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Nordic paradox or Nordic Dream?

The Nordic Welfare regimes are currently undergoing a
period of transformation. Partly driven by globalisation and
intensified mternational competition neo-liberal ideology
is gaining ground across the Nordic countries. The roots
of this transformation can legitimately be traced to an ac-
companying change in regional policy where a shift from
“regional equality™ to “regional competitiveness and inno-
vation™ can be seen to have taken place. This change pri-
marily relates to the organisational and administrative lev-
els, where reforms of significance for the whole national
governance system — and for the traditional welfare state
madel — were implemented. Traditionally the regional
level in the Nordic Countries has been squeezed berween
powerful autonomous local authorities and the equally
powerful unitary state. As such, a general level of scepti-
cism of the idea of introducing new and empowered re-
gional institutions has predominated,

The authors entertain the possibility of viewing the
Mordic area as a possible *best practice’ or a *benchmark’
for *good territorial governance’, in particular relating to
the multi-level nature and openness of these governance
experiments. Not only is the Nordic area an interesting
example of simultaneous inter-governmental co-operation
through the Nordic Council of Ministers model, oversee-
ing a vital network of cross-border regions, but there are
also now a number of processes of sub-national govern-
ance gaining ground across the region.

Perhaps the most interesting governance issue relates
to the so-called ‘Nordic paradox”, where, in comparative
terms, the Nordic countries have been judged to be *“suc-
cess stories’ in relation to the issues of competitiveness,
innovation capacity and societal balance. The *Nordic
welfare model” with its high degree of public intervention,
high level of equalisation, universal education, and an
administrative model with a high degree of local level
autonomy has thus been seen as a source of inspiration for
other countries, Yet this Nordic ‘reality’ has increasingly
led to disillusionment: the role of the public sector is seen
as excessive, while the degree of innovation is seen as be-
ing increasingly stymied by the low level of entreprencur-
ship and the inflexibility of the public sector. Change is
called for, but the inherent systemic rigidity of the Nordic
welfare model renders this challenging, to say the least,

What may be needed, paraphrasing a recent report
from a Finnish philosopher Pekka Himanen, is a *new
dream’ for the Nordic societies, a model of development
in which innovation-based economic growth enables the
renewal of the welfare model, in turn allowing all the so-
cietal resources to be utilised leading to further growth,
thus forming a positive cycle of welfare and innovation

and accommodating a societal model that is both creative
and caring.

Part of the discourse relating to the topic at hand can
be referred to as ‘regionalism”. This involves viewing the
regions as sources of endogenous growth, which should
increasingly be seen as subjects in their own right, rather
than objects of regional policy. In some cases this "New
Regionalist’ agenda is even perceived as amounting to a
paradigmatic shift in the field of regional developmeni.
More cautious views would however tend to interpret
these moves more as policy-related re-conceptualisations.
Be that as it may, there are indications that seem to con-
firm the idea that the regional level needs to be perceived
in a new light. This includes ‘regionalism’ as far as the re-
zional and local levels themselves are seeking to achieve
empowerment through a more bottom-up process of mo-
bilisation. The broad functional autonomy of the local
level. the strategic and political dominance of central gov-
ernment and the new dynamics of innovation, economic
renewal and service provision require new types of policy
solutions, which are sought within a wide variety of reform
processes. Whether these processes ultimately lead to gen-
uine policy renewal, as opposed to mere window-dressing,
thus becomes an issue in need of critical consideration.

Lessons learned?

The Nordic countries potentially provide interesting
case studies of territorial governance and governance re-
newal. This cannot however be achieved through intro-
spection alone. Rather the renewal capacity of the Nordic
countries needs to be placed in a broader international
perspective. As such, uncovering national and Nordic spe-
cificities is only possible in relation to what lies beneath:
there are then many lessons to be learned from European
and indeed wider international comparisons.

The time for unquestioned high levels of public inter-
vention and equalisation may be over, even in the Nordic
couniries, as international policy influences and ideas
stemming from New Public Management thinking, in-
cluding efficiency, effectiveness and resuli-steering, have
gained in influence. At the same time many trends are
firmly embedded in the centralist and unitary nature of the
governance systems. Sweden is not only the classic exam-
ple of the interventionist Scandinavian welfare state and
‘follhem’ but is also among the best examples of “agenti-

Sication® in the public sector, which has in many cases led

i

to difficulties in co-ordination and efficiency problems.
Finland has often been cited as a good example of a polity
in transition from a highly top-down management struc-
ture to a programme-based mode, where the private and
public sectors interact closely and ‘network governance’







