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Abstract 

Changes in demogaphics, employment and shop-
ping habits, triggered by urbanisation and increasing 
mobility are important factors influencing Swedish 
countryside. Answering the changing conditions is 
especially important in the northermost counties, 
with very low population density and large distances 
between settlements.

Within the peripheries of Västerbotten the avail-
ability of basic social and commercial services is 
decreasing, as the economic viability of such busi-
nesses is too low and the former commercial model 
became unsustainable. Most of the service functions 
are associated to local grocery stores, and when one 
is forced to close down, the village loses not only its 
access to basic services, but most of all a meeting 
point for the community. The supply of food and er-
rands is not a problem for the inhabitants, but the 
need for social activities and access to a neutral 
ground to meet the neighbours remains unresolved.

This thesis is investigating possible alternatives 
and proposing new models of hybrid service centres 
for rural communities of Västerbotten, that are ca-
pable of uplifting the countryside by focusing on the 
most important aspect: the people.
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Main Research Questions 

Västerbotten
What is the current landscape of accessibilty to 
food and basic services in the region? Where are the 
stores/service points located? What is the logic and 
patterns behind their existence?

Food supply
How is the Swedish food supply organised? Who are 
the actors? What do Swedish people buy and eat? 
What can be an alternative for a rural community?

Local stores
How does a local store look and work? Which ones 
are successful, which ones are threatened with clo-
sure? What is influencing their economical viability? 
What is their social relevance?

Basic services
What is a basic service? What is the current availabil-
ity of those and how can it be improved? What are the 
future prospects and driving forces?

Rural commons
What are the needs of rural communities? What can 
be shared by a community? How can architecture 
trigger and facilitate engagement in shaping the fu-
ture? How to inspire people to improve the life in the 
countryside?
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Hypothesis

In order to secure the accessibility of basic services 
and provide spaces of encounter for the inhabitants 
of Västerbotten's peripheries, there are new ideas 
needed. People are chosing to buy at stores with wid-
er range and lower prices and local stores are unable 
to compete in those fields. The existing model of rural 
services based on local grocery stores needs to be 
investigated and re-analysed, as the operation costs 
for a decreasing number of customers cannot be 
compensated. The residents value the existence of a 
service center, which means access to postal servic-
es, Systembolaget, Swedish Games etc. but are not 
willing to pay a higher shelf price for their food and 
errands, if they can buy the same products cheaper 
from elsewhere. On the other hand, they recognise 
the importance of a meeting place for the community 
and a possibility of spontaneous encounters.

The hypothesis of this thesis states that through 
abandoning the commercial aspect of service cen-
tres and shifting focus towards the needs of rural 
communities, it is possible to develop a collabora-
tive model which would and improve food supply and 
social life of the hinterland. A widespread implemen-
tation of this concept would increase the accessibil-
ity of services and improve quality of life in the rural 
peripheries of Västerbotten.
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Glossary 
Fika
	 (Swedish	pronunciation:	[ˈfiːˌka])	is	a	concept	in	Swedish	
culture	with	the	basic	meaning	"to	have	coffee",	often	ac-
companied with pastries or sandwiches.

Commons 
 cultural and natural resources accessible to all membewrs 
of 	a	society,	including	natural	materials	such	as	air,	water,	
and	a	habitable	earth.	These	resources	are	held	in	common,	
not owned privately.

Fika Commons
a	possibility	of 	an	informal	encounter	with	neighbours	or	
aquaintances,	facilitated	by	appropriate	architecture	and	
service	functions	related	to	it.	Best	if 	triggered	through	
bottom-up	development	of 	a	community,	but	can	also	be	
joined with planning and social revitalisation programme.
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Västerbotten 

Norrland, the northern part of Sweden is a specific area on the 
map of Europe. It is a land of extremes with the long bright sum-
mer days and the utterly dark winters. It is a land of contradictions, 
with the least densly populated areas on the whole continent, but 
very urbanised. A journey through the endless spruce forests and 
vast landscapes, especially on a dark autumn evening is a power-
ful experience, as the perception of distances and scale becomes 
surprisingly physical.

