. The question for the
consultative referendum was whether the
municipality should be divided into three
new (and smaller) municipalities; 79%
voted yes, and 21% voted no.

The possibility of splitting up not only
Qaasuitsup Kommunia, but also Kommune-
qarfik Sermersooq is on the national political
agenda of the parliament, the Inatsisartut,
this autumn. The economic and potential
administrative consequences of a division of
one or two of the municipalities have been
the subject of reports. At present (September
2015), it is not clear in which direction a
national political decision on dividing one or
both of these municipalities would go.

As mentioned above, one of the main
arguments for splitting up the large munici-
palities has been the re-establishment of

local and more democratic administrations.
At least, that is how it has been interpreted
by many stakeholders in the public debate.
I do not find this interpretation adequate.
It is a fact that many administrative pro-
cesses have been professionalized, and
have become more democratic in a more
accurate sense. By that I mean that the new
structure of four large municipalities has
ensured more uniform and “by the book”
administrative decision-making processes.

The dissatisfaction of many citizens with
the new system can also be interpreted as
dissatisfaction that administrative decisions
can no longer be negotiated and tailored
to “particular circumstances” If this is the
case, then the real reason for the dissatisfac-
tion among the citizens is actually rooted
in a desire to return to a less democratic
administrative practice where “particular
circumstances” and the personal relation-
ships between clients and administrators
again can play a certain role in municipal
administration. =

Municipalities before 2002
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Municipalities after 2009
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Adapting to, or mitigating de-
mographic change?

National policies addressing
demographic challenges in the
Nordic countries

Download the report at
www.nordregio.se/publications
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NORDREGIO FORUM 2015 _ 1st October!

NORDIC CITY REGIONS IN A GLOBAL ENVIRONMENT

25-26 November 2015, Kulturveerftet, Helsingar, Denmark

Benft Flyvbjerg Welcome to the third Nordregio Forum, the meeting
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Oxford University placg for polllcymak.ers, researchers anq practltlone.rs,
working within the fields of urban planning and sustain-
able regional development in the Nordics.

Nordregio Forum 2015 will focus on the strengths
and weaknesses of Nordic city regions in a time
characterized by fierce global competition, climate
change and migration. Through international schol-
ars and creative city examples, panel discussions and
peer-to-peer dialogue, we will explore ways forward
under three different, cross-cutting themes or chal-

Managing Director
Snghetta

lenges:
Larry Beasley
Professor 1. Competitive and sustainable city regions
Former Director of Planning 2. Effective governance of Nordic city regions —

for the City of Vancouver collaboration within and between city regions

3. Liveable and socially inclusive city regions

Programme and registration: www.nordregio.se/forum2015
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