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Contemporary regionalism and The Scandinavian 8 Million City:
spatial logics in contemporary region-building processes
Ida Grundel

ABSTRACT
This paper shows how certain spatial logics are used to support contemporary region-building processes, and how these
become taken for granted and institutionalized in specific regional settings. These spatial logics are also representative of
the spatial logics dominating contemporary regionalism and affect the ways ‘spaces’ and ‘citizens’ are treated and valued
in regional planning and policy. Few studies have shown how spatial logics are implemented, transformed and turned into
policy across a wider set of regions. Exemplified by The Scandinavian 8 Million City project, the paper shows how this
regional imaginary was constructed by the project promotors using several representative spatial logics of what
constitutes the ‘best’ region as idealized in planning and policies.
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INTRODUCTION

The debate over regions and their meanings has a long his-
tory within regional geography and regional science. His-
torically, depending on the context in which they were
studied, regions were either defined as political units,
demarcated by administrative and political borders, or
based on their cultural or natural settings. Today, this is
considered a simplistic view of regions. Rather than being
accepted as a natural unit of analysis, the intent is to explain
the social processes forming contemporary regions, which
has become a complex issue. Efforts to redefine regions
and the growth of new categories, such as city-regions,
megaregions and networked regions, have contributed to
new meanings for already abstract definitions. However, a
common viewpoint is that regions are historically contin-
gent processes that are always ‘in the becoming’ (Pred,
1984). From this perspective, regions are not fixed territor-
ial entities but are instead under constant change in time
and space (Amin, 2002, 2004).This is consistentwithMas-
sey’s (1991) relational view on space, which defines regions
as entities shaped by social relations and networks made up
of complex linkages between places, power and people. In
the policy debate, however, regions ‘out there’ are still trea-
ted as what might be understood as ‘spatial fetishism’; in

other words, regions are treated as real actors, given specific
qualities and taken for granted ‘as a (bounded) setting or
background for diverging social processes’ (Paasi & Metz-
ger, 2017, p. 24). Spatial fetishism occurs in a variety of
fields from research,media, education, planning and policy,
in which the focus is on, for example, learning regions,
entrepreneurial regions or competitive regions. Hence,
regions are treated as actors that can make decisions, com-
pete or promote themselves. Other forms of spatial fetish-
ism are the ways city-regions, global cities (e.g., Calzada,
2015; Harrison & Growe, 2014; Sassen, 2002) and other
large-scale urban areas are portrayed as drivers of economic
growth and development, and advanced by both local and
regional policy-making and planning (Harvey, 1989). For
instance, global cities and larger city-regions came to rep-
resent a new spatial logic within planning and policy-mak-
ing in the beginning of the 2000s, being seen as nodes in
transnational networks binding together larger city-regions
and making them competitive and attractive for invest-
ments, talents and global capital (Olesen & Richardson,
2012; Sassen, 2002). As a result, new understandings
about space and place have enabled a new vocabulary in
which networks, corridors, hubs, zones and soft spaces are
frequently used to support the development of specific
region-building processes (Paasi & Zimmerbauer, 2016).
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Hence, today’s region-building processes are the result of
the interplay of regional imaginaries and spatial fetishisms,
political projects, and institutional arrangements supported
through examples of best practices for regional growth and
development. From this perspective, regions are emerging
from the intersecting trajectories of ideas, policies, individ-
uals and other resources in their making (Wetzstein & Le
Heron, 2010).

Against this background, the aim of this paper is to
show how certain spatial logics are used to support specific
region-building processes and how these become taken for
granted and institutionalized in a specific regional setting.
These spatial logics are also representative of the spatial
logics dominating contemporary regionalism and affect
the ways ‘spaces’ and ‘citizens’ are treated and valued in
regional planning and policy. Few studies have shown
how spatial logics are implemented, transformed and
turned into policy across a wider set of regions (e.g., Harri-
son & Growe, 2014; Hidle & Leknes, 2014; Olesen &
Richardson, 2012). Thus, it is necessary to highlight cases
from different geographical contexts to broaden our under-
standing of the evolving imaginaries and spatial logics of
contemporary regionalism and region-building processes.
Inspired by the policy mobility literature, a field that high-
lights the ways successful policy models, planning and best
practices travel, trickle down, transform and are renego-
tiated in regional settings that are here interpreted as
wider spatial logics of contemporary regionalism. In this
paper, this is exemplified by The Scandinavian 8 Million
City project, which started as an Interreg project in the
early 2000s with the aim to develop a common infrastruc-
ture corridor to bind the larger cities (i.e., Oslo, Gothen-
burg, Malmö and Copenhagen) into a larger networked
megaregion. Since this particular region-building process
aimed to construct a largermegaregion, one part of the pro-
cess was to create a regional imaginary of the region ‘in
becoming’. The regional imaginary was also constructed
by the project promotors using several representative spatial
logics for successful regions from a variety of contexts. The
paper aims to answer the following research questions:

. What were the dominant spatial logics in this region-
building process?

. How do these spatial logics relate to other contempor-
ary region-building initiatives and regionalization
processes?

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. A
theoretical overview of the literature on regionalism and
regionalization processes is presented in the following sec-
tion. The concept of ‘spatial logic’ is then used as an
analytical tool to link the circulating political and academic
imaginaries, policy models, political initiatives and par-
ticular policy rationales (Wetzstein & Le Heron, 2010)
on contemporary regionalism. The methods section
describes the methods and empirical material used in the
study, while the results section presents the spatial logics
that were used, transformed and renegotiated to support
the region-building process of The Scandinavian 8Million

City project. The paper concludes with a final discussion
of the dominant spatial logics in The Scandinavian 8
Million City project in relation to contemporary regional-
ism and regionalization processes.

