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Abstract. In some European countries, sub-national regions are important geographical arenas for spa-
tial planning. However, in Sweden, statutory regional planning is rather limited and the regional level
is often described as having a weak position in the spatial planning system. In this article, we investigate
territorial governance practices in two Swedish regions, with a focus on their interaction with the EU
and the national level, and with the local level, as well as how these regions function as organisations
and arenas for coordination of different policy fields. The study is based on semi-structured expert inter-
views and document analysis. The results show that spatial planning is practised both through statutory
planning and soft planning approaches, and that these practices in different ways coordinate sectoral
policies i.e. transport infrastructure and regional development. Both cases also illustrate difficulties not
only of external coordination between different institutions and policy fields but also internally within or-
ganisations. It is also highlighted that spatial planning at the regional level focuses on coordinating actors
and policy fields but that spatial planning is also an instrument to implement regional policies. In con-
clusion, it is argued that the organisation and territorial governance practices within a given institutional
arrangement and the perception of spatial planning are crucial in determining how regions might function
as multi-level coordination actors and policy arenas within spatial planning.

Keywords: multi-level coordination, policy fields, regions, spatial planning, territorial governance.

Introduction

In many European countries, regions are important government institutions and policy arenas, not
least in terms of territorial governance and cohesion policy but also for spatial planning. However,
the significance and practical relevance of regional planning (or spatial planning at the regional
level) varies significantly across Europe. For example, in the Nordic countries there are divergent
trajectories regarding the role and function of the sub-national regional level within territorial gov-
ernance because of shifting political conditions for spatial planning and changes in the government
system (e.g. Galland 2012; Rgiseland et al. 2015; Schmitt & Smas 2019). In this paper, we inves-
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tigate the institutional context and organisation of regional planning in Sweden and consider how
different forms of spatial planning are practised through the territorial governance of two Swedish
regions. Also, the relationship between cohesion policy and spatial planning systems is analysed
since the notions of soft spaces and soft planning have been proposed as ways to comprehend how
European spatial policies are fitted into national planning systems (Purkarthofer 2016).

Regional planning or spatial planning at regional level might be understood (or conceptual-
ised) as a sub-national mode of horizontal and vertical coordination to integrate various issues,
policy fields or sectoral based interests (e.g. Neuman 2007; Neuman & Zonneveld 2018). The
(city-) regional level is often recognised as an adequate scale for many contemporary problems
(Rodriguez-Pose 2008; Hanssen et al. 2013), but in practice (in realpolitik) the regions are a mar-
ginal political level in Sweden and the Nordic countries (Hammarlund 2004; Lidstrom 2013).
Consequently, spatial planning at the regional level is also rather weak in Sweden and the Nordic
countries, but this also provides opportunities for policy experimentation, which is evident across
the Nordic countries (Rgiseland et al. 2015; Schmitt & Smas 2019). In relation to this, a poten-
tially key role for the regional level in for example Sweden (and the other Nordic countries) within
the current condition of multi-level governance is to be “a multi-level coordination actor” (Hans-
sen et al. 2013) where a key issue is “policy-integration” (Hovik & Stokke 2007). To put it differently,
regions have in principle the potential of being key arenas for territorial governance practices
to coordinate institutions and policy fields, to mobilise a wide arrange of stakeholders, to adapt
to changing contexts, and to facilitate place-based development (van Well & Schmitt 2016).

In this article we investigate the territorial governance practices in the two Swedish regions
of Stockholm and Ostergétland (Fig. 1) with a focus on the vertical position of the regions
from the EU to the local level, and sectoral integration or coordination between spatial planning
and other policy fields, i.e. transport infrastructure and regional development. The article is a result
of the ESPON project COMPASS: Comparative Analysis of Territorial Governance and Spatial Plan-
ning Systems in Europe, which aimed to compare territorial governance practices and spatial
planning systems and policies across Europe. In the ESPON COMPASS project, territorial govern-
ance was conceptualised as comprising “the institutions that assist in active cooperation across
government, market and civil society actors to coordinate decision-making and actions that have
an impact on the quality of places and their development” (ESPON COMPASS 2018: viii). While
“spatial planning systems are the ensemble of institutions that are used to mediate competition
over the use of land and property, to allocate rights of development, to regulate change and to pro-
mote preferred spatial and urban form” (ESPON COMPASS 2018: viii). From this perspective, spatial
planning is viewed and defined as a policy field in its own right, separate from policy fields such
as transport infrastructure and regional development. Furthermore, it is important to recognise
that the focus of the project was on the institutional structure of the spatial planning system
and the practice of territorial governance.