Västerbotten is the second northernost county in Sweden, 
placed between Norbotten at the north, the Bothnia Bay of the 
Baltic Sea at the East,  Västernorrland and Jamtland at the south, 
and the Norwegian province of Nordland over the western border. 
Nowadays 78% of inhabitants of the region live in the four coastal 
municipalities: Umeå, Skellefteå, Robertsfors and Nordmaling. The 
remaining areas, which are the majority of Västerbotten, are very 
sparsely populated, with only a few larger towns and especially long 
distances between settlements.

I have been exploring the region since the Autumn of 2013 and 
gradually gained more curiosity and interest in the ways of life and 
organisation of the most basic needs. I have passed by and visited a 
number of food stores, which are some of very few ‘public’ buildings 
and a natural roadstop for travellers. And from this perspective I 
was starting to understand that life in the countryside is only pos-
sible with a sufficient access to basic services and goods and the 
changing way of life is reshaping the rural areas. The increased mo-
bility, enabled by the ubiquitous presence of automobiles, is trans-
forming the meaning of distance and the way how the rural areas 
operate. People are commuting to urban areas for work, shopping or 
leisure more often than before, which affects the former organisa-
tion of commercial and public services.

 21
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12 000
residents have more than 15 km to the nearest 
store and basic services

262 362
people live in Västerbotten (December 2014)

density of Västerbotten is 

17/km2 
compared to EU average
of 116 people/km2

Västerbotten has an area of

55 000km2
which is comparable to Croatia 
(4,28 M inhabitants) 



‘This	is	a	century	for	city	lovers.
This is where it happens.’
from	movie	‘Urbanised’	by	Gary	Hustwit,	2011

‘There	is	an	urban	norm	in	our	society,	
but	who	talked	to	us	about	it?’
from	movie	‘Lhg+bil+allt	hag	har	och	äger’	by	Clara	Bodén,	2014
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Urban norm?

The countryside may have seen its best around 1950s, when a large inflow of 
inhabitants was needed to supply workers for the developing industries. Since 
then, the inland municipalities are constantly depopulating, while Umeå wants 
more and is growing larger than ever, aiming to nearly double in population by year 
2050. 

The sparsely populated hinterland areas are on their way to become just 
memories as rapid development of technology in the last 50 years does not re-
quire as much manpower in the usual Norrland jobs. There are not many reasons 
to live in Norrland, and those feelings are well expressed in Clara Bodén’s movie  
‘Lhg+bil+allt hag har och äger’ (Apartment+car+all I have and own), which is one 
of voices in the discussion. There is something that lures to live in Norrland and 
something that urges to escape, and this difficult relation is well portrayed in the 
movie.

Sweden has one of the highest urbanisation rates in Europe and the focus of 
politics and business is directed towards new urban developments, but hardly 
considers the existing rural areas. The hinterland becomes disconnected from the 
most basic services, fully dependent on owning and driving cars and struggling 
with depopulation. Those, who still live of farming are endangered by unfavorable 
regulations and dumping prices for selling their own produce. It’s more and more 
difficult to make a living out of cities. The achevements of the settlers that started 
to populate and build up the region 300 years ago are being forgotten.

Improving the hinterland is challenging, because its decline had many reasons. 
Besides industrialisation, automation, emergence of individual transport and 
many other, it is worth to point at the collonial mindset towards Norrland and its 
resources. People living here were never treated as equals for the managers from 
Stockholm, but rather like executives of the orders to harvest the national prop-
erty and export the wealth down South. The awarness about this arrangement is 
raising through many initiatives, ie. exhibition ‘INLAND’ which took place in Väs-
terbotens Museum. Starting from the knowledge, things need to change further to 
ensure a safe and sustainable future of Northern Sweden.



Meeting Britta Lundgren, project manager of INLAND

Well, you can't just 
live on products 
which are luxury in 
Stockholm.

What do you think 

of the local food 

from the region?
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Project INLAND is a reaction to the 
Capital of Culture 2014. It brings the at-
tention back to the region, as this is the 
main focus of Västerbottens Museum.

6 photographers were invited to tell 
stories of life in the countryside, relat-
ing to the projects by Sune Jonsson,  
a friend of Britta Lundgren.

The museum applied for funds and 
once the grant was awarded, the ap-
pointed photographers worked in the 
field June - September 2014.

The results are an exhibition, magazine 
and website, accompanied with  
a series of talks about the region.