WHAT KIND OF REGIONALISM?

Gregory (1978) used the ‘fetishism of area’ concept to
describe the phenomenon of treating regions as actors
that are interrelatingwith other regions, as if they are acting
apart from the social world. This type of spatial fetishism is
especially reflected in today’s political rhetoric on the
increased competition between places (Paasi & Metzger,
2017). In the following text, the concept of spatial logic
will be used to address the common spatial fetishisms and
spatial frames used in contemporary regionalism and
region-building processes (e.g., Hidle & Leknes, 2014;
Olesen & Richardson, 2012). Inspired by the policy mobi-
lity literature, where spatial reference points, narratives and
political rhetoric are used as political strategies to frame
problems and persuade policy-makers and the general
population of the benefits of particular solutions (McCann,
2017), this is here linked to the spatial logics used to support
contemporary regionalization processes. In a similar man-
ner, in their study of Norwegian city-regions, Hidle and
Leknes (2014) discussed regionalism in terms of treating
regions as tools for activating certain ends, goals and objec-
tives, where strategies and policies were directed to a
specific regional setting. They defined regionalism as a bot-
tom-up process driven by local actors and regionalization as
a top-down process driven by state actors. Regionalism is
also defined as a political process driven by specific actors
to maintain, enhance or develop social structures contain-
ing normative and discursive assumptions, reference points
and political strategies supporting specific region-building
processes. As such, regionalism is not a new phenomenon,
that is, it has been coloured by different political ideologies
and planning discourses throughout history (Harrison &
Growe, 2014). For instance, scholars differed between an
‘old regionalism’ and a ‘new regionalism’ occurring before
and after the 1970s. During the first half of the 20th cen-
tury, the old regionalism was primarily a manifestation of
a state-centred Keynesianism used to create regional con-
vergence and redistribution of economic resources. The
old regionalism often built on regional differences, such
as a strong divide between the centre and its periphery, or
between strong cultural and identity tiers, such as a com-
mon language, religion or other cultural signifiers within
a specific region (Keating, 1998, 2001; Syssner, 2002,
2006). In turn, new regionalism developed together with
the growth of neoliberalism in the 1970s as represented
by increased globalization, deregulation, privatization and
a decentralization of the nation-state in which the regional
scale was identified as a suitable geographical scale for roll-
ing out economic growth and development (Brenner &
Theodore, 2002, 2005). Consequently, and especially
from the 1980s, economic interests pushed a new regional-
ism agenda within many European countries and responsi-
bility for economic development and growth was
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decentralized to the regional level, leading to increased
regionalization. During that period, scholars also wrote
about the ‘renaissance of the regions’ (Törnqvist, 1998) or
an ‘Europe of the regions’ (Harvie, 2004; Storper, 1995).

A critique of new regionalism as an explanatory term
evolved during the 1990s, consisting ofmultiple and diverse
theoretical definitions that hollowed out the explanatory
vigour of both regions and regionalism (Harrison, 2008).
In addition, many explanations of new regionalism had a
strong focus on regions as subnational units (Keating,
1998), but the latest round of territorial restructuring con-
cerns instead the growth of new regional constellations
with relatively vague borders including, for example, the
growthof city-regions, cross-border regions andpolycentric
megaregions (Harrison & Growe, 2014; Hincks et al.,
2017).These new regions are often referred to as ‘soft spaces
with fuzzy boundaries’ (Allmendinger&Haughton, 2009).
Also, the Regionalism 2.0 concept (e.g., Andrew &Ward,
2007; Harrison & Growe, 2014; Jonas, 2012) was used to
explain the shift towards city-regions as the ideal territorial
shape for further developing capitalism and economic
growth (Brenner, 2004; Brenner & Theodore, 2005; Bris-
tow, 2010), where larger city-regions were seen as growth
engines and global economic nodes (Sassen, 2002).

SPATIAL LOGICS IN CONTEMPORARY
REGIONALISM

As shown above, contemporary regionalism and regionali-
zation processes show traces of several spatial logics, which
will be presented below (Table 1). These multiple spatial
logics are elaborated on in the literature (e.g., Hidle &

Leknes, 2014; Olesen & Richardson, 2012) and were
also identified as highly relevant tools for the analysis of
the case under study. To some extent the different logics
are overlapping and intertwined in time and space. In
the following text these logics are also presented in relation
to economy, scale and politics and are interpreted as key
drivers for contemporary regionalism and regionalization
processes. At more general levels, these spatial logics are
also used by, for example, planners, local and regional
development actors and politicians as motivations for
why to do certain things, for example, support investments
in large-scale infrastructure and flagship projects, invest in
urban versus rural areas, invest in place-marketing cam-
paigns or, as in this case, frame a specific region-building
project (Brenner, 2004; Bristow, 2010; Kornberger &Car-
ter, 2010; Wachsmuth, 2017).

Economic and territorial competitiveness
One of the spatial logics driving contemporary regionalism
and regionalization processes is economic and concerns
territorial competitiveness, in which nations, cities and
regions are portrayed as competitors that ‘compete’ to
attract talents, private and public investment, visitors,
new inhabitants, firms and industries (e.g., Hidle &
Leknes, 2014; Wachsmuth, 2017). Hence, an important
part of today’s state development includes strategies to
maintain state competitiveness, including a wide range
of space-making activities (Moisio & Paasi, 2013). As
such, the idea of increased competition between places
goes hand in hand with previous and ongoing globaliza-
tion processes and the continuous internationalization of
the market. An early result of this logic was the

Table 1. Dominant spatial logics in contemporary regionalism.

