
1.  The northern region 
 

Introduction to chapter 

This chapter introduces the explorations of the implications of living a life outside of cities, areas often referred to as 
rural. This generic and wide concept does little to explain the actual context of a small settlement and the qualities 
that makes the them unique and not generic.25 Also introducing the history of this region and the legacy the railway 
development has given the settlements in the wake of its progress. The role the railway establishment has played in 
the current situation of the inland settlements and how it effects their identity and their relation to the state. Also 
bringing up the way economics and natural resources are holding the region inside a framework, which no longer 
have a collaborative relationship with the local settlements or people.  
 
 
Historical impacts in the region 

The infrastructure of the railway network in northern Sweden was mainly developed for two reasons, to gain further 
control of this vast area and to gain access to the large amounts of natural resources the area holds. The railway line 
I have explored was established in the late 1800s, and stations were placed somewhat evenly distributed the way as 
settlements grew along its routes. The situation for these settlements today vary but few have good prospects as 
they have lost people with the loss of an active train station. Cutting of access or losing important functions in 
settlements are often death sentences so the loss of an active station impacted these settlements strongly. The 
station areas might still work but are not used as they once were, often the station house itself was sold off to 
private owners or has simply been left abandoned.  
 
There has been conflicts between the sami population and the state for a long time, they have held a subaltern 
position in Swedish history. It has its roots in the church and the state appropriating land in the region which the 
sami has used for centuries. Their livelihood of herding reindeer in the northern parts of Sweden came in conflict 
with the Swedish states ambition to profit from the natural resources in the area. The church and the state 
proclaimed that the sami were simple folk whom had no rights to the land or their own culture. As many other 
indigenous people in the world, they suffered under the hands of “the colonisers” and their way of life were almost 
completely destroyed.  
 
 
The colony of Sweden – curse of the natural resources 

There is a long history of neglect and exploitation of the northern regions and it has been referred to “the colony of 
Sweden” in texts, debate and by activists trying to expose this.2 This has made its mark in the souls of the people 
living in the region; they might not all have the words or expressions for it, but the ones who can are straight to the 
point about it and their displeasure about the situation is tangible. Within the people who live here one can often 
find a strong love for the place, a pride and commitment but also a frustration and distrust of the state. This springs 
from the perception that the state seems to have an unwillingness to do anything but exploit the region for its 
natural resources and ignore the need of the people.2 The Swedish economy is very much depending on the region 
of Norrland. It provides the country with a lot of electrical power from it many rivers, it is rich of metal ore and the 
vast wooded areas are used as a productive wooden landscape to produce raw material for industry and export.2, 14  
 
 
There are several examples of local initiatives that protest against further exploitation of the natural resources in the 
region and what it does to the environment and local businesses making a living of the natural beauty. 2,3The state 
recently laid additional claim to land in a big part of a sami region for NATO weapons testing, shut down the area 
from any access and causing disturbances with the explosions that jeopardised the reindeer calving.5 For the Sami to 
keep their rights to be under the protection of and part of the minority group council they have formed; they need 
to own reindeers. But to be able to sustain a living on reindeers today, you need to own a lot of them and that 
requires space. The appropriation of the sami land by the state and the Swedish church has limited the number of 
reindeer and therefor also the number of sami people who can claim their rights.2,5 

 
The mining industry is working the area as well and are drilling for more possible mining sites, some greatly risking to 
destroy great natural values of the region.3 It has been met with protest from people advocating a preservation of 
the natural values and highlighting the devastating effect mining would have on the pristine freshwater stream 



nearby. However, the protesters have also been met with discontent on the local scale from people who still believe 
that a mine might mean jobs and save the community. Taking into account the way mines are run today, local 
employment is not so common any more. People come in from other regions or cities and work for a spell and then 
go back. Miners have the same movement patterns as oilrig workers and the benefits for the area the mines are 
located in are very slim. The mining destroys natural values, gives very little to local municipalities in the form of 
revenue and employs very few people locally.3,2 

 
In view of this, seeing the northern region as an economic stimulator which supports the national economy, it is 
understandable that local interests which oppose further investments in this regions productivity towards the 
national treasury are often dismissed. The profits for the state finances are prioritised over the changes imposed 
upon the situation of small settlements in the northern inlands.  
 
 
Large region, vast distances and the implications of it 

The northern regions independence from the rest of Sweden has been a hot political issue for several years and this 
question has come into the light a lot recently as a state issued investigation to remake the regional divisions of 
Sweden are getting closer to present a proposal.4 This would mean; creating one huge region out of the 4 large 
regions we have today and this huge region would cover around 50% of Sweden’s surface, roughly the same area as 
the area referred to as “Norrland”. 
 
The vast distances in the region affects the coverage of services and access to public functions, this becoming more 
acute in recent years as the increase of services being shut down has upped its pace.8 Healthcare is a good example 
to look at when discussing the issue of the meaning of distances to service, it has direct implications which can be 
fatal. Having close access to general care prevents smaller illnesses to develop into more serious and acute 
conditions, it also gives people a sense of security and comfort to know that help is close, should it be needed. 
Regular contact with healthcare increases the individual’s longevity and the ability to retain good physical and 
mental function with growing age. Today it is clear that the presence of healthcare in the rural areas of Sweden are 
becoming weaker. In many areas, healthcare via video link are becoming more common, there are also examples of 
having the local grocery store act as a service point to provide general health exams, with blood drafts and self-
tests.9 

