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1 Introduction

1.1 Purpose

The goal of this field research paper has been to inquire into the
Västerbotten’s membership of the Barents Euro-Arctic Region since late
1997 and, in particular, figure out how far the Barents project has permeated
/ is to permeate in the future of this county. To that purpose, we have chosen
a set of strategic interlocutors that go from the public authorities to the social
movements, university and representatives of the business community in the
region. Throughout the personal interviews with them, we have tried to
catch the vision of the different actors over the Barents project, their particu-
lar interests, their level of involvement and the difficulties they undergo in
their participation. Here will the results of the interviews be presented
shortly.

1.2 Interlocutors1

• Personal interview with Mr. Lars Karlberg, Director, International Coordination
at the County Administration of Västerbotten, 10th November 1998

• Personal interview with Mr. Anders Isaksson, Projektledare at the Municipality
of Umeå, 16th November 1998

• Personal interview with Mr. Peter Hedman, International Secretary of the
County Council of Västerbotten, 17th November 1998

• Personal interview with Mr. Jan-Erik Lundberg, Managing Director of the
Association of Municipalities of Västerbotten, 18th November 1998. The meet-
ing was attended by Mr. Håkan Ottoson, European Liaison Officer and Mrs.
Helen Magnusson, representative of the Association at the Barents energy-wor-
king group

• Personal interview with Mrs. Karin Johansson, Chamber of Commerce of Väster-
botten, 20th November 1998

• Personal interview with Mr. Harry Strandberg, Municipality of Umeå, 20th
November 1998

• Personal interview with Mr. Bo Johnson, Företagarna, Association of small and
middle-size companies, 25th November 1998

1. Mr. Thomas Sikstrom, responsible of the Interreg Program at the Municipality of Umeå, 
declined to hold a meeting with us despite our numerous requests
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• Personal interview with Mrs. Eva Forssman, Projects Coordinator at the
Robertsfrots Municipality, 27th November 1998

• Personal interview with Mr. Bengt Hultman, Red Cross of Västerbotten,30th
November 1998

• Personal interview with Mrs. Maj-Britt Johansson, International Secretary of the
University of Umeå, 1st December 1998
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2 Findings

What should be established at the very outset is that we think to have found
that the public authorities of this county, the business community and the
social movements have differing views over the interest of this county in
being a member of the Barents regional framework. Further they do not
share a common-denominator strategy on the direction that Västerbotten
should regard for cooperation, interaction and development in the middle-
long run. In particular you may appreciate a sharp division of visions
between the regional authorities– County Administration (CA) and County
Council (CC) – on the one hand and the business community and the local
authorities –Municipality of Umeå (MA) and Association of Municipalities of
Västerbotten (AMV)– on the other. Let us explain in extensis this first finding.

The County Administration and the County Council share to considerable
extent a similar view about the interest of the county in the Barents frame-
work. Both County Council and County Administration present the Barents
framework as a wider discussion forum, which support the institutional
actors’ attempts in finding partners in Finland and Norway in order to tackle
the economic and environmental concerns of the Northern regions. The
County Administration and the County Council consider the Barents institu-
tional setting as a potential engine in ensuring coordination between the
international, national and regional levels when solving regional problems.
Further, in Mr. Peter Hedman’s words – International Secretary of the
County Council–, the Barents framework should work as an information-
gathering mechanism that ensures more coordination between the Northern
counties in their projection towards the common external target: Northwest
Russia. Mr. Hedman (CC) argues that a coordination engine of the ‘external
policy’ of the northern counties is necessary in order to avoid disfunctionali-
ties and guarantee a more efficient approach of the Swedish, Norwegian and
Finnish counties towards Northwest Russia. Another positive effect could
be, in Mrs. Maj-Britt Johansson’s opinion –international secretary at the Uni-
versity of Umeå– that Västerbotten’s membership into the Barents region
could have an indirect effect in bringing more Russian students to this uni-
versity of Umeå and thus consolidating it as the main research and study cen-
tre in this latitude. 

Both civil servants, Mr. Lars Karlberg– Director of International Coordi-
nation at the County Administration–, and Mr. Hedman, point out the press-
ing need for the Barents project to be integrated within a comprehensive
project of greater scope in the space and the time. Mr. Karlberg believes that
the northern regions of Europe (the Barents and the Baltic region) should
have a transregional framework with the same decisionmakers and common
budget for their development. 

Both County Council and County Administration are the public bodies
more committed and involved in the Barents institutional framework. In this
connection, Mr. Karlberg accepts that the County Administration is overrep-
resented. On the CC’s side, Mr. Hedman insists that the Barents policy-mak-
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ing process should give more opportunities to regional-elected people. The
International Secretary of the County Council suggests that the Barents insti-
tutional setting should have a Parliamentary Assembly of Regions. Both CA
and CC highlights the importance of the work being done by the other in the
Barents agenda. 