Spatial logic Dominant ideas
What kind of
regionalism?

1. Economic and territorial

competitiveness (economic)

. This logic is mainly driven by economic interests closely

connected to globalization and the internationalization of

the market
. Increasing speed of rescaling processes to fit the market
. Regions and other places as ‘competitors’, favouring the

development of the most ‘competitive’ spaces

New regionalism and

Regionalism 2.0

2. Imaginaries on large-scale urban

regions (scale)

. This logic mainly builds on ideals on large-scale urban areas

as the ‘best fit’ to compete on an international market
. City-regions and other large-scale areas are treated as

growth engines favouring functional regions, city-

regionalism, megaregions and the development of soft

spaces with vague borders

Regionalism 2.0

3. Managerial forms of regional

policy and planning (political)

. This logic is mainly political and concerns regional image and

identity-building. ‘Local boosterism’ is the growth of new

territorial forms of networked governance, i.e., public–

private partnerships and new public management. This logic

is both economically and identity driven and bears traces of

both old and new regionalism

Old and new

regionalism
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reorientation of spatial Keynesianism and a more balanced
regional and economic development towards more
growth-oriented planning and policy approaches,
especially supporting the development of larger city-
regions (Brenner, 2004; Harvey, 1989). Part of the
expanding logic on competitiveness is also the develop-
ment of policy to accelerate ‘soft (city) regional spaces’
that can stimulate economic growth and competitiveness
(Zimmerbauer & Paasi, 2020, p. 776). In a similar man-
ner, in their study of the development of strategic spatial
planning in Denmark, Olesen and Richardson (2012)
identified an emerging neoliberal agenda promoting a
growth-oriented policy and planning approach. This
agenda also emphasized economic and territorial competi-
tiveness with a focus on growth centres in major cities and
urban regions. In addition, the spatial logic of economic
and territorial competitiveness is advanced through a
wide range of policies, as a response to perceived threats,
problems or challenges in a world of global competition
(Brenner & Wachsmuth, 2012) where other spatial logics
representative of contemporary regionalism become either
solutions or threats to the competitive state. Typically,
these more growth-oriented policies and strategies are
not associated with current systems of local government,
and they require new ways of working and new constella-
tions of actors (Allmendinger et al., 2015).

Imaginaries on large-scale urban regions
The second spatial logic is mainly related to scale, that is, it
concerns ideals and imaginaries regarding large-scale
megaregions as well as functional regions and ‘soft spaces’
(Allmendinger & Haughton, 2009; Hincks et al., 2017).
This logic is mainly an expression of ongoing rescaling
processes to adapt territories to fit the international market
(Harrison, 2007). Hence, this logic favours both city-
regionalism, the growth of megaregions and new transna-
tional regions supporting growth at both the regional and
national levels (e.g., Hincks et al., 2017). This logic also
incorporates planning ideals such as polycentrism,
increased mobility, networked regions, urban growth,
economic development and the growth of new networks
and supranational relations (e.g., Healey, 2013; Neuman
& Zonneveld, 2018; Paasi & Zimmerbauer, 2016; van
Straalen & Witte, 2018). Similarly, the megaregion con-
cept is supported by a strong geoeconomic logic enhanced
by a rhetoric of economic boosterism and neoliberal pro-
growth models of how economic development and compe-
titiveness should be achieved in a rapidly changing global
economy. This development was also supported by power-
ful interest groups, including federal and state govern-
ments, business and industry leaders, private investment
groups, and real estate developers. Research shows that
these actors mobilize to support the development of mega-
regions when they see the potential for planning on this
scale to defend and enable their own essential interests
(e.g., decisions regarding high-speed rail routes or other
large-scale infrastructure projects) to prioritize funding
and expansion (e.g., Harrison & Hoyler, 2015; Wachs-
muth, 2017).

Part of this logic is also the constant use of successful
examples of larger functional regions as ideals and norms
for planning. Examples often used in both literature and
policy are Silicon Valley in the United States and the
Blue Banana, that is, ‘the backbone of Europe’ (Jensen
& Richardson, 2004; Richardson & Jensen, 2000). The
use of ideas from these ‘ideal regions’ increased in
regional policy and planning from the beginning of the
2000s. There was also growth in what Deas and Lord
(2006, p. 1848) called ‘unusual regions’ or ‘soft spaces’
that lacked any formerly known administrative borders
but were defined instead by functional and ‘fuzzy borders’
and comprised new regional coalitions and institutions
(Allmendinger et al., 2015; Allmendinger & Haughton,
2009). The development of these unusual regions with
rather vague borders, for example, local and regional
labour markets or flows of trade in goods, services, shop-
ping or other economic activities, is often the result of
growth policy directed towards the development of func-
tional regions and city-regions (e.g., Allmendinger &
Haughton, 2009; Paasi & Zimmerbauer, 2016; Pur-
karthofer, 2018; Syssner, 2009).