Britta was telling us about the life in 
the countryside from 1950s, how the 
agriculture was transformed from small 
to large scale specialzed production.
She was mentioning that a job in for-
estry that once required 50 men,  
is now done by one in a machine.

She was convinced that the big scale 
welfare state policy in 50s and 60s has 
ruined the small scale. What got lost 
alongside was the "happiness of the 
season", as people used to be much 
more connected to nature and seasonal 
rythms.

As a result, the only local food produc-
tion is ending as delicatessen in Stock-
holm, and it's not possible to live on 
such products in Norrland.

We were curious if the thinks of the 
rural life as better than in a city, and 
Britta wasn't overly nostalgic when 
saying that one can be also 'trapped by 
a village'.

Now a lot of houses in Norrland are 
kept by families as 'second homes', and 
there is also an inflow of people from 
Germany or Netherlands settling in 
Northern Sweden.

 27
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Cyber Norrland
In the form we know it now, the northermost part of Sweden is 
shaped by many invisible forces that have been transforming the 
daily life and routines of the inhabitants. Because of the extreme 
climate and remoteness, life has always been more challenging here 
than in southern parts of Europe. Cultivating land is more difficult 
due to less fertile soil and short and intense season. Thus, through 
17th and 18th centuries, the largest exports from Norrland were 
pine tar, timber and ships. All of those industries were based on jobs 
close to nature and using rather low-tech solutions.

Many changes have happened since then. The growth during 
1950s-1960s and has especially changed the countryside. The sys-
tem of roads and gas stations allowed to reach places difficult to 
access before. It offered a connectivity on an unprecedenced scale, 
facilitating to populate Norrland, exploit the natural resources 
and develop large-scale industires. The population of inland areas 
reached its historical peak. The importance of the region has in-
creased.

But this was just the beginning, followed by optimisiation and 
automation of production processes which lead to restructuring of 
the labour market. The job where one needed 50 men in 1950s, is 
now performed by a harvester and one operator. It takes 30 seconds 
to fell a large pine or spruce, delimb it and buck it into logs of equal 
lenght. The mobile sawmills, which were operating in Västerbotten 
settled, grew, and were transformed into an automatic production 
lines, where workers supervise the production process, but not 
actually work with wood. The most prominent example which LiAi 
visited earlier this year is Martinssons. The forestry itself has also 
been optimised to provide the cheapest raw mateiral for the paper 
production companies like SCA. Manpower has became somewhat 
irrelevant to the region.

The artwork on the left page was created by Simon Stålenhag, 
an interesting Swedish artist based in Stockholm, presented as a 
sci-fi painter. The reviews of his work say ‘Incredible paintings of 
sci+fi suburbia will make you wish you were Swedish’ (The Verge) or 
‘Imagining a dystopian Sweden full of robots and dinosaurs’ (Wired). 
The author has just started a Kickstarter campaign to publish two 
albums with his work and acquired 30x more funding that initially 
expected1. Although the idea behind those paintings is not critical 
and they seem to be abstract at first, I see them more of a shocking 

1 https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/cabinetentertainment/simon-stalenhags-

tales-from-the-loop
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representation of the current state of things. Norrland as it is today 
is only possible with the backbones of sillicon chips and constant 
supply of electric current.

The nature can only be encountered in the nature reserves, be-
cause what seems to be at first look vast spruce forests, is nothing 
more than timber plantations, stripped of biodiversity and designed 
just for maximum efficiency. When the time comes, the trees are cut 
clear by the harvesters, leaving a very depressing battlefield of tree 
stumps. Sweden has never had as much timber and as little forests, 
as Maciej Zaremba wrote in the book ‘Forest Mafia’ treating about 
the degradation of landscape and loss of cultural values associated 
to trees and nature, which were crucial to Swedish society over the 
last centuries.

Even the difficulties of remoteness and harsh winter conditions 
have also been compensated with advanced technologies. Thanks to 
the winter tires with studs and traction control systems for vehi-
cles, invented and developed over the years by Bosch on the frozen 
lake in Arjeplog in Norbotten, it became possible to travel safely at 
100 km/h on a road covered with ice, on which even walking would 
be challenging. Those traction control systems became mandato-
ry feature of all new cars sold in European Union since 2014. Such 
inventions change everything not only in the daily life of people, but 
also the supply chain for food products.