The County Administration and the County Council take differing stances
over the exact degree of interaction that this county should have with the
Barents region. The County Administration, representative body of the cen-
tral administration in Västerbotten, seems to look at the Barents region as the
principal direction of economic and political interaction. And that is the rea-
son why the County Administration, as the regional authority in charge of
the economic development, is more involved in the Barents framework than
in the Baltic setting, as Mr. Lars Karlberg explained. The International Secre-
tary of the County Council, Mr. Hedman figures out that Västerbotten is
strategically-located to become a linchpin between the Barents region and the
Baltic area on the one hand, and Hegeland in the North Sea and Arkhangelsk
in the White Sea on the other. This reasoning received well acceptance
among some interlocutors as Mr. Harry Strandberg from the Municipality of
Umeå and Mrs. Eva Forssman from the Municipality of Robertsfors. 

In the other side of the political spectrum over the Barents question, we
find the Association of Municipalities of Västerbotten, the Municipality of
Umeå and the business community. First of all, the Association of Municipal-
ities of Västerbotten and the Municipality of Umeå share the view that this
region should look at the Baltic area as the main direction for interaction,
cooperation and development. That is the first reason why both of them are
not involved in the Barents institutional mechanism, according to their repre-
sentatives. Neither of them finds valuable enough to be a member of the
Barents Euro-Arctic Region. In fact, they claim that most of the County
companies are penetrating Baltic markets and exploring business opportuni-
ties in that region. They concede that maybe the Barents framework could
help to improve the bilateral linkages of this region with Karelia. 

Secondly, both local bodies affirm that the Barents project is a top-down
and security-oriented strategy of the central governments that targets
national-scope concerns: environmental and economic troubles in Nort-
hwest Russia and instability in the Russian Federation. Further, it does not
have any kind of local dimension or structure. Therefore it does not have
anything to do with them. They feel more comfortable within the Baltic insti-
tutional framework in which cooperation is also run between local authorities
of the countries involved. And Barents is far away in Mr. Strandberg’s words.
According to Mr. Jan-Erik Lundberg –Managing Director of the Association
of Municipalities of Västerbotten–, the interest of the Association in being
involved in the Barents region may be summarized “it is better to be in than out”.

Thirdly, the Municipality of Umeå and the Association of Municipalities of
Västerbotten complain that the County Administration has not reported to
them about the developments in the Barents framework nor has it done a big
effort to make easier for the local authorities to understand the significance,
structure and consequences for this county to be part of the cooperation.
Neither it has asked for a local input in the Barents framework. All of the
local authorities’ interlocutors claimed that the County Administration had
not taken the large experience from the municipalities in transborder cooper-
ation, despite their suggestions and initiatives. According to them, this is the
second reason behind their poor participation in the Barents framework.
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However, some representatives of the local authorities, Mr. Jan-Erik Lund-
berg among them, conceded that they had declined to attend Barents meet-
ings despite being invited to.

Finally, the Association of Municipalities of Västerbotten and the Munici-
pality of Umeå are concerned that the new northern direction of interactions
taken by the County Administration could damage the excellent relationship
that Västerbotten keeps on with the regions along the Blue Highway route:
Vaasa (a non-member of the Barents region) and Karelia (in this case, as Mr.
Karlberg from the County Administration argues, with a deep lack of knowl-
edge about what counties make up the Barents region). The position of both
of them, the Association of Municipalities of Västerbotten and the Munici-
pality of Umeå, could seem to some extent contradictory. On the one hand,
they figure out that the interest of Västerbotten is further South and that the
Barents structure is a worthless cooperation mechanism. On the other, they
claim that the County Administration neglects their expertise in transborder
cooperation and the Barents framework lacks an interlocal dimension. 

As to the business community, Mrs. Karin Johansson –from the Chamber
of Commerce of Västerbotten–, pointed out that the Baltic region is the area
where the companies of this country are finding better business opportuni-
ties. Mrs. Johansson points out as well that the Barents region has a lot of
economic potential in the long run. For the time being, most of
Västerbotten’s companies have been exporting their products to St. Peters-
burg, the Baltic countries and Poland. This region is more developed, you
may find partners able to co-finance and less hard obstacles to overcome.
Therefore it is easier for companies to go to this region. Mrs. Johansson and
most of the interlocutors coincided in highlighting the lack of response from
the business community to the integration of this county into the Barents
region. 

In similar terms, Mr. Bo Johnson from Företagarna argues that the busi-
ness community of this county is not interested in going to Barents. In fact,
few companies go to ask for information about how to do business in the
Russian Barents region. They are moving to the Baltic region. On the other
hand, he complains of the short-sighted strategy of the Swedish authorities
in the Barents region. Unlike the Finnish, the Swedish authorities conceive
the region through a prism of problems rather than in terms of economic
opportunities. The Finnish are taking more risks and are leading the eco-
nomic game. That is not the case of the Swedish authorities and companies.
A similar view was expressed by Mrs. Forssman from the Municipality of
Robertsfors, who underlined the huge opportunities in the field of tourism
and knowledge for Swedish companies.