The two regions were selected because they represent two different approaches to spatial
planning at the regional level in Sweden, and their selection provides an opportunity to explore
how territorial governance is practised and organised in different ways with the same institutional
structure and spatial planning system. Empirically the case study is based on semi-structured
expert interviews and document analysis. The latter included reviews of planning and policy docu-
ments connecting cohesion policy and other sector policies (transport infrastructure and regional
development) with spatial planning. The former included semi-structured interviews with repre-
sentatives from national a nd regional authorities. The interviews and document analysis were
conducted during the autumn of 2017.
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Figure 1. Map of Swedish regions and the case study regions
Source: Nordregio (Designer/Cartographer Julien Grunfelder).

The organisation of spatial planning in Sweden

In a European context of administrative and legal families the Swedish planning system has often
been described as comprehensive because of the welfare state tradition and the focus on coordina-
tion of sectors through a spatial perspective, and because of the hierarchal formal and integrated
public planning system (CEC 1997; Nadin & Stead 2008). However, in Sweden, statutory regional
planning is limited and the regional level is often described as having a rather weak position
in between national (sectoral) authorities and self-governing local municipalities (Newman &
Thornley 1996; Smas & Schmitt 2018).
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Spatial planning in Sweden is to a large degree equated with municipal planning. The Swedish
municipalities have a sort of planning monopoly, since they have the mandate to decide what gets
built where through regulatory detailed development plans and by granting (or not granting) build-
ing permits without any obligatory need of coordination with upper level plans or programmes. The
compulsory municipal comprehensive plans outline the public interests, which often include both
strategic development policies as well as land use guidelines, but which are not legally binding.
Planning at this local level can be characterised as relatively comprehensive due to the numer-
ous tasks related to the development and provision of public services that are under the aegis
of municipalities. In addition, most of the 290 Swedish municipalities cover comparatively large
areas, which are often of the size of planning regions in other countries (such as Germany, Italy
or the Netherlands). This fact further demonstrates that municipal planning also deals with issues
of more regional scope, such as urban-rural interactions, infrastructure provision, and ecosys-
tem services. Last but not least, the so-called municipal planning monopoly is further enhanced
by a strong local municipal autonomy through direct income taxes.

As in many other European countries, planning at the national level is mainly of a guiding
character. It becomes explicit and tangible in politics and society when for example new trans-
port linkages of national interest are being planned or when changes are being undertaken within
the legal frameworks for planning (Schmitt 2015). The Planning and Building Act (SFS 2010:900),
which in combination with the Swedish Environmental Code (SFS 1998:808) frame the Swed-
ish planning system, was revised in 2010 in order to create a more efficient planning system
and to underline the importance of strategic spatial planning.

There are regulatory national provisions specifying geographic areas of national interest,
but there is no overarching statutory strategic or visionary spatial planning document for Swe-
den. National state agencies, such as the Swedish Transport Administration can thus designate
areas of national interest. Both the mandate to designate such areas and the areas themselves
have direct implications for local and regional planning. It should however be noted that Sweden
has rather small national ministries with limited mandates and executive power in comparison
with many other countries, and autonomous government agencies (Fig. 2). An agency in this sense
is a statutory public organisation with some degree of autonomy from the ministry or depart-
ment to which it is closely related but structurally separated from (Pollitt et al. 2005). However,
there is a strong relation in Sweden between the central government and the regions through
the national state agency at the regional level — the county administrative boards (B6hme 2002).

In the Swedish government system there are two main sub-national regional authorities (see
Fig. 2). The first is the county administrative board, which is a national state agency that rep-
resents the national level at the region level and acts as a regional governing and coordinating
agency for the state. Then there are the county councils, which are directly elected regional bod-
ies responsible for health care and public transport. From January 2019, all county councils have
the responsibility for regional development policy and consequently have been renamed as Regions.
This will harmonise the sub-national institutional structure, which has been a complex institutional
web in which different types of authorities have been responsible for regional development. For
instance, in some regions the responsibility for regional development policy has been the responsi-
bility for the directly elected county council. In other regions, inter-municipal (including the county
councils) cooperation agencies have been tasked with regional development policy (which used
to be the case in Ostergétland). While in other regions, the county administrative board has been
responsible for the regional development policy (which used to be the case in Stockholm). The divi-
sion of responsibilities between the national state agency at regional level and the regional county
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councils will probably be clearer in the future. However, the relations and coordination between
different policy fields such as spatial planning, regional development and transport infrastructure
are also determined by territorial governance practices, and dependent on how regional planning
is actually organised in the regions. Furthermore, each of these policy fields is guided by different
legislation and is the responsibility for different national agencies and ministries, as will be dis-
cussed below.

