
 

 

Anna Karlsdóttir and Alex Cuadrado 

with contributions from Carlos Tapia and Oskar Penje 

 

February 2021 

 
 
 

  
  

 

CONSIDERATIONS ON 
REGIONALLY VARIED IMPACTS 
OF COVID-19 IN NPA REGIONS 

 



1 
 

CONTACT: 
Senior Research Fellow: Anna Karlsdóttir, anna.karlsdottir@nordregio.org 
Junior Research Fellow: Alex Cuadrado, alex.cuadrado@nordregio.org  

 
 
 
 
 

This ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǿŀǎ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bt!Ωǎ Covid-19 Response project 
focused on the economic impacts of Covid-19 (https://core.interreg-npa.eu/) 

 
The project involved the following partners and associated partners: 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

https://core.interreg-npa.eu/ 
 

  

mailto:anna.karlsdottir@nordregio.org
mailto:alex.cuadrado@nordregio.org
mailto:alex.cuadrado@nordregio.org
https://core.interreg-npa.eu/


2 
 

 

 

Table of Contents 

 

1. Regionally varied impacts of COVID-19 in NPA regions 3 

2. Economic geographic perspectives to remoteness and spatial inequalities ς some 

considerations 7 

3. Urbanisation and peripherality 10 

4. Geography of Services 12 

5. The importance of access to schools as a precondition for families with children to consider it 

attractive to move to rural areas 17 

6. The positive effects of rural remote regions in the Arctic during crises 22 

7. Covid-19 and tourism 25 

8. Increasing and/or supporting resilience in times of crisis, taking young population into account

 26 

9. The bioeconomy, jobs and young people in rural areas 28 

10. What is needed to secure a roadmap for economic recovery for peripheral Arctic regions 

post Covid? 32 

REFERENCES 34 

APPENDIX: The economic impacts of COVID-19 in NPA regions through the lens of cross sectoral 

Gross Value Added (GVA) 39 

  



3 
 

1. Regionally varied impacts of COVID-19 in NPA regions 

The pandemic caused by COVID-19 has had a considerable impact on health and mortality in the 

NPA area. By November 2020, almost two and half a million people have been confirmed to 

suffer the disease in the NPA countries and almost 50,000 have died from it. Besides the 

irreparable consequences on the health conditions of the population, the pandemic has also 

impacted the economy of the NPA regions.  

With the aim to highlight the socio-economic impacts of Covid-19 in the NPA regions, this 

section will summarize the evolution of gross value added (GVA) before and after the outbreak 

of the pandemic. We base the summary on the OECD database Quarterly National Accounts that 

shows the quarterly variations on sectoral growth rates in the NPA countries with quarterly 

frequency. Nonetheless, the lack of regionalized data with quarterly frequency prevents a direct 

monitoring of the shocks caused by Covid-19 on business activities and aggregated economic 

outputs at sub-national levels. Hence, to capture the shock produced by the pandemic on 

regional economies, the data need to be estimated. This has been done through a downscaling 

procedure on national figures. A transparent and informative approach to produce regional 

estimates is to simply apply sector-specific change rates available from national accounts on the 

last observed values at the regional level using harmonized units and comparable industrial 

classifications at both territorial levels. Therefore, the data will show the impacts of Covid-19 at 

the national level transposed at the regional level; this is to say, regions will show the same rates 

of growth or decline in each sector. This procedure will highlight to what extent the economic 

structure has made regions resistant to Covid-19. Finally, as we are using GVA at the regional 

level, cross-country comparisons will not be highly reliable. 

In terms of GVA, most of the regions, including non-NPA regions, have seen a recovery which in 

some cases has reached pre-Covid-19 levels. Except for Canadian regions, for which there is not 

available data beyond the 2020Q2, the regions in the rest of NPA countries have, to a greater or 

lesser extent, seen their GVA grow again in 2020Q3. 

The impact of Covid-19 in terms of GVA has had a similar yet varied pattern across the countries 

within the Northern Periphery and Arctic area. The services sector was the most affected in 

almost all countries in 2020Q2 due to heavy losses which were, in most cases, totally or partially 

recovered in 2020Q3. Trade & tourism and professional services were also hit hard in many 

countries, but ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊǎΩ ƭƻǎǎŜǎ in the long term are yet to be seen.  Further travel 

restrictions and in some places lockdowns due to outbreaks in the latter part of 2020 and the 

start of 2021 make up for a substantial part of the explanation why. In general, the national data 

does not provide us with the necessary variation that would be beneficial to have a statistical 

overview to understand variations on a less aggregated level. Spatial variations and differences 

in between regions make up another interesting layer of analysis of economic impacts (see 

Appendix I). 