In addition, European spatial planning policies, such as
the European Spatial Development Perspective (ESDP)
(European Commission, 1999) and the trans-European
Transport Network (TEN-T) strategy in the transport
sector supporting the construction of high-speed railways
around Europe (European Commission, 1999), have
played important roles in advancing the development of
urban regions in the European Union (EU) (e.g., Pur-
karthofer, 2018; van Straalen & Witte, 2018). As such,
the ESDP is an expression of a European vision of an
open, cohesive EU, without internal borders and with
free movement of people, capital and information. One
result of this EU policy has been the linking of larger
urban areas to one another in networked regions which
stretch national, administrative and political borders (All-
mendinger & Haughton, 2009), for example, the Oresund
region (Ek, 2003), the Fourth City region in Sweden
(Syssner, 2011) or more recent examples such as the Both-
nian Arc (Zimmerbauer & Paasi, 2020). The aim was to
create more balanced development between European
regions through a specific focus on polycentrism. How-
ever, there are some contradictions with the development
of polycentrism in Europe. For example, there is a paradox
to enhancing competitiveness and growth in larger city-
regions by directing resources and infrastructure projects
to these places, while at the same time aiming for econ-
omic convergence between more peripheral regions and
city-regions (Davoudi, 2003; Richardson & Jensen,
2003). Polycentrism was originally used as an analytical
tool to explain an emerging reality, but within the EU it
has instead become a tool to determine that reality
(Davoudi, 2003) and affects both national and regional
policy and planning structures within the EU (Richardson
& Jensen, 2003). In addition, many local and regional gov-
ernments used the TEN-T strategy as a new source of
funding during a time when resistance to infrastructure
development was increasing. This in turn led to a wide
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range of local and regional cross-border projects around
Europe (Jensen & Richardson, 2004; Purkarthofer, 2018).

Managerial forms of regional policy and
planning
Consequently, contemporary forms of regionalism have
led to new forms of territorial governance and (re)organiz-
ation, which affect both regional planning and what
regional planners and politicians do. Thus, the third spatial
logic is primarily political and regards the ways managerial
forms of regional policy and planning are developing. This
logic regards the ways regional actors turn regions into
marketed products through local boosterism, ranking
lists, flagship projects or other forms of branding (Brenner
& Wachsmuth, 2012). This is also illustrated by the ways
in which regional policies, strategies and visions are used
to brand regions. Today, the work of regional practitioners
and policy-makers includes methods for developing and
promoting regional brands, brand platforms and other
place-branding practices to create and build ‘attractive
regions’ (Grundel, 2013; Hospers, 2006; Zimmerbauer,
2011). An important part of this spatial logic was also
highlighted in the beginning of the 2000s where a strong
regional and cultural identity were believed to strengthen
social capital. In turn, a strong social capital was assumed
to lead to economic growth and development, enhancing
regional attractiveness and competitiveness. Closely linked
to social capital was a strong regional identity and image,
pushing regional authorities to strengthen the regional
culture of more peripheral regions (e.g., Hidle & Leknes,
2014; Syssner, 2008, 2009). Hence, new forms of govern-
ance and multilevel governance arrangements, such as
public–private partnerships, urban and regional develop-
ment and growth agencies, place marketing, and new pub-
lic management are growing. Institutions, political and
administrative structures, and power hierarchies involve
actors who were previously nonparticipants in policy pro-
cesses (Allmendinger et al., 2015; Bristow, 2010). New
forms of territorial (re)organization also challenge demo-
cratic processes in planning and policy-making (Allmen-
dinger & Haughton, 2009; Allmendinger & Haughton,
2010), favouring consensual, technocratic and growth-
oriented approaches (Kenis & Lievens, 2017; Swynge-
douw, 2005; Swyngedouw, 2009). Competitiveness,
increased individualization, privatization and
entrepreneurship have become representative of a new
state–citizenship relationship, which can also be seen at
the regional level (Dean, 2010; Sager, 2011; Syssner, 2011).

METHODS AND EMPIRICAL MATERIAL

This paper draws on an earlier study conducted during the
period 2009–14 (Grundel, 2014). It was inspired by politi-
cal economy and the extended case method (ECM) devel-
oped by Peck and Theodore (2015). A combination of
methods was used, including participatory observations,
document and policy analysis, and in-depth interviews.
Participatory observations were made at activities ranging
from workshops and breakfast meetings to conferences

promoting the idea of and visions for The Scandinavian
8 Million City project. These events were primarily
arranged by the project owners. The analysed documents
included policy documents, websites, strategies, visions
and reports related to the project. Some of these materials
dated to the first round of the project in 2000, and others
were from the end of the project in 2014.

To complement the policy analysis, 11 interviews with
politicians and practitioners from all three countries in the
larger region were also conducted. Some of the intervie-
wees were interviewed twice. The interviews were semi-
structured and followed predetermined themes. This
semi-structured format allowed the interviewer the oppor-
tunity to follow-up on other important issues raised during
the interviews and allowed the respondents to speak more
freely. The interviews were conducted, transcribed and
analysed in Swedish. The quotations from both interviews
and texts were translated into English by the author.

The analysis of thesematerials followed discourse analy-
sis, that is, the empirical material were treated and analysed
as ‘political’, which means that they have performative
power to shape the ways we think, value and understand a
specific matter (Hall, 1997), here also referring to the
ways we understand contemporary region-building pro-
cesses and regionalism. Both texts and practices were trea-
ted as discourse (Fairclough, 1992; Richardson & Jensen,
2000); therefore, the empirical material not only includes
documents and interviews but also the organization and
performance of different events. Together, these materials
reproduce and express the imaginaries, ideas, norms and
values supporting The Scandinavian 8 Million City project
(Foucault, 2008). First, these materials were analysed to
identify common themes in both texts and interviews.
Second, they were analysed in relation to the spatial logics
identified in the literature and presented in the former sec-
tion and used to support this particular region-building pro-
cess.Many of the respondents repeated and copied the same
messages from visions, strategies and reports produced by
consultants and regional practitioners to support the pro-
ject. In the following text the spatial logics that were used,
transformed and renegotiated in The Scandinavian 8
Million City project are presented.