National The Parlament, the Government, ministries

Government agencies

Subnational County Administrative Boards County Councils

Local Municipalities

Figure 2. Swedish government institutions
Source: authors’ own elaboration.

The main tasks for the Regions (former county councils) in Sweden are, as mentioned above,
health care, public transport and regional development. With regard to the latter the sub-national
authorities responsible for regional development are commissioned to lead and develop regional
sustainable growth policies in accordance with the Regional Growth Ordinance (SFS 2007:713). The
responsible regional authorities are tasked with drafting the regional development programmes
and strategies, and coordinating their implementation. The regional development programmes
and strategies should also guide local strategies in municipalities, related regional strategies
and development processes. This was reinforced by an amendment to the Planning and Building Act
in 2011, which stressed that the municipal comprehensive plan should take national and regional
objectives into account (Boverket 2011). Another focus is on the implementation and management
of EU cohesion policy. Thus, from a legislative structural perspective, spatial planning and regional
development are two distinct fields

Spatial planning and two other policy fields

According to The Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and Planning there are 21 differ-
ent policy fields that are of importance for spatial planning in Sweden, with 28 different national
authorities responsible for the around 100 different national goals relevant for spatial planning
(Boverket 2011: 17). The local and regional levels are emphasised as important to concretise
these goals and for implementing them, which however is difficult because of the different charac-
ter of the goals but also because they often derive from the national budget proposals (Boverket
2014: 10). Furthermore, there are, as mentioned, no comprehensive national planning directives
in Sweden; although the national authority for housing and planning has on behalf of the gov-
ernment produced a Vision for Sweden 2025 (Boverket 2012), it is more of an inspirational piece
than a strategic national planning document.



26 Lukas Smas, Johannes Lidmo

However, there is a national transport plan developed by the Swedish Transport Administra-
tion which is responsible for the national transport infrastructure. In turn, the regional authorities
that are responsible for developing regional policy and the regional development programme
are responsible for producing a county transport infrastructure plan through which the national
funding for infrastructure is allocated. Transport planning is partly a separate system parallel
to the spatial planning system, reflecting the sectoral organisation of Swedish governance in gen-
eral, and the autonomous state agencies and municipalities and the decentralised planning system
in particular. The responsibility for transport infrastructure is distributed among different institu-
tions from the local to the national level, depending on several factors, for example, ownership
of the roads, type of infrastructure and the daily operations and management of public trans-
portation. However, although transport infrastructure planning and spatial planning are distinct
in the institutional system they are intricately connected through territorial governance practices
and in policy-making at the regional level.

In Sweden, according to the general findings of the ESPON COMPASS (2018) project, spatial plan-
ning is rather well coordinated with the policy field of transport infrastructure, i.e. there are visible
efforts to align policies and measures at all policy levels (national, sub-national and local), but they
are not integrated in terms of being targeted towards achieving similar policy goals. Spatial plan-
ning is also coordinated with cohesion and regional policy at the national and sub-national levels,
but at local level spatial planning is only informed by regional and cohesion policies, which means
that local spatial planning makes references to regional development programmes in for example
planning and policy documents such as the comprehensive municipal plan, but without further
efforts towards coordination or integration. In general, territorial impacts are comparatively
well coordinated in Sweden horizontally, while the vertical relations are weaker. One reason
is that the regional level is not able to absorb and channel the coordination of sector policies, either
stemming from the national level or from the strong municipal level. However, another reason
is the significant presence of the national state agency at sub-national level in the spatial planning
system.

The regions are also important for the implementation of EU cohesion policy since in Sweden
thisis primarily related to regional development and growth issues. EU programmes (and EU-funded
projects) are crucial in the implementation of cohesion policy but are organised in a vari-
ety of ways across Europe, and national, regional, transnational and cross-border programmes
co-exist. The respective programming, management and monitoring arrangements form a com-
plex and interrelated system of territorial governance. Sweden has adopted a centralised system
of management for the national programmes but also with regionally decentralised management
related to cross-border, transnational and interregional cooperation.