 
The local grocery store has taken over as the community centre, trying to provide all services for the community; 
post office, gambling point, apothecary, care unit, café and so on. The term “putting all eggs in one basket” is really 
starting to apply for the services to entire communities. The community has to adapt to the location and opening 
hours of the local store for all its needs and the people working in the store needs to learn to service and operate a 
large amount of functions. Some areas do not even have the local store any more but are depending on the postal 
service to provide them with daily services. The postal service is also pulling back now, even more than it did when 
the state let go of its management over it, now it is retracting from the most distant positions leaving the people at 
those point without any connection to society. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Future speculations 

A very large infrastructural investment called “Norrbottninabanan” has been in the pipeline for decades and is the 
further development of the high speed railway line Bottniabanan, which today reaches as far north as Umeå. The 
continuation of this line would link the coastal cities of Norrland via a high speed train line which goes all the way 
down to Stockholm.10,11 The hopes for the cities that will be connected through this railway line is, that this link will 
make them more attractive to live in and establish buissnesses in. To gain a connection which could help the cities 
grow rather than shrink. The railway could enable more people to commute and travel between the cities by train 
instead of car, making it more accessible.  
 
Cities are focusing on growing and the northern cities have the same agenda, competing with other settlements to 
gain population. However; the growth of cities in the north are in the expense of the regional settlements, smaller 
communities disappear and the cities are left alone in the vast areas.6 The development of the Norrbottniabana 



could mean that smaller communities along the train line, if they were given a station which the trains would stop at, 
could stay alive and benefit. Making a large investment like this should consider regional effects and potentials for 
smaller communities, not just blindly focusing on the cities. One question which has come up during conversations 
is; do you really want to live in a city where the region it relates to has no population and nothing left to offer?  
 
The new line will ease up the traffic load on the railway lines in the inland areas, goods and resources will occupy 
both lines. This opens up even more gaps in the timetable for the railway alternative to use. Potentially also 
connecting the coastal settlements of medium size to the ones in the inland regions. Circular movement patterns 
and looping units would also be possible in a larger extent with the establishment of the new railway line. 
 
 
Using the power of media 

Plans of going through with a big state withdrawal drew such protests in the small inland city of Lycksele, that the 
problematics of state withdrawal finally reached the attention of the government. The decisive and strategic 
opposition against this decision is called the “inland rebellion” and their protests became national concerns through 
social- and local media attention. (xx) National papers picked this up after it had been exposed and made evident in 
local papers; the state was planning to shut down highly efficient state offices in several settlements and relocate 
them to the big city regions. Ministers got involved in the issue and they reached out to the people behind these 
decisions, resulting in the process coming to a halt. It was at the same time revealed that the state abandoned these 
areas in a wider extent than the population or local businesses. Thus showing that the state actually had an active 
role of initiating shrinkage of settlements and regions.6,7,8 The attention in national media, to this correlation 
between disappearing communities in the countryside and the state pulling back from inland areas, has opened up 
eyes of people living outside the directly impacted areas; starting to shed some light on the rural situation today.  
 
As ministers are starting to recognise that the state has lost respect and influence in a lot of regions and a discussion 
of what effect this has had on the Swedish society. Expressions of distrust and anger directed towards the state have 
caused ministers to express worry towards the tendency of it leading to an increased separatism and regionalism in 
the country.12 They express that in times like this, when Europe is facing masses of refugees, terrorism and economic 
crises the country needs to find unity and common goals to move forward.13 It is important to recognise that simply 
postponing or hindering a shutdown of these functions will not mend the wounds already cut in the rural areas. It is 
a positive statement for the affected settlements, that ministers have actively made an effort by hindering the 
further decommissioning these functions.  
 
 

Relation to the state and its role in the current situation 

Discontent in the countryside towards the state have created a rift in the fabric of the country of Sweden, the state 
has lost its trust in more than half the country. This is a response after seeing the region being trampled on and used 
for centuries. The northern region has gotten very little in return after all the exploitations and interventions made 
in the landscape. The problems with the relation between the state and the rural areas of Sweden, have for a long 
time been brewing on a local scale, without really getting a response on a national level. The region covers such a 
large areal that all the problems happening here have been seen as local issues, too far away from the capital to be 
of any real concern. Problems have been brought up in local papers and are generally not involving enough people to 
elicit the attention of national media. When looking at the region as a whole, seeing all these local issues and the 
result of them, it presents you with a rather dark image. Local crisis’s are happening all over the country’s rural 
areas, it is not singular occurrences but an outbreak of collapsing communities. The concept of Shrinking cities can 
be applied but in a smaller scale, presented with the same devastating results.  
 
In the context of Sweden, with less than 10 million citizens, medium sized communities and small cities make up the 
majority of where people live.15 Smaller communities and dwellings have always been important to those of medium 
size, they form clusters with a co-dependency between them. As more and more of them are disappearing this will 
affect living situations on a national level. It has already started to change; smaller settlements are losing population 
which causes the medium sized settlements to lose its context.  
 
During the last decades, the state has pulled back almost all of its physical presence in many communities and in 
doing so, leaving more than half the country in want of public services and social support. There is a need to 
implement new strategies and approaches for addressing the challenges these regions face. Important collaborators 



are of course the private initiatives working in these areas, they have seen the needs to step in and fill the gaps the 
state has left behind.16 Addressing the negative effects of centralisation is a challenge and new strategies need to be 
considered to tackle the situation.17 

  



2.  Living outside of cities 
 
Introduction to chapter 

This chapter will go more into the local scales of settlements in the northern region and explore how the relations 
between a settlement and its people. How it is rooted in the local, yet influenced and acted upon by the municipal, 
regional and national decisions. It will address the rural settlement in relation to access and available services, as 
well as speculating upon cultural expressions and its connection to identity and self-worth.  
The rural context and its specifics in relation to the cities of the region,  
focusing on the closest ones when exploring dependence and access to services,  
but also taking in the pull of the large city regions of the south of Sweden. 
 