 And as a consequence, the core functioning of the region, which 
includes distribution of food and other goods, is only possible 
through an extensive use of fossil fuels, highly dependent on auto-
mobile and transportation.
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A visit to a shop was both a social and 
a sensuous experience. The shop was 
mixed	 scents	 of 	 salt	 herring,	 pork,	
spices,	 coffee	 and	 kerosene,	 and	 the	
visitors	could	soak	up	the	atmosphere	
while they watched all the goods that 
hung	 from	 the	 ceiling	 and	 held	 in	
cans	and	boxes,	barrels	and	packages.	 
Here	was	the	everyday	necessities,	but	
also	the	products	associated	with	flair	
and luxury.

Lars	Kaijser,	'Lanthandel	Phenomenon'	from	ica-historien.se	
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Swedish food supply

The lanscape of food supply in Sweden is clearly defined and dis-
tributed among a few large actors. The largest four companies, 
which are Swedish: ICA, COOP, Axfood and Bergendahls are followed 
by Lidl (Germany), Netto (Denmark), Reitan Group (Norway) and a 
number of smaller companies and individual stores.

The largest market share belongs to ICA, a company which start-
ed as Hakonbolaget in 1917 and in 1940 reformed into ICA: a federa-
tion of individual shop owners working under a unified brand with a 
centralised supply chain. ICA does not own the stores, but controls 
the individual owners through a document called ICA agreement.

The second player is COOP, owned by KF (Swedish Co-opera-
tive Union), which started in 1899 as a joint consumer cooperative 
and currently has 3,2 million members, 1/3 of Swedish population. 
It used to be at the forefront of Swedish retail in the 1950-1970,  
supported by the social-democratic government and developing 
new and bigger store formats along with the Million Programme for 
housing. KF is owning all of COOP stores.

Axfood is a stock company which was formed in 2000 by merging 



Netto

Bergendahls

City grossMatköppet

Axfood AB

Dagab

Hemkop Axfood
Närlivs

Handlar’n TempoDirekten

Willy’s

Menigo

Time Nära Dej

7-elevenPressbyrån

Reitan Group
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Hemköp and D&D Dagligvaror. The company is using a number of 
brands: Willy’s, Hemkop, Handlar’n, Direkten and Tempo, which are 
not necessarily recognised by the consumers as belonging to one 
owner. The largest stores are owned directly by Axfood, but some of 
them, especially Handlar’n are franchises and are owned by inde-
pendent shopkeepers.

Netto has entered Sweden in 2002 and Lidl in 2003 after Sweden 
opened its market by joining the European Economic Area in 1994. 
In Västerbotten Lidl has one store in Umeå (Ålidhem) and Skellefteå 
which opened in late 2013. Netto is not present in the county.

An important aspect specific for Västerbotten due to its remote 
location and relatively low number of inhabitants is the hegemony 
of only three suppliers. Many of the store owners would like to run 
an independent store, but due to lack of food warehouses, it is hard-
ly possible to operate withouth a delivery agreement with either ICA, 
COOP or Axfood.

The three largest companies have stores of various sizes in their 
portfolios. It is very clear that the larger a store, the lower prices it 
can offer and the more profit it can bring. Once the companies are 
noted on stock or they aim to im proce the financial results, they 





In	Lilla	Edet,	and	old-fashioned	place,	the	divide	

ran	down	in	the	middle	of 	the	Main	Street.	On	

the	side	away	from	the	river	 there	was	an	ICA,	

the	 ‚bourgeois’	 shop;	on	 the	west	 side,	 facing	 it,	

stood	Konsum,	 the	Co-op,	where	 the	 Socialists	

shopped.	Both	of 	them	were	small	supermarkets,	

though	 the	 aisles	 in	 Konsum	 where	 narrower,	

and	the	plastic	baskets	red	instead	of 	blue.	Both	

sold	almost	exactly	 the	same	range	of 	groceries	

and	 small	bits	of 	hardware	but	 I	don't	 remem-

ber	that	they	had	a	single	brand	in	common.	If 	

you	brought	your	split-pea	soup	with	ham	from	

Konsum,	 it	 came	 in	 a	blue	 and	white	package.	