For example, in Canada, the sectors most affected by Covid-19 were service activities, trade & 

tourism, and manufacturing. These sectors in 2020Q2 lost about 38%, 21%, and 19% respectively 

of their GVA. 

On the other side of the spectrum, the primary sector comprising agriculture, forestry and 

fishing grew by about 2% in 2020Q2. In Ireland, the service sector was also the most affected as 
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it lost a staggering 75% of its GVA in 2020Q3. Nonetheless, in 2020Q3 the service sector only lost 

about 1%, thus making a recovery. The construction and trade & tourism sectors were the 

second and third most affected as they plummeted around 40% in 2020Q2, a decline which was 

strongly reversed in 2020Q3 when they grew around 50%. Professional activities also lost about 

25% of their GVA but their recovery was not as strong: they grew 20% in 2020Q3. 

A similar pattern was found in Great Britain, where the service sectors, together with trade and 

tourism, and construction, were the most severely hit by the pandemic. The service sector sunk 

around 40% in 2020Q2 only to grow the same percentage in 2020Q3. The trade & tourism and 

construction sectors did not drop as heavily, around 30%, but did, however, grow at the same 

rate as the services sector. 

In Norway also the services sector was the most badly hit losing almost 40% of its GVA in 

2020Q2. It recovered fast by growing 40% in 2020Q3. In the Norwegian case, however, the 

second most affected sector was the professional sector with a decrease of only 10% in 2020Q2. 

The trade and tourism sector did not lose as much as in other countries as it only lost 10% in 

2020Q2 which was recovered in 2020Q3 by growth also of 10%. 

The Swedish case brings a different scenario where manufacturing, industry, and trade & 

tourism, were the most damaged sectors. The manufacturing sector lead the losses with 20% in 

2020Q2, followed by industry with 17%, and trade & tourism with 15%. While the first two 

sectors regained their losses in 2020Q3 by growing at 25% and 20% respectively, the trade & 

tourism sector only grew at 7% in 2020Q3. 

Finally, the picture in Finland was also slightly different as the services sector plummeted not 

only in 2020Q1 but also in 2020Q2. The decline was around 10% in 2020Q1 and 7% in 2020Q2, a 

loss which was partially recovered in 2020Q3 by a growth rate of about 12%. Trade & tourism 

fell in 2020Q2 by 11% and grew in 2020Q3 by 8%, thus making up some of the losses.  Further 

regional statistical interpretation can be found in Appendix I. 

Picture 1. Share of OECD 

ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ 

implemented during March 

2020 

As March 2020 evolved more 

and more authorities among 

OECD countries were 

implementing measures (see 

photo to left from a Swedish 

newspaper April 2020 

explaining the homogenous 

diffusion of Covid-19 non-

pharmaceutical interventions 

across heterogenous OECD 

countries). In the beginning in 

most OECD countries it all 

started with public 

information awareness 
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campaigns. Then, as March evolved and it became more evident that this was a full blown 

pandemic, public events got cancelled, then schools were closed (with the exception of Iceland 

and Sweden and regional modifications).  By late March the bulk of work-places were closed 

down and labour withdrew to work from home (those who could).  And lastly travel restrictions 

were imposed, both across borders and even between municipal jurisdictions within countries, 

causing trouble for commuters who could not solve work tasks from home. Grossly around 40% 

of the working population is estimated to have work tasks that cannot be solved at a distance, 

with regional variations depending on sectoral composition. 

During the current pandemic, the government's epidemic measures in the Northern Periphery 

and Arctic countries have, among other things, aimed to prevent the number of infections from 

increasing uncontrollably, with the result that the health care system, and to some extent other 

key systems in society, could collapse (see Figure 1). Epidemiological measures of this kind have 

a negative economic impact. Some direct short-term effects can be assessed. In the long run, the 

situation becomes more complicated because an unrestrained epidemic has a negative 

economic impact, which, on the other hand, reduces effective disease control. To assess the net 

economic impact of disease control over time, it is therefore necessary to assess what the 

progress of the epidemic would have been without them and then economic development, but 

neither is simple. This must be kept in mind when interpreting the results of studies on the 

economic impact of disease control. 

 

FLATTENING THE EPIDEMIC AND ECONOMIC CURVE 

 

Figure 1. Governments measures aim at flattening both the epidemic and the economic impact curve 

(Source: adapted from Icelandic government 2021) 

 

Effective disease control includes short-term sacrifices for long-term benefits. For this reason, it 

is necessary, as far as possible, to place individual measures within analysis of whether the long-

term benefits for society outweigh the short-term sacrifices. In this context, all societal benefits 
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and costs must also be assessed, as economic activities and the health system are part of and 

not the whole of society. The benefits and costs that the government faces when assessing 

disease control measures include sacrifices and benefits that are largely intangible and have no 

market value. For example, decisions can be made to sacrifice people's daily relationships for the 

benefit of life and health, but it is difficult to assess the value of both social connections and 

health (Iceland Government, 2021). 