Overall, the general finding of the ESPON COMPASS (2018) project was that the EU dis-
course has had only moderate or little influence on Swedish territorial governance and spatial
planning. Concepts and ideas in mainstream EU strategies (such as the Lisbon and Gothenburg
strategies) have been included in domestic territorial governance and spatial planning documents
but only with a partial impact in practice. For example, the EU 2020 strategy complies nicely
with national approaches to regional development where growth and sustainability are at the cen-
tre but also seems to be applicable at the sub-national level. EU spatial policy documents have had
little influence in practice. Although key concepts and ideas might be formally mentioned in spatial
planning and territorial governance, they are not followed by any actual impact in practice. How-
ever, the European Spatial Development Perspective (CEC 1999) has without a doubt influenced
the spatial development discourse in Sweden but other documents such as the Territorial Agenda
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have had less impact. However, all these documents have been noticed and, they have certainly
shaped the mind-sets of some actors in Sweden, which can also be seen in some strategic docu-
ments at the regional level, for example in the discussion on polycentricity in the Stockholm region
in the next section. So the impact has been rather on the cognitive level and by integrating various
notions from these EU documents implicitly, without any direct reference.

Stockholm: coordination through regional plans

Stockholm metropolitan area has a population of about 2.3 million people. The administra-
tive region consists of 26 municipalities. Stockholm municipality is the dominating municipality
with about 40 percent of the region’s total population. The Stockholm region has a long tradition
of regional planning and is unique in Sweden in this regard, since it is the only region in Swe-
den that is obliged to do regional planning. Region Stockholm (former Stockholm County Council)
is the regional planning authority that has the mandate to produce a statutory regional plan
according to the Planning and Building Act. Regional planning should, according to the legislation,
coordinate inter-municipal spatial concerns but the regional plan, even if statutory (i.e. produced
under the law), is only a guiding document. Region Stockholm is thus dependent on the munic-
ipalities implementing the desired spatial development. However, the former Stockholm County
Council was not the regional authority responsible for developing regional policy nor for producing
a county transport infrastructure plan. But from 2019 the new Region Stockholm now also has this
responsibility for regional development policy, which previously (prior to 2019) was the respon-
sibility of the County Administrative Board of Stockholm, which represents the national state
at the sub-national level. In this section, we will explore the coordination and integration between
policy fields of spatial planning, transport infrastructure and regional development in the period
before 2019 when the Stockholm County Council did not have the responsibility for regional devel-
opment policy nor for producing a county transport infrastructure plan.

Stockholm is a monocentric region that is striving to become more polycentric. Transport infra-
structure has been crucial for the spatial development of the Stockholm region, which to a large
degree has developed along its main radial transport corridors (main roads and railway network)
where the protection of the green wedges (i.e. preserving the green structure) has been strongly
influential. This has created a monocentric region where most transport infrastructure is directed
through the central core of the municipality of Stockholm. The monocentricity of the region has
however also become a prominent planning challenge, not least in terms of congestion and infrastruc-
ture development. To combat this and urban sprawl, as well as to foster sustainable development
the regional spatial objectives of planning have become focused on promoting polycentricity
with several regional urban cores. This has been the spatial objective at least since the 1990s (see
also Stockholm County Council 2003; 2010; 2018), that is, even before Sweden joined the EU in 1995.

Since the regional plan is only guiding, which imply that key issues for regional spatial plan-
ning in Stockholm are to pursue active cooperation across government, market and civil society
actors, to coordinate decision-making and actions that have an impact on the quality of places. The
most recent regional plans (Stockholm County Council 2003; 2010; 2018) are as such outcomes
of dialogues and coordination with municipalities rather than being top-down strategies directly
from Stockholm County Council. A polycentric Stockholm region is perhaps best understood
as a regional spatial idea that also has begun to have an effect locally as some municipalities relate
their comprehensive plans and planning projects in accordance with the regional cores defined
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in the regional plans, when suitable. There are additional barriers to implementing the spatial
idea of polycentricity since for example, without involvement and investment from both public
organisations and private actors such as developers, or investment by the state when it comes
to infrastructure, the planning idea risks remaining just as an idea. A key issue for the region is thus
to include and engage private actors and make them aware of the polycentric spatial strategy
and communicate the regional cores as attractive sites for private investment. This regional spa-
tial idea is therefore not merely dependent upon the coordination of public organisations (e.g.
the municipalities) but also on the investment from private actors. Regional spatial planning is thus
understood as a territorial governance practice of regional coordination activity and a policy arena
where this is being coordinated, but how this is organised is also crucial, which becomes evident
when considering the relations between two policy fields of spatial planning and transport infra-
structure.