Several obstacles were underwritten by our interlocutors with regards to
transborder cooperation. 1. Different ways of establishing partnerships. The
Russian partners do not know about negotiation plans on the one hand and
are accustomed to obey rather than taking the initiative on the other. 2. Lan-
guage that triggers continuous misunderstandings. 3. Culture and ways of
thinking. In addition to these obstacles, Mrs. Karin Johansson from the
Chamber of Commerce, stated that Swedish companies have to go through
numerous troubles to do business in Northwest Russia: 1. Mafia 2. Legal
matters with custom laws changing everyday 3. Trade barriers. 

Some feedback on how to overcome these difficulties were presented by
some interlocutors with large experience in transborder cooperation in the
region, Mrs. Forssman from the Municipality of Robertsfors and Mr. Bengt
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Hultman from the Red Cross of Västerbotten. Both of them highlighted the
major importance of having a long get to know process in order to get the con-
fidence of your Russian partner. In this phase, it is important to be patient
and wait for the moment when you have connected with your potential part-
ner. A contact network-building process is absolutely necessary before going
ahead with any kind of cooperation project. Second, if you expect to cofi-
nance the project, you should leave it very clear to your potential partner
before you signing any letter of intent or contract and after you have con-
nected with him. If you do it later, they will be very disappointed. Third, to
bring the Swedish experience in signing contracts in Mr. Hultman’s words.
Finally, the relevance of having the Finnish support in any kind of Swedish
cooperation project to be implemented in Russia due to the great Finnish
expertise in dealing with Russians. 

As regards the failure of the Swedish projected Business Development
Centre in Petrozavosk, Republic of Karelia –whose funding was discontin-
ued by SIDA–, some interlocutors concurred to affirm that this breakdown
was due to a wrong Swedish strategy. First of all, the leaders in charge of the
project underestimated the importance of the get to know process and contact
networking, and went directly to establish business relations between
Västerbotten and Karelia companies. Second, they did not have the Finnish
backing. All the contrary happened to the Business Development Centre in
Kostamus, as well in the Republic of Karelia. According to Mrs. Forssman
from the Municipality of Robertsfors, a partner in the project, they suc-
ceeded in Kostamus as a result of a) having a long contact network building
before going ahead with a standing office in Kostamus b) to have enjoyed the
Finnish backing was essential. 
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3 A Decrease of Interest and Enthusiasm of 
the County Institutional Actors over the 
Barents Project

Let’s turn now our attention on why the interest and enthusiasm of the
County institutional actors for being an active member in the Barents region
seems to have decreased since membership in late 1997. In Mr. Karlberg’s
words (CA), the County Administration, the County Council, the Associa-
tion of Municipalities and the media sector showed a great interest and
enthusiasm with the idea and the project until the moment of adhesion. After
a year of membership, however, the degree of participation and will for more
cooperation are very limited among the Association of Municipalities and
Municipality of Umeå, and even affects the County Administration. The
exception is the positive response from the County Council.

On the one hand, there are certain structural reasons behind this indiffer-
ence. First of all, the initiative did not enjoy the strong backing of all the rele-
vant actors of this county – Municipality of Umeå, Association of Municipal-
ities of Västerbotten and representatives of the business community. Second,
the idea of a common identity with the northern regions of Barents is not
uprooted in the people of Västerbotten. None of our interlocutors, with the
exception of Mr. Hedman from the County Council and Mrs. Forssman from
the Municipality of Robertsfors, considered that Västerbotten share some
kind of common identity with the other constituents of the Barents region.
Third, the local authorities underwrote how confusing it is for them to
understand the consequences and meaning of both Sweden’s recent member-
ship in the European Union and Västerbotten’s membership in the Barents
Euro-Arctic Region. The truth is that there has not been until now a cam-
paign by the leading institutional authority, the County Administration, about
what the Barents Cooperation is and the interests and opportunities for this
county to participate in the project. Given that it is the County Administra-
tion, the institutional body that took the lead in getting Västerbotten in the
Barents framework, I feel strongly that the wisest thing to do would have
been to lead a consistent information campaign among the other public bod-
ies of the region on the interests and opportunities for this region to be in
the Barents framework. In this connection, I maintain that Barents cannot be
sold as a ‘region-in-need of troubleshooter- package’.

On the other hand, there are other reasons behind the decreasing enthusi-
asm for the project. First of all, Mr. Karlberg from the County Administra-
tion admitted that this lack of enthusiasm was not only obvious among the
local authorities and the business community but also within the County
Administration. This is due to the feeling of frustration of people who
attends the different meetings of the bodies set up by the Regional Council.
According to Mr. Karlberg (CA) and Mr. Hedman (CC), the meetings within
the Barents framework are no well-structured, lack an agenda and there is no
decisions to be taken because of the lack of funding. Further, there is a lot of
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discussion of power between Swedish, Norwegian and Finnish representa-
tives while the Russians do not participate at all. A further complication is
that this county does not have funding enough to launch highly relevant
projects that make sense to the Barents cooperation framework. Contrary to
the Norwegian and Finnish counties that have a large set of own funds, this
county was granted the poor amount of 1.5 million Crones per year for
regional cooperation involving the Russian Barents region, according to Mr.
Karlberg (CA). Then Norrbotten’ International Secretariat has more than 25
people while this county counts with few full-time persons involved in inter-
national cooperation, according to Mr. Peter Hedman.
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