Impacts due to Covid-19 are extensive and affect all the population directly or indirectly. The 

short-term effects are already felt in less consumption and income shortage in the tourism 

industry. Fear of the virus itself and government epidemic measures have direct impacts on 

household consumption behaviour (ibid). 

Even if the economy is already showing signs of recovery, some evidence indicates that there are 

signs of increased gaps between groups, a trend that has been persistent since the eighties but is 

accelerated when a crisis hits.  See the analysis in a newly published book on the Swedish 

situation (Suhonen, Therborn & Weithz. 2021); this is also underpinned in the most recent STATE 

of the NORDIC REGION 2020 (Grunfelder et al, 2020). This is a part of a general trend in OECD 

countries where there has been a persistent increase in inequality in the period 2000-2019, 

except in Norway. So one should keep in mind with aggregated analysis of economic 

performance that something can be felt at the grassroots as heavy and hard to handle while it 

looks OK and not serious from the aggregate perspective from afar. 

Picture 2.  Photo from Swedish News on increased income 

gaps in Sweden and the Nordic countries, 7 Feb 2020 

A crisis situation tends to amplify social inequalities and 

the effects are felt asymmetrically across societal levels 

and regions, generations, societal groups and gender. In 

some cases, effects are examples of accumulations of 

dispossessions (Harvey, 2006).  Implicit in this analysis is 

the understanding that regions are locked into systems of 

capitalist relations of production and through these 

relations uneven development results (Bond & 

Featherstone, 2009). While the economies in the short-

term seem to be recovering impressively soon (with the 

exception of tourism), there are signs of increased 

income gaps where unemployed groups lag behind while 

wealth gets consolidated amongst the established 

affluent in society. Simply put, the bottom gets out, the 

middle is pressed out and shrinks, while the top gains 

(Suhonen, Therborn & Weithz. 2021). This suggests social scientists analysing the effects of 

shocks in the economy, regardless of the type of shock, need to take into consideration socio-

economic effects and welfare issues in understanding regional variations. The uneven 

geographical development of everyday life is the product of processes whereby society 

transforms and develops itself (Harvey, 2006). While we support relationality and regional 

equality, we do not expect the economic impacts emerging and the road ahead to recovery to be 

the same across the regions that are the focus of this study.  
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2. Economic geographic perspectives to remoteness and spatial inequalities ς 

some considerations 

[ƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎΦ ²ƘŜǊŜ ƻƴŜ ƛǎ ōƻǊƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŀƛǎŜŘ όǎǘƛƭƭύ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜǎ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ƻƴŜΩǎ 

opportunities and constraints, ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻnality. After a long period of in 

which most of the disadvantaged regions were catching up, inequalities among regions have 

been on the increase (SOTNR 2020; Copus et al, 2020; Löfving, Norlén & Heleniak, 2019).  

One important aspect of the ESPON ReLocal project was to discuss why there was a need to go 

beyond strict economic indicators to understand dynamics of spatial injustice. Among the 

components mentioned were: 

a) because a lot of details are overlooked 

b) if policies are based on data from national and NUTS 2 levels, then it is not sufficiently 

aligned with the reality of less-favoured regions 

c) tƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ άǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŀƭ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅέ, not handicaps, but potentials, and 

d) the aim is to reduce disparities and promote growth. 

But how should they grow? How do you know which incentives should be used to promote 

ƎǊƻǿǘƘ όƛŦ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƭŀōŜƭ άƭŀƎƎƛƴƎέΣ άǳƴŘŜǊǇŜǊŦƻǊƳƛƴƎέύΚ Lǘ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘ ŀ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ 

question (Löfving, Norlén, & Heleniak, 2019). 

The academic interest in regional and spatial inequalities stems from the ongoing debate on 

ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ƴŜƻŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ 

ōƻǳƴŘ ǘƻ ŘŜŎǊŜŀǎŜέ όtŜǘǊŀƪƻǎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΣ нлмсΣ ǇΦтллύ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŎŀǘŎƘ-up growth of less 

advantageous economies resulting from a higher marginal rate of return on invested capital in 

faster-growing economies.  