Dependence and collaboration relating to community and culture 

I have seen that in a settlement, where everyone is familiar with one and other, this familiar relation reflects in their 
role in the community’s intricate web of local resources and needs. There is a culture of people stepping in and 
helping others in an everyday manner which I have seldom seen or heard of in a city context today. You form close 
bond to your neighbors and share resources and competences, supporting one another over generations. 
Collaborations can take many forms and expressions and in the context of small settlements in this region 
collaboration and favors are a tradable commodity as well as something you inherit. This creates a strong bond 
within the community but it can also make it hard to come in from the outside with no favor credits working for you. 
It can take a while to bridge the threshold, especially if you have no previous experience of living in a rural 
community.  
 
Coming in from a city and trying to impose something to a community in this region is not simple, even trickier if 
someone would come from a southern city to try and do the same. This might be seen as backwards or perhaps full 
of preconceived judgement, but with the history of the region it is more a matter of a survival instinct kicking in.  
 
However, when one approaches these communities with knowledge and an open mind to the situation they live in it 
is hard to find a more resourceful and problem solving collection of people. They might not express optimism whilst 
working on a problem or project, but this is not something that should not discourage whilst operating in this 
context; it is just a way of expressing oneself in the region.  
 
Creating or adding something in these communities needs to be the result of careful collaboration with the 
community, since several of these settlements are on the brink of disappearing, the ties which holds the community 
together are important. Were one to disregard the local and impose a solution without taking this into 
consideration, the result might be that you ruin the local businesses or drive a wedge in so hard that you create a 
tear in the fabric of the community. Local gathering places, the local stores and associations need to be part of the 
system from the very start.  
 
Point of no return 

The populations in small rural areas have decreased and are still in a downward trend and the ones living there are 
growing older. As follows; the tax revenue from the people living there decreases, hence the problem grow for 
municipalities to get enough money to provide services and support. 
 
These settlements have been referred to as burdens for the national economy and the people are being subjected to 
various levels of blame through general media. In conversations with people both in the region and in city areas it 
has become clear that the underlying tone of this has an influence over how the region or area is perceived. In 
conversations with people in these areas it becomes evident that this underlying meaning has been picked up; If 
they choose to live in such a remote area they should not expect to be provided with the same services as city 
dwellers, if they want service; move!2 The blame and the responsibility alike seems to be placed on the individual 
living in these areas. After years, even decades, of being on the receiving end of this it has had effect; it reduces 
people’s spirits and starts to plant seeds of animosities towards the perceived attacker. The attacker is often 
simplified and take the form of the state, city dwellers or “southerners”.2, 5  
 
Settlements facing the situation of cut backs of services have very little hope to argue with municipal or regional 
decisions in a manner which secures a viable solution for the further existence of the endangered service, sometimes 
it is done with success but often it leads to a loss of the service. The point of no return might even be considered 



passed for many communities, that no efforts can be motivated to be put in place because the cost versus the gain 
for people do not add up. There are examples of initiatives from the communities to privatize the lost service, which 
is the result of a strong commitment from the community, to take over where the state has given up their 
involvement. This privatization comes from an awareness of the effect cut backs and loss of services have on 
communities. When services needed and wanted no longer are available, people will eventually start to look for it 
elsewhere; resulting in a lot of people moving away.18,19 Communities do not survive for long when the school, day 
care centre, local stores or similar services no longer are available, when there is nothing left to fight for, the 
community is lost and the point of no return is reached. So the act of creating a privatised version of the previously 
state or municipally run service is actually a fight for survival.  
 
 
Smaller communities and the railway network 

In the northern parts of Sweden, the railway has a central location in most communities it runs through; it often has 
a clear connection to the settlements main service points. The settlements have been built in a time when train were 
a main feature and means of communication. Today the railway has very little exchange with the community other 
than as a dividing element in the fabric of the settlement. A few passenger trains still traffic the lines, but the lines 
are mainly used for transportation of goods. The passenger trains still stop at a few of the smaller communities in 
the region, but these stops have been up for question to be cancelled for several years. In conversations with the 
people of Bastuträsk, the fear to loose these few passenger trains, are tangible and real.  
 
In new investments into infrastructure in Sweden, speed and time are prioritised over accessing and relating to the 
areas the infrastructure goes through. Cities are linked by high speed trains and highways, cutting across the land in 
as straight a line as possible. Communities who might benefit from a link to a railway are bypassed without 
possibilities to benefit from stations with the chance to access this form of collective traffic. Even though 
investigations made by state appointed researchers has shown that train transportations have huge socioeconomic 
benefits in comparison to road based traffic, trains are still not made accessible.26 The costs to run the trains and 
maintaining the lines have been taken out from the total picture of the numerous benefits for society. Since the 
state let go of the control and running of the Swedish railway network, its role and importance for the people has 
changed.27 

 
 
Relation to the cities 

 
The situation today has made the people in these rural areas dependent on car travel to reach most services one can 
need. Whether this means travelling to the nearest city or a larger settlement matter slightly, but still keeps people 
dependent on car travel on a very regular or even daily basis.  
Life in a rural area has become more and more focused on movability because of this. The thinking is mainly directed 
in one way; the people moves to the services. Apart from a very few exceptions, of ambulating services on trucks 
and busses, this is how it look today. The railway alternative really works the opposite way, it moves the services and 
functions available in cities back to the rural areas. The presence of the units changes the relation to the city, driving 
a car is no longer the only way to access the desired services or functions any more. This gives the people in these 
settlements the choice of not having to travel to reach everything. It lets go of the dependent nature the people of 
rural areas have to the cities and gives them more options closer to home. 
 