There are several public institutions involved in transport infrastructure in Sweden, and trans-
port infrastructure might partly be seen as a parallel (planning) system (governed by different
legislation) to the spatial planning system, which means that it is a challenging task to coordi-
nate efforts between spatial planning and transport infrastructure development. However, there
are some coordination issues between institutions at different levels and across different pol-
icy fields but also coordinating difficulties within organisations. Ideally, infrastructure policies
or objectives could, according to the Swedish Traffic Administration, be used as means to achieve
the spatial objectives of the region, and to some extent converge with the regional spatial objec-
tives. It should however be recognised that these are two different types of plans with different
rationalities and logics developed by two different agencies; transport infrastructure is developed
when there is a need by the County Administrative Board, rather than steering the development
as the intention is with the regional plan developed by the Stockholm County Council. The sec-
ond coordination issue seems to be within Stockholm County Council, between the traffic office
and the regional planning office, i.e. it concerns the organisation of infrastructure and spatial plan-
ning within the organisation. For example, the regional traffic office took the decision to reduce
the frequency of commuter trains to a district that was strategically identified as a regional core
by the regional planning office. In addition, the regional plan is customised to Stockholm’s trans-
port infrastructure plan rather than the opposite, and as such is dependent on it, especially
with regard to its implementation. This means that regional planning in Stockholm can face dif-
ficulties in achieving its spatial objectives even at the planning stage as regional planning does
not precede the county transport infrastructure plan. Both examples illustrate existing challenges
faced by regional organisations in Stockholm in terms of policy coordination of spatial planning
and transport infrastructure.

Furthermore, transport infrastructure is a policy field that is apparent on different government
levels as well as important for other sectoral policy fields. It is a complex policy field as it involves
daily operations and planning for public transportation, as well as investment in and implementa-
tion of transport infrastructure objects. In addition, it is a policy field with a strong vertical relation
to the EU through different funds and programme (e.g. the TEN-T programme), which have rather
limited impact on the spatial planning systems or territorial governance in general. The same applies
here as with national and regional funds; the available European funds are not necessarily aligned
with spatial objectives in the region. Yet these programmes and their co-funding are still useful
to facilitate the implementation of some infrastructure projects. The importance of the EU, TEN-T
and its financial resources has also been highlighted in a report by Stockholm County Council (2007).
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Spatial planning at the regional level, and regional development policy have on the other
hand been not only coordinated but also integrated since the regional plan includes the regional
development programme. Up until 2019, regional policy development was, as mentioned,
the responsibility of the County Administrative Board of Stockholm, not Stockholm County Council
which was responsible for regional planning. Regional planning and regional development have
thus been institutionally separated from each other but in practice integrated since the regional
development programme developed by the County Administrative Board, has been included
in the regional plan developed by the county council.

In Stockholm, regional development is also the policy field with the most obvious ver-
tical interaction between the EU and the region, which is highlighted in regional development
policy documents produced by the county administrative board (e.g. County Administrative
Board of Stockholm 2016) for example. These documents often include strategies developed
as the regional counterpart to national or EU programmes and contain how the responsible
regional organisations should work to achieve the formulated objectives in those documents. This
example illustrates a straightforward vertical relation from the region to the EU and the Swedish
Government in the policy field of regional development which aims to support the local economy.
The county administrative board thus acts on behalf on the Swedish central government to develop
programmes for regional development and to allocate economic resources for specific enterprises
in various sectors. As noted on its website, the county administrative board receives state funding,
though limited, each year from the Swedish central government which should be used to support
the local economy and different types of enterprises to stimulate the long-term business and eco-
nomic growth of the region (see County Administrative Board 2017).

The key role of regional planning seems to point out spatial objectives for the future, and to con-
vey structural changes in the economy and how these potentially will affect the geographical
structure. Regional development, spatial planning and transport infrastructure are related policy
fields but are not necessarily integrated in the territorial governance practices in the region. Rather,
regional spatial planning and regional development exist partly in parallel, especially in terms
of cohesion policy. On the other hand there is coordination of spatial planning and regional devel-
opment policy in key guiding documents for the spatial development of the region (i.e. the regional
plan). Transport infrastructure planning is a complex policy field where the responsibility is dis-
tributed among several actors both vertically and horizontally from the regional organisations’
perspectives.