Other critical schools of thoughts, including endogenous growth theories, άǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀǎ 

a cumulative process that tends to increase inequŀƭƛǘƛŜǎέ όtŜǘǊŀƪƻǎ Ŝǘ ŀƭ нлмрύΦ Lƴ ǘƘis 

ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪΣ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ƛǎ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎǳƳǳƭŀǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎ ƻƴ άƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ 

ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎέΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ŀ ƳƛƴƛƳǳƳ ǎŎŀƭŜ όƻǊ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅύ ƻŦ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ 

ǇƭŀŎŜέ όƛōƛŘύΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛnnovation and knowledge accumulation άŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ 

ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƳǇƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŜǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 

explained by differences in the knowledge bases and not by differences in factor proportions (as 

standard neoclassical theory would assume) (Lundvall 1998). 

To ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ άŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ ƭƻƴƎ-Ǌǳƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎέ 

όwƻƳŜǊ мффлύ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ άŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎέ should be considered, including 

institutional arrangements, levels of education, investment in research and development and 

ǘƘŜ ƭƛƪŜΦ  Lƴ Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ [ǳŎŀǎ όмфууύ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ŜƴƎƛƴŜ ƻŦ ƎǊƻǿǘƘέ 

and divergence in growth rates between leading and lagging economies. This implies that 

regional disparities will not be reduced by a mere equalisation of capital-output ratios, but 

market incentives and government policies also need to play a role in reducing disparities and 

ōǊƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ άŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊȅΣ ŘƛŦŦǳǎƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜέ όwƻƳŜǊ мффлύΦ 

How best to overcome inequalities between regions is also subject to fierce debate.  The New 

Economic Geography school, favoured among others by the World Bank, emphasises the 

άǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅ ƻŦ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƳŜǘǊƻǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ ŀǊŜŀǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜƳ ŦƻǊ ǘhe sake of 
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ŀƎƎǊŜƎŀǘŜ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎ ΧǿƛǘƘ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ƻǇŜƴƭȅ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅ Ǝƻŀƭ ŀƴŘ Ψspace-blindΩ 

ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎέ ό/ŀƳŀƎƴƛ ŀƴŘ /ŀǇŜƭƭƻΣ нлмрΣ ǇнсύΦ  ¢ƘŜ ƻpposite strategy, place-based regional policy, 

supported by such organisations as OECD and the Barca Report (2009), ƛǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ άǇƭŀŎŜ 

ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŀƭ ŀǎǎŜǘǎΣ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ǿŀȅ ōȅ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƻǊǎέ 

(Camagni and Capello, 2015, p.26-27) with the support from multi-level governance. 

 

 

Figure 2.  Gross Regional Product (using Purchasing Power Parity) per capita in Europe in 2014 



9 
 

While this focus rightly suggests going beyond GDP to measure regional disparities, it is also 

important to examine GDP per capita at the national and regional levels before delving into 

other disparity measures. While imperfect, GDP per capita remains a durable and strong 

measure which correlates with many other standards of living measures at the regional level. 

GDP per capita is one of the few measures collected or estimated at NUTS3 level by Eurostat.  

Figure 2 shows a map of Gross Regional Product per capita at this level. While there are 

disparities within countries, they are greater among countries.  Within countries, it seems as if 

the regional disparities for GRP per capita have not changed significantly since 2000. The figure 

shows the disparities at the NUTS2 and NUTS3 levels. It also indicates that the Northern 

Periphery part of Europe has relatively high GRP per capita with the exception of a few rural 

areas (North Finland and parts of Scotland and Ireland are some examples). 

As Figure 3 suggests, even if conditions have improved during the second decade of the century, 

regional inequalities are still significant in Finland, with the highest at-risk-of-poverty rate 

observed in Pohjois-Karjala (17.8%), more than twice that of the lowest value in Åland (8.2%). 

The possible explanation behind the high at-risk-of-poverty rate in Pohjois-Karjala could be the 

aging problem, with a high old-age dependency ratio resulting in more recipients (the elderly) of 

social assistance. This is food for concern in the situation created by Covid-19 restrictions and 

border closures, preventing commuters and a mobile labour force travelling to their jobs in 2020 

and 2021. 

 

 

Figure 3.  Finland: general at risk of poverty rate 2008 and 2015 (Source: Copus et al, 2020) 
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Depopulation is also an issue, and underlying socio-economic and spatial processes point to the 

need for a wider recalibration of rural development concepts, an increasing emphasis upon well-

being and a shift away from purely economic indicators (OECD 2016, 2019, 2020). In the context 

of rural shrinking, conventional economic indicators (such as unemployment rates) fail to 

ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ άŜǉǳƛƭƛōǊƛǳƳ ŀŘƧǳǎǘƳŜƴǘǎέ όƴƻǘŀōƭȅ ǇǊƻƭƻƴƎŜŘ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻǳǘ-migration) which 

have serious implications for rural well-being. 