 
 
 

  



3.  A System for an alternative 
 

Introduction to chapter 

This chapter will introduce my project and the settings of its limitations and possibilities within the existing 
infrastructure of the railway, as well as the settlements along the tracks; rural and urban alike. Introducing and 
exploring the large scale workings of the ideas behind the project and its intentions. The many scales of influence 
and impact will be addressed and mappings and observations in rural settlements and research on a broad spectre 
of challenges for the region and developments will be explained.  
 
 
 
Existing conditions 

The infrastructure of the railway network in northern Sweden was mainly developed for two reasons, to gain further 
control of this vast area and to gain access to the large amounts of natural resources the area houses. Today the 
railway is mainly used for the latter and the companies engaged in the extraction of raw materials are strong players 
in the region. The railway network was established in the late 1800s, and stations placed along the way, somewhat 
evenly distributed along its routes. The situation for these settlements today vary, some have continued to have 
active relations with the railway longer than others, but today; few have good prospects. Several of the settlements 
have no trains stopping there anymore, the station area might still work, but it is not used as it once was and often 
the station house itself has been abandoned for decades. Several railway lines in the Swedish network is not used as 
much either due to the decrease in number of active stations in rural areas. They might not hold a great importance 
to the freight routes either, so therefor they are not maintained as frequently anymore. The lines exist and have 
been a valuable infrastructural resource for many years. Using these lines to a larger extent than today will ensure 
the further functionality of a transport system with proven environmental benefits in comparison with road based 
traffic alternatives.26 The importance to identify and use existing resources are paramount to building and 
maintaining a good and sustainable society, recognising the need to preserve these is essential.  
 
The area I have investigated have lines with very high traffic loads; a large amount of heavy freight trains and a few 
passenger trains. Still there are gaps in the timetable which one can potentially use. Freight and passenger trains 
currently occupying the railway network are working towards timetables with determines arrival times and are 
sensitive to delays. The type of train I see used for the railway alternative will not necessarily be as time sensitive, 
but rather flexible in when one can schedule arrivals and departures. This means that even though a line might be 
heavily trafficked it could still hold space enough to support this railway alternative as well. 
 
 
 
Ambulating services in Sweden 

 
Ambulating services is not something new in Sweden, there are examples to be found operating today in smaller 
communities and in suburbs. Some services are being offered through existing ambulating units, arriving to 
communities on trucks or busses. To list the ones most people know about in Sweden there are; special care units, 
mobile libraries and ice-cream trucks. The example of ambulating book busses is a service found in the region. They 
have been part of the Swedish knowledge and education strategy since 1948. Many elderly reminisce about their 
childhood and the local book busses arriving, it has taken a firm place as part of a cultural heritage in Sweden. The 
busses are still in use today and depart from libraries in larger communities to roll out and service smaller 
settlements. Health focused units who travel into communities today are mainly addressing one specific cause or 
issue. Two common and widespread types of busses operating under the healthcare category are the blood-bus and 
the mammography-bus. One is clearly working with early discovery of breast cancer and have equipped the bus to 
this work with this specific task. The other one is also focusing on a specific task; collecting blood from donors. 
 
When exploring these examples of ambulating services, it is clear that working in this way have benefits and 
purposes to play in regions with low population density. Healthcare, education and culture are cornerstones of 
society to support and work with in building a good base in the railway alternative. As there are already some 
existing examples of service units, the step to loading these services on to trains does not seem as such a leap. They 
could serve as role models when exemplifying the actions and workings of public services in this ambulating manner.  



 
Another familiar and active ambulating business known in Sweden are the blue ice-cream trucks roaming the 
countryside and suburban areas, selling ice-cream and frozen food. These light blue trucks have roamed the country 
since 1968 and have become an element almost taken for granted as being a part of the Swedish culture. Everyone is 
familiar with the infectious and alluring melody it plays to announce its arrival in a community. Other commercial 
units are also known to roll around on the roads of Sweden, but none are as known or widespread as the ice-cream 
trucks. 
 
Fairs and markets are annual events in the region and often marks a day of homecoming and festivities so it is always 
a big event when the market days arrives. The common feeling when talking to people about ambulating services 
and the events of markets and such is the anticipation and excitement as they arrived. It has a festive and positive 
imagery association. Whether it was the function or service itself they were looking forward to, or the fact that the 
arrival itself meant a sort of happening. Events that bring people together in the community to socialize and enjoy 
the atmosphere have always been important. Local school classes raise money for school trips and associations show 
off their skills and activities. Local skill and tradition has played a big part in the small local markets for a long time 
but now they are shrinking or disappearing along with the population in the rural areas.  
 
The railway alternative will embody a combination of festivities and happenings with a real ability to supply services 
in rural areas. Extending on the concept of what an ambulating service could be and how it can operate within the 
layers of existing networks. Addressing local issues and needs at the same time as it can support and enable regional 
or national strategies, bridging gaps and discrepancies in the Swedish society. 
 
Distances and car dependency 

 
The settlements in these regions are in many aspects depending on cars for personal transportation sometimes on a 
daily basis. Often, the distance to a needed service can be so long that it will occupy a person’s whole day to reach 
and access it. Public transport is limited due to few passengers and might not even be an option for some, so people 
are left with few other alternatives than using private cars. The need to access services then leads to a travelling 
pattern of people depending on private cars to get to cities or larger communities in a growing extent.  This all 
together shows a situation explaining why the people in these areas are often named as environmental villains 
causing heavy CO2 emissions as a result of this car dependency.20,21 With increasing petrol prices, this group protests 
towards the increased living expenses that follows, which is further portrayed in media as being unaware of the 
global environment and the responsibilities society have in these issues. However; it can be seen as a result of the 
chain of events which has led to the almost impossible situation they face. When trying to stand up for and live in 
the place they call home, where they feel a true sense of belonging and are routed in a cultural and social heritage, 
they are denigrated and belittled.  
 