SPATIAL LOGICS IN THE SCANDINAVIAN
8 MILLION CITY

The first ideas regarding The Scandinavian 8 Million City
project date to the first high-speed rail connection between
Paris and Lyon in 1981. Three years after its opening, Per
Gyllenhammar, then-President of Volvo Cars, presented a
vision of a common Scandinavian high-speed rail link.
However, it was not until the beginning of the 2000s
that the first real collaboration towards the ‘imaginary
region’ was initiated. This collaboration was the result of
the initiation of the Scandinavian Arena by the Swedish
Ministry of Foreign Affairs with political representation
from Norway, Sweden and Denmark to increase collabor-
ation between these three countries. Since the start of the
project, the region-building process was supported by the
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EU using its structural funds and Interreg IV A to support
cross-border collaborations in the EU. Initially, the project
goal was to create a regional growth corridor with excel-
lence in research and innovation within the life sciences
by binding the larger cities in the region together into a
common labour market. In 2008, there was a shift towards
the vision of developing a common infrastructure corridor
by the construction of a high-speed railway that could bind
the larger cities together into a networked region and an
imaginary megaregion, that is, The Scandinavian 8
Million City.

The geographical area of the proposed region extended
over 600 km, crossing the three Scandinavian countries,
including the three larger cities in the region: Copenha-
gen, Oslo and Gothenburg (Figure 1). By the end of the
project period (2014), approximately 7.4 million people
lived within the borders of the imaginary megaregion
(43% in Sweden, 34% in Denmark and 23% in Norway).

The Scandinavian 8 Million City project was initially
set up as a collaboration between the Swedish Ministry
of Affairs and representatives from the other Scandinavian
countries. Hence, the project was mainly a top-down
initiative. From 2008 onward, the project was run by
regional and local planners and officials, with the lead
partners being Oslo Teknopol, a regional development
agency established by the municipality of Oslo, Akershus

County Council and Business Region Gothenburg.1

This also reflects the strong interests from the larger
city-regions Oslo and Gothenburg to build an infrastruc-
ture corridor that could bind the larger cities in the region
together to increase their own territorial competitiveness.
Other project members were Oslo, Akershus County
Council, Østfold, Västra Götalandsregionen, Region
Skåne, Malmö, Helsingborg, the Swedish transport
administration, Jernbaneverket,2 the Norwegian Public
Roads Administration, Region Huvudstaden, and
Gothenburg and Company. The spatial logics identified
as part of contemporary regionalism and region-building
processes will be discussed below in relation to The Scan-
dinavian 8 Million City (Table 2).

ECONOMIC AND TERRITORIAL
COMPETITIVENESS IN THE
SCANDINAVIAN 8 MILLION CITY

The main spatial logic used to support The Scandinavian 8
Million City region-building project was economic and
territorial competitiveness. ‘Competitiveness’ as such was
frequently used as the main argument to push for the con-
struction of the infrastructure corridor and high-speed
railway for the region-building project. As in many other
cases, the competitiveness between places was portrayed
as being both a future challenge to further economic devel-
opment and growth for all of Scandinavia and simul-
taneously, territorial competitiveness was a necessity for
developing regional development and economic growth.
This double-sided argument was portrayed in The Scandi-
navian 8 Million City project through the argumentation
that without the construction of a high-speed railway,
the region would not be competitive enough and the future
economic growth of the region was dependent on its
construction:

2 capitals – 3 countries – 4 city-regions. Of the approxi-

mately 19 million inhabitants in Scandinavia, 8 million live

along the Copenhagen–Gothenburg–Oslo line. Moderniz-

ing and constructing a new railroad in this megaregion will

create a common, integrated labor market with global com-

petitiveness. This will not only lead to increased quality of

life and opportunities — the future economic growth of

Scandinavia depends on it.

(The Scandinavian 8 Million City, 2012)

Part of the logic for territorial competitiveness was the idea
of regional enlargement to enhance regional competitive-
ness, for example, regional servants and politicians pro-
moting the region-building process held that their own
regions and cities were too small and peripheral to com-
pete on a global arena. For example, the importance of
connecting the northern parts of the region with Northern
Europe was a clear aim for the smaller Oslo–Gothenburg
region because they had a more peripheral position or were
‘geographically marginal’ relative to both the larger region
and Europe.

Figure 1. Map of the proposed Scandinavian 8 Million City
and its 10 administrative regions.
Source: The Scandinavian 8 Million City (2013).
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It is important that we work together from a global perspec-

tive. If we do not realize how small we are in a global context

and work together to maintain competitiveness, then we will

have a hard time asserting ourselves. And the further away

you get from Scandinavia, the harder it is for them to keep

the Scandinavian countries apart.

(politician, The Scandinavian 8 Million City project)

There was also a belief that size mattered in terms of
attracting talents and an attractive labour force, which
made the cities and regions less competitive individually.
Connecting the larger cities in the region by the planned
infrastructure corridor would in turn increase their attrac-
tiveness to investors, firms and industries, visitors, and a
highly skilled labour force, which would live and establish
itself within The Scandinavian 8 Million City project:

An increasingly globalized economy increases the demand

for efficiency and mobility. Larger and stronger regions are

needed to keep and attract people and firms that will build

future welfare. There is also a need for fast, efficient and sus-

tainable transport solutions to connect the regions.

(Norway Communicates, 2011)

Importantly, it was argued that the construction of the rail-
way would contribute to the attractiveness of the region:

It is difficult to say what would happen if the expansion of

the railway were hindered. A negative spiral of course.

Accessibility would not be the same and the region would

lose attractiveness. Investments and new establishments

would decrease. And it would be difficult to keep already

established firms and industries.