If 	it	came	from	ICA,	it	had	excitingly	capitalist,	

coloured	paper	 label	on	 the	 tin.	Both	 tasted,	as	

near	as	I	can	remember,	identical,	but	I	may	have	

been	the	only	man	in	Lilla	Edet	to	make	the	ex-

periment	and	I	very	seldom	went	to	Konsum.

‘Fishing	in	Utopia:	Sweden	and	the	Future	That	Disappeared’,	

Andrew	Brown,	2008
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tend to promote the large outlets with large turover. As an example, ICA is not 
interested in continuation of the smallest ICA Nära stores, that have turnover 
of less than 10M SEK/year and problems with profitability. This tencency is 
currently an important concern in the rural areas.

COOP has taken a simmilar strategy, and they have already sold their 
propietary stores. In spring 2015 the company decided to terminate the sup-
ply collaboration with independent store owners, which affects two places in 
Västerbotten: Östra Örtrask and Saxnäs. After this move, the remaining COOP 
stores in Västerbotten will only be supermarkets in larger urban areas.

Axfood is presenting a more allowing policy and owning a Handlar’n store 
is relatively easy and cheap. However, unlike ICA, they don’t provide or require 
any specific training in store management, so in some locations the stores 
last for only 1-2 years and are then forced to close down due to the lack of 
economical viability. Because of higher shelf prices the customers prefer to 
shop in ICA or COOP, rather than Handlar’n, if they have a choice. This is visi-
ble by overlaying the turnover of the stores onto the map of the region.

This thesis is investigating the genesis and evolution of ICA more closely, 
as ICAs are still the most common in the Västerbotten region.
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Famous designer Rune Monö
dreaws the current ICA logo

ICA Agreement is 
a deal between the company 
and the future store owner, 
which provides the owner with 
financing for the initial phase 
of the operation and is later on 
paid off with the earned profits.

ICA Retailers Federation is
established as owner of ICA.
The federation of store owners
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and strategies of company and
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businesses better.
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2000
50% of shares are sold to 
Ahold - Dutch retail giant

2000
The company is registered under 
a name ICA Förbundet Invest AB

2005

?
ICA Förbundet Invest AB changes name to Hakon Invest
and becomes a stock company listed on Stockholm Stock Exchange

2013
Ahold sells its shares
to Hakon Invest 

2013
Hakon Invest
changes name
to ICA Gruppen
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2005 2015

2015
Agreement with
Starbucks

2008
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Selfscan PSS

Shares without dividend

ICA Federation shares

First ICA MAXI openes in Laholm
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Evolution of ICA 

The idea behind ICA was to optimise the food distribution for the 
vast number of traders spread around Sweden, because the former 
organisation was considered to be outdated and inefficient. The ori-
gins of the company are traced to Hakonbolaget, started in 1917. ICA 
was formed in 1938 with the name (Inkopscentralen) standing for 
Purchasing Central. Two years later the ICA Retailers Federation was 
formed and in 1945 the company started to supply products under 
its own brand.

1960s have brought new ideas, coming mostly from USA. The 
first ICA supermarket opened in 1963 and in 1964 a famous designer 
Rune Monö drew the famous ICA logo being in use since then. Soon 
after, in 1966, ICA became the leader of Swedish grocery market.

1970s brought in more of social-democratic politics of Sweden 
and with the commencement of the Million Programme, there was a 
strong political will to establish COOP supermarkets in every loca-
tion designated for retail. ICA interpreted this tendency as a threat 
to their position and decided to react with new ideas and changes in 
the company structure. They needed to build larger stores and com-
pete directly with COOP in the new locations.1 In 1972 ICA has came 
up with an idea of an ICA Agreement, a deal between the company 
and the future store owner, which provides the owner with financing 
for setting the store and the initial phase of operation and is later 
on paid off with the profits of the store. The store owner has some 
freedom of running the business, but ICA keeps the right to acquired 
location once the owner sells the busines. Soon after, the largest 
stores started to emerge, first ICA Kvantum in 1973 and then ICA 
Maxi in 1979.

The idea worked very effectively and is an interesting way for 

1 This is why in the Million Programme areas, like Ålidhem, there is normally both, yet 

COOP has entrance on the left...
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providing funding. However, when the company was started, the size 
of the stores was comparable, even between the rural and urban ar-
eas. With the emergence of supermarkets, followed by ICA Kvantum 
and ICA Maxi, the differences in profitability were becoming very 
obvious. When ICA became the stock company in 2005, the focus of 
the shareholders shifted even more towards the financial results, 
and the smaller ICA Nära stores became an inconvenient burden in 
the company’s portfolio.