Viewing the demographics in the region I have focused on, the northern inlands, there are an increasing amount of 
elderly people in many areas. This then leads to lower tax revenues whilst the costs stay the same to run the 
municipal functions. As follows; providing services and running municipal functions become increasingly difficult in 
the affected areas. Services are shut down or reduced as a result and the people are forced to travel further to reach 
services and support. 
 As the population in these settlements grows older, the ability to drive gets impaired more and more and it is not 
uncommon that elderly is forced to continue to drive long distances even though they perhaps should not sit behind 
the wheel at all.22 In regards to elderly drivers, they might have to drive into traffic situations they are not used to or 
comfortable with and this can cause stress and anxiety surrounding the act of driving, but they have little choice in 
the matter. 
 

 

  



4.  The railway alternative  
 
Introduction to chapter 

This chapter goes into the finer scales of the thesis work, the application of the theories and speculations on the 
effect it can have on a local level. Also addressing the possibilities and the uncertainties of such a vast and large 
operation can have, with numerous components and actors, reaching into an area otherwise subjected to cut backs 
and loss of investments. Building on scenarios of what a successful application of this thesis work could mean for the 
northern region of Sweden, including the possibility to expand or export the idea to other regions or countries 
struggling with similar issues as the ones found and brought up here. 
 
 
 

The workings of a railway alternative 

 
As services have become centralised and relocated from the northern region, most people are used to travelling a bit 
of a distance to reach most services. The railway alternative acts on trying to reimagine these conditions and aims to 
reintroduce the access to services and opportunities in the inland regions. 
 
There are several interesting trials on smaller scales to study and learn from. One example is an unmanned store run 
by private entrepreneurs, where members in the store manage their shopping and payment through a login 
account.23,24 Opening up possibilities to equip units with this system and so create store-units who different 
businesses or associations could use. This could in turn open up for the possibility of using them in the railway 
alternative as a larger application with a wide reach. Perhaps store-units would fill up with different products in 
several inland communities and travel to a city by the coast to sell the items. The exchange of goods and services 
would occur in a market-like setting with a mix of small actors and larger ones. 
 
 
 
Users and losers – Actors in the railway alternative 

 
The users of this railway alternative are the people living in the communities where the trains will stop, unload and 
set up the units on site. The people living in the vicinity of these communities will benefit as well as services will be 
found closer to them as well, shortening their travel distances. The trains load and unloads the units at both urban- 
and rural areas, covering large parts of the regions the train lines runs through.  
 
A person or company are not solely a recipient or a contributor of the railway alternative, there are possibilities to 
both gain from and add to this platform in various forms.  

 
Being a user; receiving and using services the railway alternative facilitates. 
Being an actor; taking an active role in the content of one or several units. 

 
 
As described in previous chapters, some strategies to reach out to peripheral areas are in use today already; 
ambulating units or long distance services connecting people with video links. Specialised or general services are 
reaching out to smaller communities in this way, this could be used to indicate the need and possibilities for a larger 
ambulating service network. The step to actually realising the railway alternative is not such a big leap theoretically. 
Similar strategies are clearly in effect today already. The municipalities, region officials and associations who are 
providing services in this manner have active working-methods to organise. The scale of the reach of the railway 
alternative might be different, but the sizes of the units and the way of working only differs slightly. The 
collaboration between actors have the possibility to influence the reach of services throughout the region. 
Depending on what actors will use this platform and how widespread it might become, the possible scenarios are 
endless. 
 
 
 



Exemplifying the workings of the railway alternative 

The railway alternative consists of moveable units ambulating on the railway network. The units are then lifted of 
the trains and set up in allocated spaces in the settlements, thus forming a new setting in the existing fabric of the 
community.  
 
Each community might have a slightly different composition of units interacting there because the settlements are of 
various sizes and have differences in their needs.   
 
There are some city locations where larger hubs will be located. 
 and these will relate to services and functions which today cannot be found in the rural areas anymore. 
Then, from there; move into the rural communities and become a momentarily temporary addition. Different units 
will stay on site for different lengths of time depending on the function and the community, some might be in place 
for several weeks, whilst others might just stay for a few days. Then there will be a variation on whether the units 
are in need of staff or if they are self-sufficient as a unit, depending on the actor this will determine some details of 
operation. The periodicity of a unit will also depend on the need of that specific function and the communities 
wishes. Some units or actors might only be active during a certain season and will therefore have intense periods 
followed by inactive phases. 
 
The smaller settlements will form a network through this new platform which the railway alternative embodies. It 
opens up for collaborations and a sharing of knowledge and resources between the communities. As the railway 
often goes through the settlements in central areas, the space where the units will be setting up will be visible to 
most community dwellers. Even the action of loading and unloading will become a very visible event in the 
community and a way of announcing change.  
 
Through the railway alternative it will be possible for local businesses to use the network of communities to grow 
and develop. A unit could become part of a business and roam around on the railway network; form new 
connections or find new customers. It opens up for collaborations between businesses, associations and 
entrepreneurs across the region in a whole new way. Sharing resources, knowledge and manpower to enable 
investments or developments whom otherwise might impossible to implement in this region. The railway alternative 
broadens the reach for all actors using it, thereby reaching new areas and people. As described in previous chapters 
there are several applications of ambulating services as well as some services who uses video-links as a means of 
reaching out. (xx, xx) Some solutions available today have the possibility to meet the needs for services in less 
populated areas; they can be used to enable access without involving a large investment.23,24 Since the area has 
several municipalities who struggle with finances, this is an important aspect.  
 