(official, The Scandinavian 8 Million City project)

Mainly, the aim of the high-speed train was to reduce the
travel time between Oslo and Copenhagen to 2.5 hours.
However, this would require that the train stop only in
Gothenburg and Malmö, leaving several smaller munici-
palities without any real access to the new infrastructure
corridor. For example, there was no debate about the
possibility of new peripheries that would be created by
the construction of the infrastructure corridor:

So, we must collaborate in certain areas and bind ourselves

closer geographically, that is, by infrastructure, to create

shorter distances. We will all benefit from that. That is,

when you look at our ability to act globally, then we must

cooperate. None of us will survive if we also have to fight

internally.

(politician, The Scandinavian 8 Million City project)

Therefore, urbanization would be pushed further in terms
of directing investments to the already stronger city-
regions within the larger megaregion. As such the con-
cepts of city-regions and megaregions were frequently
referenced and portrayed as ideals alluding to urban
centres as the growth engines of a globalized economy:

Table 2. Spatial logics in The Scandinavian 8 Million City project.

Spatial logic Dominant ideas
What kind of
regionalism?

1. Territorial competitiveness

(economic)

. Mainly driven by economic interests: competitiveness is

treated as both a challenge and a potential for regional

economic development and growth
. Increased competitiveness and globalization are used as

arguments to do x. Here, in terms of building a high-speed

railway and to create an enlarged labour market
. ‘Soft (city) regional spaces’ as ideal competitive spaces that

can stimulate economic growth and competitiveness

New regionalism and

Regionalism 2.0

2. Imaginaries on large-scale urban

regions (scale)

. Megaregions and global city-regions as the ideal ‘territorial

fix’
. Best practices from regions building on polycentrism,

networked and functional regions with vague borders (e.g.,

Silicon Valley)
. European Union narratives (e.g., the trans-European

Transport Network – TEN-T – strategy and European Spatial

Development Perspective – ESDP) to frame the region-

building process

New regionalism and

Regionalism 2.0

3. Managerial forms of regional

policy and planning (political)

. Networked forms of governance through public–private

partnerships
. Consensus based
. Image-building as part of the regional imaginary

New regionalism and

Regionalism 2.0
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City regions have become the engines in developing the

knowledge and information based community. Their per-

formance and competitiveness rely on knowledge, economy,

quality of life, connectivity, urban diversity, urban scale,

social capital, politics/framework and image.

(The Scandinavian 8 Million City Guide, 2011, p. 8)

IMAGINARIES ON LARGE-SCALE URBAN
REGIONS IN THE SCANDINAVIAN 8
MILLION CITY

Even though it can be argued that the overall spatial logic
that supported the region-building process in The Scandi-
navian 8 Million City project was built on territorial com-
petitiveness, this logic was in turn supported by other
spatial logics. As shown, the territorial competitiveness
logic was closely connected to globalization and economic
growth and especially spatial logics on city-regions and
megaregions as the most competitive scalar units, such as
through the ambition to build an internationally competi-
tive megaregion:

A region consisting of one million inhabitants is unremark-

able. In the USA, there is a plan to connect the largest cities

via fast connections. In Scandinavia, Copenhagen and

Stockholm have the largest populations, soon there will be

three million inhabitants in each city-region.

(Reinertsen Sverige, 2012, p. 7)

Thus, spatial ideals and imaginaries on large-scale urban
and functional regions were constantly reproduced in
this region-building process. For example, the regional
imaginary of The Scandinavian 8 Million City as a func-
tional, networked, open and borderless region, part of a

single European space was also constantly reproduced
and visualized on maps (Figure 2).

As such, the imaginary of The Scandinavian 8 Million
City project rested on best practices, ideas and successful
examples of developing global cities and megaregions
from across the world. The borrowing of best practices
and successful policy and planning models occurred fre-
quently to demonstrate good examples of megacities and
enlarged labour markets. Consequently, consultants and
officials working on the project produced reports and
other texts by incorporating planning ideals and examples
from other parts of the world. In particular, Chinese and
other Asian megacities were frequently used as examples
of ‘successful’ growing megaregions made possible through
efficient high-speed railways. In this way, the imaginary of
the Scandinavian city was also built on a mobility discourse
that pointed to megaregions as the result of increased
mobility patterns within society. In addition, references
to successful networked regions such as Silicon Valley,
the Green and the Blue Banana in Europe were also
made frequently: ‘it is the closest a banana that Sweden,
Scandinavia will become compared to the regions on the
European continent’ (official, The Scandinavian 8 Million
City project). The common denominator among these
examples are the ways they connected smaller regions
and cities through geographical nodes in a polycentric net-
work. These ideas and references were especially adopted in
planning The Scandinavian 8 Million City through the
connection to the ESDP and the European TEN-T strat-
egy, especially focusing on polycentrism and the TEN-T
vision. The Scandinavian 8 Million City project is a good
example of how both national and regional policy and plan-
ning structures within the EU have a close relation to the
development of the ESDP (Richardson & Jensen, 2003).
Just as in many other cases, The Scandinavian 8 Million

Figure 2. Image over COINCO North – The corridor of innovation and cooperation.
Source: COINCO North, 2012 (www.coinconorth.com).
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City project also used the TEN-T strategy as a new source
of funding for this specific region-building process. This
was also visible in the change of forms for collaboration
within the project itself that in 2008 went from wider col-
laborations within tourism, culture and life sciences to the
development of the high-speed railway, which would also
fit the narratives on EU structural funding, especially the
ESDP and the TEN-T strategy. As in this region-building
project, many cross-border areas in Europe have served as
transnational laboratories in which mega-visions of Euro-
pean space have been tested and applied, leading to new
governance structures (Albrechts et al., 2003).