In 2008 ICA has started to experiment with digital technolo-
gies by introducing Point of Sale terminals provided by Swedish 
company Extenda to all ICA stores. This was a costly process and 
already forced some store owners from their business. The process 
continued in years 2000 - 2013, when the company was owned 
by Dutch food giant Ahold, with introduction of new java PoS to a 
range of stores owned by Ahold: ICA in Sweden, Albert Heijn in the 
Netherlands and Stop&Shop in USA. In 2008 ICA implemented the 
Self-Scanning PSS (Personal Shopping System), with 16 000 ter-
minals becoming the largest user in the world. ICA aims to develop 
further the concept of large-area, often suburban, shopping through 
increasing the variety of their offer. In March 2015 ICA started col-
laboration with Starbucks and the first café was opened in Haninge.
They plan to expand further into snacks and meals, and ask: ‘Why is 
it not equally obvious that a family eats supper at ICA Maxi? It has a 
great potential which could also contribute to increased customer 
flow and increased profitability.’

Furthermore, ICA has spotted an increasing interest in food of 
artisan quality, like stone-oven bakeries, local sausage manufac-
turers, eco stores, farmers’ markets and farm shops. ICA thinks it 
is a good niche, which can be combined with offering meals and is 
interested in developing in this direction. “These new challengers 
often have a tendency to become focal points for foodies. And they 
show the way for grocery stores.” - they claim.



On the phone with Lars-Ove Jonsson
Establishment Manager of ICA Sweden, director of ICA Nära section

Lars-Ove is the director of ICA Nära 
section of ICA Sweden. He focuses on 
the economy and increasing sales in 
the stores. He said many very interest-
ing things. ICA does not own any store, 
as there are around 1300 individual 
owners, but works as a supplier to a va-
riety of stores: those that have turnover 
of 1M SEK and 1000M SEK per year. ICA 
is controlling the figures and income 
and, when the owner decides to sell the 
store, decides if there is a possibility 
of continuation under ICA brand with 
the next owner. There is no fixed limit 
for it, but the base condition is profit-
ability. Thus, it is hardly possible that 
any small store will contintue as ICA 
once the owner changes. The problems 
for running a business start when the 

expenses cannot be covered with the 
incomes. The main costs are related to 
the electricity for cooling and lighting 
and labour, and they are comparable 
between various stores, while the turn-
over and profits are not, as they depend 
also on the location and customer base. 
Lars-Ove says that ICA is providing the 
best shelf price, around 25% lower than 
Nara Dej operated by Menigo.

According to the ICA agreement, each 
store has the same prices for buying 
the goods, and the distribution cost is 
calculated as 1% of the turnover. 80% 
of the stock in the store must be de-
livered by ICA, and store owners have 
freedom to chose what products they 
offer.

“most ICA stores are selling 
less then 10M SEK/year”

“no one wants to close 
the existing stores”
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“nowadays you need a 
multi-purpose company to 
support the loss you make 
in the store”

„In the best of times a store 
in the countryside would 
be multufunctional”

He claims that people don't want to live 
in the countryside and especially the 
young generation is not willing to come 
back once they leave. There is no work 
and houses, he says, which is a problem 
but there are no signs in politics that this 
urbanisation trend will change. He refered 
to a friend teaching at university who asks 
her students if they would go to Kiruna 
and stay there if their job was waiting for 
them there, and in the last few years no 
one answered 'yes', as the young genera-
tion is dreaming about living in London or 
New York.

About the stores closing down, he says: 
why would we keep stores that don't fulfil 
the needs of the customers? What people 
want is some variety: a store, restaurant, 

social surroundings, trips to Thailand, 
cinemas, culture and work, and this can 
hardly be provided in the countryside.

Later on Lars-Ove said that in the best of 
times, a store in the countryside would 
be multifunctional, but doubting if people 
would be willing to pay for such services. 
Some owners try to expand the offer to 
acommodation and rentals of trailers or 
snowmobiles, which can diversify their 
economy.

Life goes on, and no one starved after a 
store closed down - he said. People seem 
to manage, but it's always more trouble for 
disabled and elderly.