Similar demographic outcomes may result from very different socio-economic processes. Four 

generic types of socio-economic processes are responsible for shrinking: economic restructuring, 

locational disadvantage, peripheralization, and disruptive events and political/systematic 

transitions. While policy objectives, and outcomes, may prioritize either mitigation or 

adaptation, CAP Pillar 2 has moved away from exogenous, to (neo)endogenous approaches. 

However, its goals relate less to demographic issues and more to economic growth. Thus, 

cohesion policy has focused on less developed regions where lagging economies and shrinking 

coexist and it favours urban-centric development models which may exacerbate rural shrinking 

(Copus et al, 2020). In an analysis based on typology of complex shrinking, some of the rural 

remote areas within the NPA region are, within a European perspective, characterised by 

industrial or servitised, mid low-income regions with moderate or legacy shrinking (Copus et al, 

2020, p.15). For example, in Finland, the regions of Satakunta, South Ostrobothnia, South 

Karelia, South Savo, North Savo, North Karelia, Kainuu, and Lapland are characterised as 

servitised mid low-income regions with moderate or legacy shrinking. The same happens in the 

Swedish regions of Västernorrland, Jämtland, and Norrbotten. In Scotland, however, the North 

and West regions are characterised as industrial mid low-income regions with moderate or 

legacy shrinking.  

These regions have grown in the past despite a άdifficultέ territory and a weak secondary sector; 

although their economy is healthy enough to prevent massive outmigration, their state has been 

ǿƻǊǎŜƴƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ άŘƛǎǘƻǊǘŜŘέ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘŜŘ ƛƴ άƭŜƎŀŎȅ ǎƘǊƛƴƪƛƴƎέΦ hǊ ǘƘŜȅ 

are weaker-than-national-average, but still robust economies, which are shrinking due to 

distorted population structures and low fertility rates (Copus et al, 2020). 

 

3.  Urbanisation and peripherality  

The Nordic countries as well as the Northern Arctic peripheries are sparsely populated, with 

large uninhabited areas (except Denmark which has a settlement pattern similar to Western 

European countries). At the same time, the level of urbanisation is high, because the large 

majority of Nordic populations are concentrated in a limited number of growing functional urban 

areas, often located in coastal lands (Smas, 2018). Urban settlements in the Nordic Region are 

hence rather unevenly distributed. While there are relatively large uninhabited areas in the inner 

parts of Iceland, and in the mountainous areas of Norway and Sweden, there is a larger 

proportion of very sparsely populated areas in Finland compared to other Nordic countries 

(Stjernberg & Penje, 2019). 
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A study comparing the spatial distribution of the Nordic population at the 1,000 × 1,000 metre 

grid level from 2008 to 2017 showed that the number of inhabited grids has declined in all 

Nordic countries. Along with the observation that there was a remarkably higher proportion of 

recently abandoned than recently inhabited grid cells across the Nordic Region, this trend 

indicates an ongoing process of urbanisation (Stjernberg & Penje, 2019). 

An urban area in the Nordic region is defined as a settlement having at least 200 individuals 

living within 200 metres of each other (or within 50 metres in Norway). Such urban settlements 

only rarely correspond to administrative municipal boundaries (Smas, 2018). While there is no 

universal definition of urbanisation (Ritchie & Roser, 2018), in the Nordic context it encompasses 

all movements towards urban areas, including municipal centres. To analyse urban-rural 

ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ŀƴŘ bƻǊŘƛŎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǎǇŀǊǎŜƭȅ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘŜŘ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ CƛƎǳǊŜ 4 

shows the average distance to the edge of the closest urban area for the population living 

outside urban areas in each municipality. 

 

 

Figure 4. Degree of Rurality (Source: Jokinen & Cuadrado, 2020) 
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While almost all Danish municipalities have an average distance of below 10 km from rural grid 

cells to the nearest urban area, a large share of the municipal populations of the remaining 

Nordic countries need to contend with longer average distances to local services. The largest 

distances can be found in several municipalities of Iceland and Norway (Árneshreppur 230 km, 

Hasvik 154 km), whereas the largest average distances for Finnish and Swedish municipalities are 

considerably shorter (Enontekiö 103 km, Storuman 52 km). Regarding within-country variation, 

shorter average distances may generally be found in southwestern Finland and southern 

Sweden, in comparison with the more remote parts of these countries. Both Norway and Iceland 

provide a rather more mixed picture, since there are municipalities with shorter average 

distances scattered across different parts of each country. 

The wider NPA region is also characterised by similar demographic characteristics for Maritime 

Canada (PEI), Scotland and Ireland. 

²ƘƛƭŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ άŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭέ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΣ ǇŜǊƛǇƘŜǊŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳǎŜŘ as an 

explanatory factor for uneven economic development at different scales, i.e., global, national 

and intra-regional. This understanding was already advocated by Anderson (2000) when 

ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǇŜǊƛǇƘŜǊŀƭƛǘȅΩ ƛǎ άŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŀ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ōǳǘ ƭƛnking geography and economic 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ often used as a generic term in academic and policy debates, there is often 

ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǇŜǊƛǇƘŜǊŀƭΩ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻΦ DƻƻŘŀƭƭ όмфутύ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ 

peripherality as the condition experienced by individuals, firms and regions at the edge of a 

communication system, where they are away from the core or controlling centre of the 

economy. This emphasis on separation indicates that άit is social process, in particular how space 

is used withiƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜƳŀǊŎŀǘŜǎ ǇŜǊƛǇƘŜǊȅέΦ Consequently, peripherality 

relates to the idea of remoteness, i.e., the perception of individuals and businesses of being 

isolated from other communities. Thus, the peripheral position of a region or place emerges in 

relation to other regions or places.  Peripherality should be regarded as an inherently relational 

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛǇƘŜǊȅΩ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜ όƛΦŜΦ ΨǘƘŜ ŎƻǊŜΩ ƻǊ 

ΨŎŜƴǘǊŜΩύ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǇŜǊƛǇƘŜǊŀƭƛǘȅΩ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ ƻǊ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜŘ by 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ όōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛǇƘŜǊȅύέ ό/ǊƻƴŜΣ нлмнύΦ CƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻƴ 

why remoteness is a central notion for sparsely populated areas see Dubois & Roto, 2012. 

 

4. Geography of Services 

In recent years, the delivery of public services in the Nordic Region has become increasingly 

challenging as capacity and resources at the regional and municipal level vary greatly, often 

making regional and local authorities dependent on national level support (Wiberg & Limani, 

2015). Resource deficiencies have been exacerbated by periods of austerity following the 2008 

financial crash; furthermore, rapid demographic changes, caused by an ageing population and 

increasing levels of immigration, have put increasing pressure on the quality and effectiveness of 

public service delivery in the Nordics (Nordregio, 2015). Furthermore, rapid technological 

changes and obstacles that transcend territorial boundaries have opened up the possibilities and 

need for different types of public service delivery tools (Teles et al 2018, Randall et al, 2020, 

Lundgren et al, 2020). In response to these challenges, policy and decision-makers have 
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embraced the idea of inter-regional, inter-municipal and cross-border collaborations to improve 

the quality and effectiveness of public service delivery (OECD, 2017; ESPON, 2019; Cedergren et 

al, 2021). 

Once emergency status hits in with a pandemic like Covod-19, access to health care is essential 

for the population, regardless of location or settlement within a country.  This also relates to 

spatial justice in general in terms of access to basic services as a precondition for settlement. 

The spatial disparities of health care services have been observed for a number of years. To 

better understand progress towards the goal of a more balanced regional development, the 

project Regional Disparities and the Geography of Service within the Nordic Countries analyses 

regional disparities from the perspective of accessibility to services. The point of departure in 

this study was to use a GIS based approach to map, analyse and visualise the degree of 

disparities. The GIS tool is in the final stages of development ς the Nordic Service Mapper shows 

distances in different areas to different forms of services in 2021. This interactive mapping tool 

visualises street-based proximity to different services across the Nordic Region. The platform 

was made possible through funding from the Nordic Thematic Group on Sustainable Rural 

Development 2017-2020 (see https://gos.nordregio.ubihub.io/) 

A few examples of the mapping tool can be seen below. 

 

 

Figure 5. Distance to grocery shopping services in the Westfjords of Iceland 2018 

(Source: Penje and Stjernberg, 2020) 

https://gos.nordregio.ubihub.io/
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Figure 6. Access to schools in the Ostrobothnia region in Finland 2018 

(Source: Penje and Stjernberg, 2020) 

 

 

Figure 7. Access to different levels of health care services in Västerbottens County 2018 

(Source: Penje, Wang & Wolk, 2020) 
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More detailed maps on distances to different levels of health care in other Nordic countries can 

ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ άIn-depth Accessibility Study, Annex to Digital Health Care and Social 

Care Regional Development Impacts in the Nordic countriesέ όtŜƴƧŜΣ ²ŀƴƎ ϧ Wolk, 2020). 