When it comes to healthcare for instance; having staff out on rotation or being outsourced to different locations are 
a part of the healthcare organisation. Collaborations between hospitals in the different care-regions are common 
and a way to share resources. The care-region that spans the area I have looked into includes; the university- and 
region hospital in Umeå, Skellefteå hospital and Lycksele hospital. All of which are also linked by the railway lines in 
the region. The municipalities and regions could reach more people closer to their homes and provide both general 
and preventative care to smaller communities. They could maintain better control over the general health- and 
education goals set by the state, which today there are problematic to try to fulfil in rural areas.6 

 

Flexibility and exportability 

One aspect of the railway alternative is that it is an adaptable system which could potentially be implemented in 
various locations, regions or even countries. There are several areas whom are facing similar issues with being left 
behind in the wake of urbanisation and centralisation. The railway alternative opens up the possibility to see things 
in a different way with regards to services in areas with a lower density. Utilising existing structures makes it a 
reachable and possible scenario to make further investigations into, regardless of region or country. 
 
Using containers as a basic starting model for the units enables one to use already established, developed and well 
known components and machines at all points of handling. Even in rural locations it is quite likely that there will be 
people living there with the knowledge of how to operate and handle machines for loading and unloading 
containers.  
 



Containers are versatile and the dimensions are used on trucks as well as trains and boats. For actors whom already 
uses containers; adding their own units to the railway alternative can be done quite quickly and without new 
investments. 
 
The sites where the units will be placed out in rural locations will all need to be laid out and designed according to 
local conditions, whilst the more urban city hubs might require a larger and more permanent investment. Measures 
to adapt to climatic conditions and local regulations will also be considered for any area aiming to apply the railway 
alternative. 
 

  



5.  The city connection 
 
 
Introduction to chapter 

This chapter will revolve around the role the city has in the region and its relation to the rural settlements. Re-
connecting the city to the railway system through the railway alternative and the role it will play in opening up the 
exchange between the communities more firmly. With specific focus on the city Skellefteå and relating it to the 
settlement of Bastuträsk, which I will used as an example in the next chapter. In this chapter I also go into the plans 
the city of Skellefteå has for the future, investments and intentions for its further development and among those are 
a future travel center and a cultural hub. I have picked up on and used them as players in the urban connection of 
my thesis work. The urban site and the relation it has to the fabric of the city has the potential to bring together the 
relations with the rural in a new way, intending to take the regional desires of the city and connecting it with the 
potentials of the rural settlements as well as giving the rural a new physical access to needed services.  
 
 
Travel centre and cultural hub competition 

 

Skellefteå municipality is preparing for the new infrastructural investment in northern Sweden, the fast railway line 
Norrbottniabanan, connecting the cities by the coast. In preparation of this investment, the municipality of 
Skellefteå has bought large areas of land by the railway tracks from Jernhusen, the real-estate spin off from the 
discontinued state run railway company SJ. The city hub for the railway alternative will be located on a part of this 
acquired area, in close relation to the new travel center.  
 
Skellefteå has ambitious plans for the future development of the city and has hosted an architectural competition 
for a cultural hub. The site for this cultural hub is where the bus-terminal is located today, a central spot between 
the railway lines and the main square of Skellefteå. This means that a large area of the central parts in the city is 
about to undergo a lot of changes in the near future, making it possible to integrate the city hub of the railway 
alternative into the new city fabric. In understanding the site and all the actors proposed to operate in the area, the 
competition part of the site was explored. (xx,xx,xx img.) The competition has a very ambitious and packed program 
which includes a number of cultural institutions and actors.  
 
Public library 
Regional museum 
MAN art hall 
Art hall 
3 Public performance stages 
Workshops and stages for cultural production 
Hotel 
Conference  
Spa 
Restaurant 
Café 
 
The new travel center’s location makes it a big player of the area in the vicinity of the city hub of Skellefteå. People 
commuting to and from the city will pass by the hub every day and will have the possibility to explore what is 
exhibited at the hub. Outside the travel center and the city hub there will be a public space, a square where there is 
a possibility for units to set up during bigger exhibitions or fairs. It will be an active area with times of a lot of activity 
and crossovers between the surrounding player on the site. This crossover effect and active area will be important 
for making the railway alternative a real part of the city fabric. It will also create a space for producing interesting 
activities to bring out the qualities of the areas in the region. The city of Skellefteå will become a part of the region in 
a different way through the railway alternative, the relationship will formulate itself as being symbiotic rather than 
parasitical.  
 
The connection to outdoor public spaces are important aspects of the relation the city hub creates to the inhabitants 
of the city and the hub in Skellefteå will have two public spaces relating to it. The active public space by the travel 



center will also have a relation to the proposed culture hub. In the proposal I have put together, the hotel and 
conference spaces are accessible from this public space, as are some performance areas and the café. The other 
public space in surrounded by less active functions and will create a calmer and more relaxed atmosphere at the site. 
It mainly relates to the cultural hub and the functions within it. In the proposal I put together, the activities in the 
building aimed to interact with this more relaxed public space are; two art museums and the public library. 
 
The operation of the city Hub 

Each unit is equipped with the fixings and paraphernalia, specified by each actor, in the workshop and alteration part 
of the city hub. New units, as well as older ones in need of new equipment or refurbishments, can be worked on in 
the workshop. Regular maintenance and controls of the units are also taken care of in the workshop area. In the 
service and light maintenance area; the contents of the units are restocked or shifted before they are placed in the 
area where outgoing units sits. There is also an allocated area for incoming units where they are set down after 
being unloaded off the trains. The exchange of units between the trains and the city hub are handled with cranes, 
which also runs the internal movement of the units. One crane system operates in the heated areas where the 
workshops and the exhibition hall is located and another works the unheated area which consist of the areas for in- 
and outgoing units and the on- and off-loading to trains and trucks. The truck connection is a delivery area for 
receiving units who are arriving from actors located in the extended vicinity of the hub. Making it possible to include 
more actors to participate in the railway alternative other than the ones able to access the hub directly. Proximity to 
actors are beneficial and one of the main drivers in this system, to have proximity to services important for a strong 
and developing society. The city hub has every possibility to relate to most functions available in Skellefteå, but a few 
categories have created a backbone of actors who can be found in the proximal area of the hub. 
 