Even though horizontal integration between two important regional documents, i.e.
the regional development programme and the regional plan, has been the case, the challenges
remain of coordinating the two other policy fields, transportation planning and spatial planning,
despite the involvement of the same regional organisations. This demonstrates that integrating
or coordinating policy fields organizationally is as important as coordination through document
integration in order to achieve the spatial objectives outlined in the regional plan. In sum, spatial
planning in Stockholm is a policy field that partly stands alone, separated from regional devel-
opment and transport infrastructure, despite the horizontal document integration between
the regional plan and the regional development programme. There are obviously relations between
the policy fields, and the regional level functions as a policy arena where different policy fields such
as transport infrastructure, regional development and spatial planning to some extent are coordi-
nated. However, different plans and policy documents have different rationalities and logics, which
among other things turn the coordinating activity, between the policy fields, into a challenging task,
especially as it needs to be coordinated both between regional organisations and within them.
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Ostergotland: coordination through regional strategies

Ostergétland is a region in eastern Sweden, southwest of Stockholm (Fig. 1). The administrative
region consists of 13 municipalities and has a total population of about 450000 (2017). The region
has two core cities, Norrképing and Linkdping, surrounded by smaller towns with different char-
acters (Regionférbundet Ostsam 2012). The organisation Region Ostergdtland was established
in 2015 when Ostergétland County Council was transformed into Region Ostergdtland. This was
not only a change of name since it also included a significant institutional change when the man-
date for regional development policy was transferred from a municipal and regional association
to the directly elected regional authority (Hermelin & Wanstrém 2017). The new Region Ostergot-
land now has three main areas, or policy fields, of responsibility: healthcare, public transport,
and regional development (including culture). Even if Region Ostergétland has no statutory spatial
planning mandate, in contrast to Region Stockholm which is obliged to conduct regional plan-
ning, spatial planning is integrated in many of the governance practices and considered as a tool
for regional development (Hermelin & Wanstrém 2017). At the regional level, the County Admin-
istrative Board of Ostergdtland, the national state representative, has the statuary position
in relation to spatial planning with the responsibilities of governing and consulting the munici-
palities in their local planning processes and practices to make sure national provisions and areas
of interest are considered and addressed properly. However, Region Ostergétland also aims
to guide and support the municipalities by providing them with important inputs and ideas for spa-
tial planning at the local level, for example inputs to the municipal plans. This is further supported
by the regional development and growth ordinance (SFS 2007:713), which states that regional
development policies should take the spatial planning issues and the municipal comprehensive
plans into account.

As stated above, spatial planning is considered as a way to implement regional development pol-
icies in Ostergétland (Hermelin & Wanstrém 2017). Spatial planning is thus integrated into regional
development policy (and not vice versa), in which the latter is one of the main tasks of Region
Ostergdtland. This is partly visible in the regional development programme, which focuses on eco-
nomic growth in the entire region (Regionférbund Ostsam 2012). The programme identifies six
major challenges which are closely related to spatial planning. These challenges for example con-
sist of attracting all types of people and enterprises to Ostergétland, and ensuring good education
for youths at the same time as elderly care is ensured despite issues with the population struc-
ture. Other identified challenges are for example related to promoting economic development
and reducing the environmental footprint, where the economic cores (Norrkdping and Linkdping)
may be strengthened at the same time as the outer region develops, based on their local assets,
and thereby become better integrated into the main cores. As a consequence of the identified
challenges and strategies in the regional development programme, Region Ostergétland has
also added a spatial perspective and has developed a non-statutory regional spatial strategy
(Region Ostergétland 2016a).

In the regional spatial strategy the regional development programme is translated into spa-
tial planning at the regional level. An objective of the regional spatial strategy is to coordinate
the regional development programme (Regionférbundet Ostsam 2012) with the regional trans-
port infrastructure plan (Region Ostergdtland 2014) and the spatial planning in the municipalities.
In spite of being a non-statutory soft planning instrument, the regional spatial strategy coordi-
nates different policy fields and is an important policy tool because it highlights spatial priorities,
for example important spatial nodes and transport corridors. Adopting a spatial perspective
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on regional development has become a national policy and all Swedish regions must have a spatial
perspective on regional development policy before 2020 according to Sweden’s National Strategy
for Sustainable Regional Growth and Attractiveness 2015-2020 (Government Offices of Sweden
2015). This is something that Region Ostergétland has already started implementing, which is most
obvious through a non-statutory regional spatial strategy. In Ostergétland, the regional spatial
strategy thus coordinates different policy fields in one document and highlights both the regional
development programme and the two regional traffic plans as important documents that influence
the preconditions of spatial planning in the region.