The advancement of The Scandinavian 8 Million City
project is also in line with the growth and development of
new soft spaces in Europe often pushed for by the EU and
the ESDP (Purkarthofer, 2018). The aim is often to
stimulate economic growth and competitiveness in a new
functional cross-border region stretching formerly
known administrative and national borders:

Capital is flowing freely over national borders and, as a result

of the globalization of economic activities, it has become

important to create new strategic geographic collaborations

and networks. This will lead to new organizational structures

and cross-border regions in which city-regions are the new

growth engines for society’s knowledge and information.

(The Scandinavian 8 Million City, 2012)

In line with previous studies showing that the growth of
these kind of ‘unusual spaces’, megaregions and cross-bor-
der regions requires new ways of working and new constel-
lations of actors (Allmendinger et al., 2015) this project
also featured a newly established regional coalition. The
coalition included both private and public actors with a
strong interest in this particular region-building process,
specifically supporting the development of the large-scale
infrastructure corridor. Therefore, this region-building
process also challenged traditional planning structures
and stretched national and regional administrative bound-
aries. However, to fulfil the vision of a common infrastruc-
ture corridor, The Scandinavian 8 Million City project
would have required restructuring of the planning systems
in each of the three countries it incorporated. It would also
have been necessary to establish new geographical collab-
orations and networks that would have stretched national
administrative and political boundaries, where the con-
struction of a high-speed rail would have materialized
new collaborations and networks. It would also serve to
connect the larger regional cities as urban nodes into a lar-
ger network of cities. Further, this logic was closely related
to ideas circulated by international consultants, which pro-
moted megacities and megaregions as examples of territor-
ial competitiveness and megaregions as being best adapted
for economic growth and development: as defined by
Richard Florida, author of The Rise of the Creative Class
(2002), ‘Megaregions are large-scale economic units of
multiple cities and their surrounding suburbs. This con-
cept is a fundamental building block for professionals con-
tenting worldwide amidst global competition for

knowledge and talent between nations and cities’ (The
Scandinavian 8 Million City Guide, 2011, p. 11).

This also shows how a variety of theories on successful
global cities, such as the theory of the creative class (Flor-
ida, 2002) have largely influenced policy-makers and plan-
ners worldwide, including those involved with The
Scandinavian 8 Million City project. International rank-
ings and indices, and Florida’s own nation brand index,
have contributed to increasing the circulation of policies
on how to be the most ‘attractive’ and ‘competitive’ region,
and also influence the ways regional servants, planners,
and politicians work.

MANAGERIAL FORMS OF REGIONAL
POLICY AND PLANNING IN THE
SCANDINAVIAN 8 MILLION CITY

The collaboration between the wide range of actors from
public agencies and semi-public entities that promoted
the region-building process of The Scandinavian 8Million
City project was an expression of networked forms of gov-
ernance that challenged traditional planning and policy
structures. These networked forms of governance are also
representative of the development of growth of cross-bor-
der projects and the growth of soft spaces, requiring new
constellations of actors and new ways of working (Allmen-
dinger et al., 2015). This cross-border project challenged
national borders, but also included a wide range of actors
lobbying to influence the Nordic governments to accept a
memorandum of understanding on a common planning
structure and shared funding to build the high-speed infra-
structure. Therefore, the creation of a strong regional ima-
ginary around the concept of The Scandinavian 8 Million
City became an important part of the region-building pro-
cess itself. Regional visions, maps and other documents
portraying a successfulmegaregionwere important to influ-
ence officials and politicians’ support for the project. This
shows how official projects havemoved towardsmoreman-
agerial forms of governance, in which the use of successful
policy models or other successful spatial references are as
important as creating one’s own ‘successful’ vision. This
construct was also portrayed by the establishment of a com-
munication department working explicitly to market the
project to relevant actors. The respondents expressed the
importance of having a communication department to
‘sell’ their vision of The Scandinavian 8 Million City pro-
ject. This was closely related to the project name itself,
that is, the name both expresses the future image of the
region and was a way of branding it:

When young, successful people want to live in these places,

then we know that the places are attractive. There is a top

five among such places. At the same time, the brands of

the cities also matter. It is geography in practice. … If we

look at Silicon Valley, it is a huge geographic area. The

name is widely known, but it is also a large geographic

area. Skåne is extremely small. It is all about a larger geogra-

phy. The name becomes the geography.

(regional politician, Region Skåne)
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Along with formal and informal workshops, breakfast
meetings and conferences on the future vision of The
Scandinavian 8 Million City project, these were mainly
held with relevant politicians and policy-makers to com-
municate about and lobby for the project. Consultants,
experts and officials working with the project produced
texts, visions and reports supporting the idea of the
high-speed railway and thus limited visions of other poss-
ible development trajectories. Some actors (local and
regional planners and politicians) had directed a critique
towards the project for competing with other urgent
local and regional infrastructure projects. In many ways,
the collaborations on The Scandinavian 8 Million City
project were consensus based and predominantly built on
public–private partnerships driven by a group of actors
with a clear agenda. Politicians and planners with more
negative views on the construction of the railway were
explicitly not participating or were not invited to the meet-
ings, conferences and workshops.

In terms of identity-building, the region-building pro-
cess of The Scandinavian 8 Million City project did not
particularly focus on strengthening regional identities or
cultures. Instead, its citizens were portrayed as mobile
objects, which is often a common nominator for this
kind of transnational corridor. In this kind of narrative,
citizens are often represented as ‘elite travellers’ travelling
from ‘place to place across previously impractical distances’
(Jensen & Richardson, 2007, pp. 137–138). This was also
visible in the imaginary of The Scandinavian 8 Million
City project where its citizens were to be mobile, flexible
and talented as they moved around the globe:

The COINCO Train platform at København H station is

where Scandinavians meet: wealthy suits hurrying for

business in Copenhagen, healthy sportsmen heading for

thrilling adventures up north and tourists travelling south

to the European continent. Rugged Norwegians, snooty

Swedes and chic Danes: but only a trained eye would recog-

nize these Scandinavian clichés.