The location of the city hub in Skellefteå places it very close to the city centre and the site for the new culture centre, 
as well as the travel centre. As described previously, this will create an area buzzing with activity and possibilities. 
The railway alternative will become an important part of this area and represent a real connection to the region and 
its qualities. Collaborations with cities and other countries could also become a part of the actors showing of units in 
this area, covering a variety of experiences and information. 
 
Other important players in the area of the city hub is the hospital, which is within walking distance from the city hub. 
Healtcare related actors is one of the main groups operating with numerous units on the railway alternative, so 
placing the hub near the hospital is beneficial. The proximity will enable a simple transportation of staff, equipment 
and paraphernalia between the hospital and the hub.  
 
Located a little further away from the hub, on the southern side of the river, is the university and adult education 
area. The actors located here are important to relate to the railway alternative to facilitate the need for 
development and educational saturation in the inland regions. As the situation is today; at the age of fifteen you 
move away from home to continue your education. After the age of eighteen, the possibilities to further your 
education are next to none in the inland areas. Studying on a distance still often requires some mandatory 
attendances at a university. This has led to a drainage of all youths from the age of fifteen and upwards in the rural 
communities and the move to cities to study often results in few returning back home again. In conversations with 
people in the rural settlement I investigated, an interest of studying where expressed. They felt that getting in touch 
with higher education could mean a great deal. 

 
 
 
  



6.  Rural sites 
Introduction to chapter 

This chapter will bring out my observations and reflections about the rural settlements in the area I have worked 
with and build upon my personal experiences of life in a setting such as this. I will use the specific rural settlement of 
Bastuträsk to exemplify how the situation can be for communities in similar settings, aware that every settlement 
has different conditions and possibilities, I mainly focus the community needs on common ones most people require, 
thereby making this part more representative for more settlements. Through a few examples, some specific wishes 
and requirements from Bastuträsk will come to light. This chapter will also bring back the attention to one of the 
main target groups of this master thesis work; the people in rural settlements along the railway line of the northern 
region of Sweden.   
 
 
Existing in an urban world? 

The urban norm in today’s society had deemed the rural areas to fight a losing battle against the forces of 
centralisation, capitalism and urbanism. The railway alternative is an exploration in existing structures and needs. 
Setting the stage for an alternative to locating people in cities, where there is a lack of dwellings available. Opening 
up options to see the empty structures and houses in rural settlements as part of the larger settlement-network a 
region has. Communities and settlements in rural areas are resources society is leaving behind, considered to be less 
valuable and not worthy of being part of a future.25 

 
It is possible for the railway alternative to create a good relation with the community, but there are a number of 
aspects to consider. Local actors and driving individuals of the community need to understand the applications and 
possibilities of the railway alternative. What it can offer in terms of access to services as well as its role as a platform 
for collaborations and development. As many of these rural communities are in danger of disappearing completely, 
the networks of each settlement are important to recognise as local resources.  
 

The importance of access 

As the railway alternative is introduced in a community, the relationship with the railway will turn around to once 
again make the area around it active and exciting. It will be a chance for the community to reach out with all it has to 
offer, but also be given the opportunity to have close access to a vast variety of services, culture and goods. The 
possibility to interact with a wide range of activities and actors will open up and provide ample opportunities. 
 
It has a lot of potential to make a considerable impact in these areas, whom mainly has seen a detachment and cut 
backs the last decades. In many places it can have such an influence that it could be a matter of the community’s 
survival and possible future existence. Having a connection like this set into action and once again making it possible 
for the people to use services close to home and develop the community. The railway alternative could, by providing 
the sought after services closer to home, then result in a lowered annual mileage and dependency on cars in the 
region. Instead of travelling to the nearest city to reach the service needed, it would be possible to reach them much 
closer to home. 
 
As a result of the loss of services and available functions in these communities, the process of depopulation sped up 
in the region. In conversations with people it is clear that; lack of services has been a hindering factor for people 
considering to move back to their family roots and community. Few are willing to move to a community which is 
devolving and shrinking at the rate that some of these settlements have been. Boarding a sinking ship is not an act 
we humans would naturally do. Communities who start to struggle with maintaining functions have a hard time 
turning the bad situation around. 
 
With the introduction of the railway alternative and the return of so many services and the opportunities it brings, 
the idea of the future for these communities will change. The houses who no one has wanted to take over after 
older generations has passed away might then be attractive options for future generations again. The costs of taking 
over a house in these regions are quite small, often there are no loans that comes with the houses. What is needed 
is mainly maintenance and general care of the property. Houses that are used as holiday or seasonal homes could 
regain their intended use as permanent living. The area might be able to turn the downwards running spiral of losing 
population around and change the way these areas are perceived.  
As the communities recover their access to services and the population loss is haltered or turned around, the area 
can stabilise their internal economy. Instead of focusing on how to stay afloat, the municipalities and people in the 



inland regions can then focus on moving forward. Making these communities more attractive to live in will have 
positive effects for the nearby city regions as well. A stable and balanced region has benefits for both the rural and 
the urban settlements, as they depend on each other.  
 