ά±ŅǎǘŜǊōƻǘǘŜƴ is one of 14 northern counties in Norway, Sweden, and Finland, which make up 

the distinct Northern Sparsely Populated Areas (NSPA), which was established in 2004. The NSPA 

share a similar natural environment ς a harsh climate, abundant natural resources, relative lack 

of agriculture, a strong potential for renewable energy, long distances from markets, and high 

cost of land transport. They are also specifically affected by globalisation, energy-supply, climate 

change and demographic change. Because of a high outflow of people, public authorities in the 

inland are struggling to provide the same services within health care, education and other areas 

as given in the rest of the country. The increasing digitalisation of society has opened new 

opportunities for many Västerbotten communities. The action Digital Västerbotten is an attempt 

by the regional authority, Region Västerbotten, to use existing and emerging digital technologies 

to provide services and equal standard of living for people in all municipalities. To solve the loss 

of physical service offices around the region and to overcome the long distances, digital 

solutions are being used in various ways. Västerbotten has a long history of advanced broad 

band connectivity and a focus on digitalisation, which ƛǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ŀƴŘ 

the Centre for Rural Medicine (GMC).έ 

The project ReLocal focused on spatial injustice. Among 33 casestudy areas across Europe two 

were from the NPA area. It also focused on Västerbotten county in northern Sweden as an 

example of a rural region where the population is now largely concentrated along the coast. 

Inland communities are becoming depopulated and the municipalities struggle to provide basic 

services because of long travel distances and limited resources. There is concern that the large 

ǊǳǊŀƭ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ {ǿŜŘŜƴ ŀǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ άƭŜŦǘ ōŜƘƛƴŘέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ wŜƎƛƻƴ 

±ŅǎǘŜǊōƻǘǘŜƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ Ƙƻǿ ŀƴŘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ά5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ 

±ŅǎǘŜǊōƻǘǘŜƴέ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ άǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜέ ƛƴ the inland municipalities. It was a three-year project 

that has received funding from the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and aims at 

spreading competence about digitalisation in the region to help the municipalities provide 

eServices to their citizens and to give them tools to lead the digital transformation in general. 

¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŘŜǊƛǾŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ±ŅǎǘŜǊōƻǘǘŜƴΩǎ wŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ŀƴŘ 5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ Agenda that follows both 

national (Digital Sverige) and EU digital strategies (Digital Europa). 

Collaborative public service delivery is becoming increasingly prominent in the Nordic Region 

due to highly decentralised systems of governance (Nordregio 2015; Eythorsson 2018). This type 

of cooperation is grounded in the concept of collaborative governance which emphasises the 

need for local and regional actors to pool resources to deliver public policies and services 

efficiently and effectively (Ansell & Gash 2007; Emerson et al, 2011). Collaborative governance is 

regarded as particularly beneficial for smaller Nordic regions and municipalities as they can 

potentially increase financial resources and administrative capacities, reduce transaction costs 

and establish economies of scale and critical mass (Andersen & Pierre, 2010). However, there are 

multiple challenges in establishing collaborative ventures across jurisdictions, including different 

governance and legal frameworks, competing policy priorities and delivery methods, and an 

unwillingness to invest in horizontal coalitions or give up autonomy (Haveri, Nyholm, Roseland & 

Vabo, 2009) 
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Cedergren et al, (2021) highlights some best practice examples of collaborative public service 

delivery from across the Nordic Region. The focus is on examining the main challenges and 

advantages of cooperation and whether they are consistent with the key features of the 

collaborative governance concept. The overall objective of the report is to analyse whether 

collaboration enhances the quality and effectiveness of public service delivery, so that Nordic 

policymakers and other local stakeholders can learn from a wide variety of experiences, and gain 

inspiration for their own collaborative governance projects. This will remain relevant also after 

Covid-19 is on the decline. 

The availability of professional opportunities is the fundamental basis of decisions to stay in, 

return to, or leave the region in the ESPON study BRIDGES (ESPON, 2020). For non-returning 

graduates, 74% stated that the region does not offer adequate professional opportunities 

corresponding to their levels of education. The results also show that the availability of jobs in 

surrounding regions is fundamental to stay in the region as long as commuting possibilities exist. 

Surprisingly, a άŘŜƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘέ ŀƴŘ άǳƴƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǇŜǎǎƛƳƛǎƳέ are also factors that 

push young graduates to leave the region. This leads young entrepreneurs to not even look for a 

job in mountainous regions, for example. 

Quality of life is the second important influence on life choices. Key factors include: the 

marginality of the region; geographical and ICT access; the natural environment; the quality of 

schools; availability of public transport; cultural activities, and health and social services.       