Spatial planning is thus an integral part of territorial governance practices of regional
development in Ostergétland, where it is intended to coordinate regional development poli-
cies and the transport infrastructure. However, spatial planning is conceived mainly as one tool
or aspect of regional development policy; a policy field which also includes other less explicitly
stated spatial regional development issues such as business support and rural development. These
tasks, on the other hand, have a clear vertical relation to the EU and the national level, which
in turn influences the local level through various forms of economic support, i.e. the region func-
tions as an intermediary and coordinating actor.

An important task for Region Ostergdtland is to develop programmes that (as in Stockholm)
are the regional counterparts to national and EU programmes. For example, the regional rural
development programme contains means or tools that can be used to develop or stimulate the local
development, local engagement, but also the local economy in terms of promoting enterprises
and entrepreneurship in the countryside in Ostergétland (Regionférbundet Ostsam 2014). Agri-
culture is another example of a specific category of the local economy towards which economic
means are directed, for example from the EU and through its funds (Regionférbundet Ostsam
2014). In some cases, the region allocates funding through specific funds, even though several
of them are channelled through national agencies through application procedures. For example,
there is a regional service programme in Ostergdtland (Region Ostergdtland 2016b) which points
to the importance of commercial (and public) services in the countryside, such as supermarkets,
in order to keep the countryside attractive for residents and small businesses (see also Region-
férbundet Ostsam 2012). In this regard, the Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth
annually allocates funding which local actors can apply for (Region Ostergétland 2016b).

Since Region Ostergétland is also responsible for transport infrastructure and healthcare it can
steer spatial development in the region through for example where it locates hospitals and health
care facilities as well as bus routes and transport networks. For instance, the regional service
programme highlights the organisation’s responsibility for public transportation as an important
tool to make targeted areas in the countryside more attractive for commercial services (Region
Ostergdtland 2016b). In other words, public transportation is an instrument for spatial planning
and public infrastructure which are prerequisites for regional development policies in the regional
spatial strategy (Region Ostergérland 2016a). Transportation and accessibility in the countryside
are regarded as essential for making both the countryside and also urban areas more attractive.
This illustrates the significant relation between transport infrastructure and regional development
and that both are highly interrelated fields for the development of the region. In Ostergétland
these two policy fields are integrated in several important documents produced by Region
Ostergétland, showing that the regional level here acts as policy arena where the policy fields
are coordinated.
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A significant difference when comparing the institutional structure for transport infrastructure
in Ostergdtland in relation to Stockholm, is that in Ostergétland the same regional organisation
is responsible for both regional development and transport infrastructure (which was not the case
in Stockholm until 2019), and can thus internally coordinate the two policy fields. Furthermore,
Region Ostergétland is responsible for both the county transport infrastructure plan and pub-
lic transportation. This means that Region Ostergdtland, compared to Stockholm, is responsible
for the county transport infrastructure plan through which the national funding for infrastructure
is allocated, but also for the traffic provision programme that focuses on public transporta-
tion in coming years. In theory, at least, this means that Region Ostergdtland has the potential
to coordinate the county transport infrastructure plan (an investment plan with available funding)
with public transportation planning. Here, regional spatial planning and territorial governance play
a key role:

“The intention of Region Ostergdtland is to develop strategies in collaboration with the munici-
palities that might function as support and guidance toincorporate the different plans and objectives
into each of their respective planning documents and that all plans and objectives are consistent
with an overall target. Through the strong link between the municipalities’ comprehensive planning
and the county transport infrastructure plan and the traffic provision programme, the munici-
palities and the Region are ‘compelled to cooperate’” (Region Ostergétland 2016a: 7, authors’
translation).