(The Scandinavian 8 Million City Guide, 2011, p. 24)

These regional citizen narratives are simultaneously also
part of the regional image-building in terms of whom
these region-building projects want to attract. Here, the
ideal citizen is closely related to the enlargement of labour
markets, which portrays citizens as being flexible, indivi-
dualistic and career-seeking. Citizens are expected to
adapt quickly to the new working and living conditions.
In this way, they are turned into economic entities without
feelings, bodies or duties to meet the expectations of the
current economic system (Friberg, 2008).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The Scandinavian 8 Million City project was discontinued
after 2014 predominantly because the Swedish state
decided not to support the development of the planned
high-speed railway in the region financially. However,
the example of the project is still an interesting example

of contemporary region-building processes. It primarily
showed how the multiple spatial logics presented here
are intertwined and overlapping. However, it also showed
how spatial logics for territorial competitiveness became
the main spatial logic permeating all other logics in con-
temporary forms of regionalism especially from the
2000s onward (Bristow, 2010; Zimmerbauer & Paasi,
2020), although the new regionalism agenda developed
already in the 1970s hand in hand with the growth of neo-
liberalism to enhance economic development and growth
the spatial logics for territorial competitiveness have
increased. Just as shown by The Scandinavian 8 Million
City project, this development is connected with the
increasing speed of travelling ideas and ideals on what con-
stitutes the most competitive spaces, enhanced by consult-
ants and business organizations (e.g., Temenos &
McCann, 2013; Temenos & Ward, 2018). Also, spatial
reference points, spatial fetishisms and political rhetoric
were used to frame problems and persuade policy-makers
of the benefits with this particular solution (McCann,
2017), that is, the construction of the high-speed railway
and thus limited visions of other possible development tra-
jectories. This is also in line with Hidle and Leknes (2014)
defining regionalism as ways of using regions as tools for
activating certain ends, directing strategies and policies
to a specific regional setting. In The Scandinavian 8
Million City project, other spatial logics for megaregions,
networked regions and functional regions were used to
build an imaginary of the necessity of this particular
region-building process, and thus simultaneously contrib-
ute to megacities and city-regions as the ideal territorial fix
for the further development of capitalism. Also, the Euro-
pean ESDP and the TEN-T strategy played an important
part of the spatial logics on imaginaries on large-scale
urban regions, also supporting the imaginary of The Scan-
dinavian 8 Million City project. This was especially clear
in terms of the financing of the project being part of Inter-
reg IV A, as a way to EU funding and to garner support for
the development of this specific region-building process
and the construction of the high-speed railway. Even so,
the imaginaries of polycentrism and networked regions
supported by the TEN-T strategy fits well with the ima-
ginaries on large-scale urban, functional, city-regions as
nodes in the global economy, promoting them as larger
growth engines of whole nations. This has also contribu-
ted to the growth of soft regional spaces, including new
governance formations and cross-border collaborations
(Hincks et al., 2017). As pointed out by Zimmerbauer
and Paasi (2020, p. 776), soft spaces, such as The Scandi-
navian 8 Million City project, which stretch across admin-
istrative borders, ‘are regarded as both tools and engines
for increasing competitiveness, and eventually for econ-
omic success’.

As a result of the strong connections to the spatial logic
on economic and territorial competitiveness, this region-
building process bore traces of as well new regionalism
as Regionalism 2.0, but not as much of an old regionalism
aiming to construct the region upon regional differences,
such as a strong regional identity. Other region-building
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projects might still bare traces of an old regionalism
already having a strong regional identity or culture, but
in this case, the aim of this specific region-building process
was purely economic and spatial. Although this specific
process did not aim to strengthen a regional identity or
culture, however, regional image-building was an impor-
tant part of the region-building process also including an
ideal view of its future citizens as mobile talents. This
turn to managerial forms of regional policy and planning
as part of contemporary regionalism is also related to the
spatial logics for territorial competitiveness since one of
the most common ways of measuring an ‘attractive region’
is made in terms of its capacity to attract capital, invest-
ments, talents, visitors and new ‘attractive’ inhabitants.
Hence, there is an increasing overlap between spatial plan-
ning and place-branding practices having effects on both
regional and local planning (Lucarelli & Heldt Cassel,
2019). As such, these practices enhance spatial fetishism
and contributes to the treatment of regions as real actors.

In conclusion, the main spatial logic in contemporary
regionalism is the logic for territorial competitiveness,
which as shown here is supported by other spatial logics
and regional imaginaries regarding the best and most com-
petitive ‘territorial fixes’, especially focusing on large-scale
urban areas as drivers of economic growth and develop-
ment. This also contributes to a possible polarization
between centralization and peripheralization processes,
especially in the construction of metropolitan regions, pri-
vileging urban regions over more ‘peripheral’ ones (Kühn,
2015), also leading to increasing regional disparities
(Matern et al., 2019). As such, the logic for economic
and territorial competitiveness must be seen as a pro-
longation of new regionalism and Regionalism 2.0, but
these explanations of regionalism might still be to narrow
and to better understand the various forms of today’s
regionalization processes and region-building initiatives,
their affects must be studied in relation to the specific geo-
graphical contexts in which they are embedded.
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