The results of ESPON BRIDGES showed that there is a high diversity in innovation-related issues 

from one TGS (Territorial Governance System) to another. This suggests there is no one-size-fits-

all and that particular issues are basically unique, and governance solutions cannot in many 

cases be standardised. Whether it is more of a top-down approach addressed by governmental 

bodies, or a bottom-up approach driven by non-governmental stakeholders, the casestudies 

have shown distinct particularities and mechanisms that seek to trigger the necessary collective 

efforts to support innovation. The results also showed that local knowledge of the TGS context is 

essential in order to address the innovation related systemic issues. This implies that governance 

must be exercised in proximity to the ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ ōȅ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ΨΨǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƻǊǎέΦ IŜƴŎŜΣ ŀ 

In Western Lapland (SE), the geographic specificity of being a sparsely populated area has long 

pushed actors in the health care service to innovate. The municipality of Storuman has been ahead 

in technical development due to initiatives from individual doctors at the Storuman hospital. In 

that regard, the development of the Centre of Rural Medicine (CRM) in 2010 sought to develop 

techniques and practices that combine high-quality health care provision and cost-efficiency with a 

development trajectory around technical and organisational innovations in local health care. As the 

process was driven by local doctors, the process relates to narratives of intrapreneurship, i.e. 

where organisational change is driven from inside, leading to a change in the culture of local health 

care services. At the beginning, county authorities, which are in charge of health care provision, did 

not show interest in the developments undertaken by the CRM. The fact that the CRM has 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ Ψŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƎƛƴΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ-care system, both geographically and thematic-

wise, has enabled the centre to incrementally test new ideas about how to organise health care 

provision in Storuman through small-scale experimentation, such as a Virtual Health Rooms 

initiative. Based on the success of these small-scale experimentations, the CRM has scaled-up 

(more personnel, larger involvement in research projects) and increasingly institutionalised these 

ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜǎ. (ESPON, 2020) 
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devolvement of governing functions and systems would be more suitable to respond to local 

demands than centralised initiatives from far away (ESPON, 2020).                                                                                                                                                      

 

5.  The importance of access to schools as a precondition for families with 

children to consider it attractive to move to rural areas 

The number of schools in Nordic rural areas has been decreasing in the past twenty years 

(Karlsdóttir, Cuadrado, Gaini, Jungsberg, & Ormstrup 2019). In a Nordic comparison including 

Iceland, Norway, Denmark, Sweden, and Finland, Karlsdóttir et al (2019) found that, on average, 

30% of schools in rural areas in these countries have been closed for 13 to 17 year olds in the 

last 20 years. Figure 8 shows school closures at both municipal and regional level. 

What are the reasons behind this? They are several. The exogenous focus in regional policies in 

the 80s where population centers were considered dynamos for other areas, and the rationale 

behind regional reforms contributed to these disparities. Also, later the neo-endogenous focus in 

regional development where competition was at the core of policy amplified closures of schools 

in more sparsely populated areas.  From another but related perspective Imsen, Blossing and 

Moos (2016) suggest that the neoliberal turn in Nordic education policy, that started in the 

1980s, was the origin of the problem. This policy change brought privatisation, deregulation and 

marketisation measures by which schools were supposed to act as private enterprises. This 

meant that the role of the state in education was diminished and the education market was 

opened to private actors able to market themselves and to compete among them for students. 

As private actors, schools themselves adopted measures to become profitable. This is usually 

ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ōȅ ƭƻǿŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ōȅ ŘŜǘŜǊƛƻǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ 

conditions. The consequences of this in Nordic rural areas were the school closures due to the 

lack of students and the lack of state funding to keep then running. In the Swedish case, for 

instance, the deregulation of the education market translated into higher commuting distances, 

fewer study opportunities and lower graduation rates in small municipalities (Lind, 2017). 

Therefore, not only the quantity of schools was reduced, but also the quality of the education 

offered in them. 

Schools are a crucial element of rural areas: they are community-building institutions. Their 

massive closure and downgrading their quality can become a decisive factor in the development 

of rural areas.   

Figure 9 shows internal net migration of young adults (20-29 years old) in 2010 to 2019 by 

dividing municipalities into four categories: positive net migration of both males and females, 

positive male net migration, positive female net migration, and negative net migration of both 

males and females.  

LƴǘŜǊǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ Ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ƛǎ ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ŎƻǊǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘΦ CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ŀ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ bƻǊǿŀȅ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ άƻƴŜ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

increases the annual mobƛƭƛǘȅ ǊŀǘŜǎ ōȅ мр҈έΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ tertiary education 

background are in general more mobile and tend to move to a higher degree at the end of their 

20s, groups with primary and secondary educational background often move earlier in their 

lifetime, but less in general terms as they tend to operate in local labour markets. Although the 
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authors do not address the direction of mobility, i.e. where people move to, they suggest that 

education increases the likelihood to settle in more central labour markets in major towns 

(Machin et al., 2012, p. 444). This finding could, thus, point to the role of cities as pulling factors, 

since they provide higher employment opportunities for individuals with tertiary educational 

background. 

   

 

Figure 8.  Maps showing school closures at both municipal and regional level 












