The community 

The idea behind the railway alternative is not only to bring the functions of the city to the people on the countryside 
but also to give back the power of choice and bring new options for the local. The railway alternative can be used as 
a platform to solidify and express the locality and create an awareness of it in a new way.  
 
A small settlement always has qualities which are unique for each place. For the people living there it is important 
that these qualities are respected, keeping the identity and culture of a place strengthens the pride and love for it in 
the community. A platform for a community has to take in consideration the wishes and needs of the members of 
said community; otherwise it will simply be something that is thrust upon them which they have no control over and 
which they might not see the benefit of. Knowing the local history will open up an understanding about the 
community members’ remembrance and relations to different areas. 
 
The settlement that I have explored in my work is a community I myself have ties to and were I have good access to 
form an understanding of the needs of the community. Confiding in an outsider is not common practise in the area. 
A combination of pride and suspicion is at work when an outsider questions the existing situation. There is a doubt 
that the person would really understand the issues. Expressing honest feelings about the community is easier when 
the person is familiar and trusted. The importance of trust as an aspect in confidences, between the individuals I 
talked to and myself, became quite clear. I was considered a member of the community, even though I had not lived 
there for over fifteen years, I was still considered one of them and had earned their trust.  
 
An understanding that the relationship people have within these communities’ people have roots in also influences 
their perspective. With less people growing up in different rural areas, less people will know and relate to the 
perspectives of rural life in Sweden, a heritage more and more unique. Growing up in this type of context gives you a 
perspective a person growing up in an urban environment will not truly grasp. How this experience shapes the 
identity of people; it is almost like an identifying marker.  
 
Without a respect for this uniqueness, the railway alternative may even pose a threat for these micro-cultures, 
which make each settlement unique spots in the region. Identifying and understanding micro-cultures and existing 
networks are key to approaching a community. With an awareness and respect for this, so many positive things can 
be harnessed and come out from it. 
 
 
The operation of the railway alternative at rural sites 

One important aspect to consider when looking at the rural sites is the possibility to stop the train at suitable 
location for on- and offloading of the units. The communities which once had operational stations often have at least 
two lines at central locations which could be used as well. Additional investments in new tracks should not be 
needed for an initial start-up of the railway alternative.  
 
The sites need to have some basic infrastructure to support the units and their content, such as; connections to the 
electrical grid, water supply and sanitation. Given the locations being as central as they are, most of these 
requirements can easily be met with only a few installations on site. If, however the actors need to have staff to run 
the units, other issues might arise. Are the sites able to house the staff or should staff units be part of the 
ambulating service? In the same way that the on- and offloading process can be solved with various strategies, the 
staff areas can also be supplied in various ways. However, there should always be a standard staff unit 
accompanying the other units to supply the basics on all sites. At some locations, additional areas could be set up in 
existing buildings. 
 
The unit transference can be carried out in a few different ways; 

Cranes on trains 
Container lifting trucks 
Automated systems 
Fixed crane at site 



 
Enabling the transference of units by having a unit with an operating crane being a permanent part of the train set-
up. Which could be used regardless of location, would be beneficial for the flexibility and applicability of the railway 
alternative. Since the cranes who are operating from the train has a limited reach, the positioning of the units will 
also be limited. Some locations could also use container lifting trucks, in addition to the permanent system, to aid 
with the transference of units on to site. This will increase the range and possible amount of units which can be 
placed at one settlement at a time. In communities where there are people with the skills to operate container lifting 
trucks, there are bigger opportunities to form groupings and arrange the units. 
 
The units supplied with content from the rural areas will be added to on the site used for the set-up units, there is no 
separate allocated space for this as there are at the city hubs. As they are filled up they will also be available locally 
until it gets loaded onto the train to travel to the next settlement.  
 
 
Exemplifying actors and collaborations 

In grouping units, a number of benefits can be had, there can for instance be one unit taking care of some services 
for all the rest of them. As an example; having a group of health servicing units, it will be possible to have one unit 
operating as a reception, waiting area and a staff area. In addition to examination units it might be beneficial to 
combine the group with some commercial unit; an apothecary or similar function related to healthcare. Making 
huddles with related functions and actors will make it easier to cover several aspects of the needs one has with 
different themes. 
 
With the changes of season, different needs and wishes will naturally arise and this will also influence the content in 
the units using the railway alternative. Depending on season and area, there might be some themes who are active 
only a few weeks each year in the form of; seasonal fairs and events. There should be some standard units available 
for such events. Because the sizes of the actors might vary, these units should be easily dividable to enable several 
actors to share one unit. This makes it possible for local small actors to use these thematic or seasonal drives as well.   
In sharing the units an incentive for good collaborations opens up. Rural communities have smaller actors and 
therefor they might need to come together to promotes collaborations and build on the network culture these areas 
have.  
 
In the settlement of Bastuträsk for instance there is a Factory producing meat products of various sorts, this could be 
combined with bakeries, cheese producers, jam and lemonade makers, herb growers or similar products to 
collectively form good and locally produced food products. Alone, these small initiatives or producers might not 
reach out, but collectively and through the railway network it is possible to sustain and grow businesses in the rural 
areas. The same positive effect could also benefit the local associations and clubs who are struggling to attract 
members or leaders. The local shooting club of Bastuträsk has been an active and successful club since 1901 and is 
the club in the community which attracts members from all socioeconomic groups, genders and ages. However, they 
struggle to reach out and continue the work of the club. Skellefteå is the closest city, but they have no shooting club 
nearly as successful as the one in Bastuträsk. One of the wishes expressed from Bastuträsk shooting club is to lift the 
sport in the region, to have good competitions and collaborations locally. Through the railway alternative they could 
reach out with their club and what they do in the region. 
 
 