In other words, the intention by the region is through processes that might be termed as territo-
rial governance to coordinate these strategies with municipal spatial planning. This means that spatial
planning has a significant role in coordinating policy fields such as transportation planning and regional
development with municipal spatial planning. The key challenge in Ostergétland lies in coordinating
those issues with the municipalities and making sure that everyone is satisfied with the spatial objec-
tives outlined in regional development strategies and in the regional spatial strategy. In Ostergétland,
as elsewhere in Sweden, the strong municipal self-government needs to be considered in the so-called
coordinating activities which are being carried out with the region as the policy arena. And it is here
that regional spatial planning seems to play a key role in Ostergétland, i.e. in the activities where
regional development and transport infrastructure are being coordinated, which needs to be done
both within the regional organisation but, most importantly, horizontally with the municipalities
since the region does not have a statutory planning instrument at hand.

Conclusion

Spatial planning, regional development and transport infrastructure are, in terms of institutional
structure, distinct and separate policy fields in Sweden but not when the practices of territorial
governance at regional level are considered. Regional development policy and spatial planning
are governed by different types of legislation and national agencies. In Stockholm, regional devel-
opment policy and spatial planning have also until recently been the responsibility of two different
institutions; the directly elected Stockholm County Council (now Region Stockholm) and the central
state authority at regional level — the county administrative board. However, regional development
policy has partly been integrated into the statuary spatial regional plan, even if certain dimensions
primarily related to EU funding and programmes have remained separate from spatial planning.
Furthermore, even in Stockholm where there is a long tradition of regional planning, the statutory
and mandatory regional plan is only advisory and thus dependent on other forms of territorial
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governance for its implementation and relevance. In Ostergétland, which does not have the man-
date to produce a statutory regional plan, spatial planning is perceived as on the one hand a tool
for implementing regional development policies, and on the other hand as a vehicle to coordinate
infrastructure transport and regional development issues.

On the other hand, transport infrastructure might be a potential spatial planning tool to steer
spatial development that can be used by regional authorities that in Sweden have a limited num-
ber of formal spatial planning instruments at their disposal, but which are responsible for public
transport. However, even if related, spatial planning and transport infrastructure policies seem
to be distinctly different fields. In regard to transport infrastructure in Stockholm, coordination dif-
ficulties can be identified since both the county council and the county administrative board have
had different responsibilities within the policy field, but there have also been other coordination
difficulties within the organisations, which might still persist even if the regional reform (in 2019)
harmonises responsibilities and the division of labour between institutions. In Ostergdtland
the same organisation has since 2015 been responsible for transport infrastructure, regional devel-
opment and spatial planning at the regional level. Furthermore, there are ambitions to integrate
or at least coordinate these policy fields in the non-statutory regional strategy. The interrelations
between regional development policy and spatial planning in Sweden are dynamic and it is a con-
tinuously evolving landscape, and the future effects of the most recent regional reform are still
uncertain. There have in addition also been joint initiatives by the National Board of Housing,
Building and Planning, and the Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth to coordinate
regional development programmes with municipal comprehensive plans, and also proposals
for mandatory regional spatial plans (Smas et al. 2012).

Furthermore, the regions are arenas for horizontal coordination of local, sub-national,
national and EU policies. There are few direct and obvious linkages between EU cohesion policy
and spatial planning in Sweden but through different territorial governance practices EU policies
and programmes as well as EU funded projects influence and impact spatial planning in Sweden. In
addition, the EU discourse (e.g. concepts such as polycentricity and transport corridors) permeate
various spatial planning documents and practices, and although the casual relationship between
EU polices and spatial planning in Sweden is indecisive, EU programmes are important in different
plans, practices and projects.

Regional planning, or perhaps rather, spatial planning at regional level, in Sweden is prac-
tised both through statutory planning and through soft planning mechanisms. The regional level
in Sweden seems to function as an arena for multi-level coordination of different policy fields.
The regions engage in territorial governance practices and assist in active cooperation across gov-
ernment, market and civil society to coordinate decision-making and actions that have an impact
on the quality of places and their development. This is done through both statutory regional plans
and non-statutory spatial strategies. Furthermore, even where there is a long-standing statutory
regional planning tradition as in Stockholm, the planning practice and implementation of plans
are dependent on coordinating actors and policy fields, as well as on mobilising local and private
stakeholders. So even if the municipalities are still the prime spatial planning institutions in Sweden,
spatial planning is also practised at the regional level. Both cases also illustrate difficulties not only
of external coordination between different policy fields and institutions but also internally within
regional authorities. In conclusion, it is thus argued that the organisation of territorial governance
within a given institutional arrangement is crucial for how regions might function as multi-level
coordination actors and as policy arenas of spatial planning, and needs to be investigated further.
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