 47
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The meal of average-Svensson

The current shape of food supply is closely related to the meals 
that are eaten around Swedish tables. Swedish diet has changed 
substantially from the traditional local food towards imports and 
processed food. This is especially visible in the vegetable and fruit 
sections, as products which are off-season in Sweden or would nev-
er grow in the cold climate of Norrland are available in all the stores 
throughout the region. The pressure to keep the shelf price down 
results in increased imports, mostly due to the high costs of labour 
and energy in Sweden. The share of food in the household expenses 
has dropped from 18% in 1994 to 13% in 2000. It accounts for nearly 
the same amount as transport (12% in 2000), but many would agree 
that food brings more importance to life than transportation...

The process of abandoning the locally produced food has start-
ed around 60 years ago, and especially the welfare state reforms in 
1970s supporting specialized large-scale production paired with 
the expansion of supermarkets ruled out the small farmers. Swe-
den is dependent on the imports and supply chain through the large 
companies and any future solutions need to take into account the 
transition period between the current state of things and possible 
future, based on local and organic produce. I am convinced it is valid 
to maintain the existing supply chain as a secure base.

On the other hand, it is worth to rethink the diet and sourcing of 
food. Sweden used to be a poor country and people living in Norr-
land used to have a limited choice of locally grown root vegetables, 
fish and take. When food started to be sourced in stores, rather than 
produced or hunted locally, a widespread introduction of refridger-
ators in 1960s has increased the consumption of frozen (and trans-
ported) food. While the supermarkets are working on implementing 
the environmental footprints of food and communicateing more 
about its origin, it's good to explore the qualities of localy produced 
fresh food.

A thing new to me, but well established in the progressive Swe-
den is shopping food through the ‘grocery bags’, which are pre-made 
shopping kits for the week, accompained with cooking recipies. 
There are a few companies on the market, ie. Lina’s Matkasse, Math-
em or Tasteline, which deliver them to the customers' door. The typi-
cal sets are for 4 people for 3 or 5 mid-week dinners, and offer some 
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variety in family cooking while reducing the effort of planning and 
shopping. The grocery bags are also offered by ICA and COOP, while 
Axfood is planning to take over Lina’s Matkasse, the current leader 
on the Swedish market. Shopping through ‘grocery bags’ reduces 
the responsibility and fun of discovery related to strolling along the 
shelves, but also makes the consumers immune to the ever-present 
temptations of the supermarkets, which are lurking at the shelves.
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The scripted supermarkets

Supermarkets, the self-service grocery stores, have been invent-
ed in 1916 in USA by Clarence Saunders. From the very beginning 
the store design was crucial to the success of the enterprise and a 
few patents have been awarded to protect his ideas. A lot of people 
spotted business opportunities in developing retail, and new con-
septs have been implemented over the years. 

One of them is known as Gruen Effect or Gruen Transfer, which 
aims at luring the customers with beautiful shop windows and then 
keeping them for as long as possible in the store through ‘scripted 
disorientation’. The 'transfer' happens when the customer stops 
shopping for anything specific and starts shopping in general. Victor 
Gruen recognised this phenomena and tried to counteract it with 
store design that instead of manipulating the customers into buy-
ing more, would allow them to enjoy their time when shopping and 
interact with each other. But, his own goals and the goals of store 
owners were different, so in the following years he needed to excuse 
himself for the ‘bastard children’ of his designs, that became the 
new norm, especially in United States.

To give an example of a carefully directed supermarket, simply 
look into your memory. You might not realised it before, but there 
is a reoccuring sequence in the arrangement of goods in the store. 
It starts with the fresh products, which smell or look in a way that 
ensures you about the freshness of the shopping experience and 
makes you a bit more hungry. This can be the fruit and vegetable 
section, flowers, bakery or sweets. The next bits can vary, but the 
basic products, like dairy, are always at the far end, so if you want 
to get a litre of milk you need to pass by a number of shelves and be 
numerously tempted to grab something else. After this, the closing 
chapter are products which require more conscious choices and are 
more expensive, like coffee, spices or chemical products. And once 
you are waiting in the queue, you may still get a small chocolate bar 
or chewing gum, or whatever else you may need, although you never 
realised it beforehand.

This is how the whole industry is designed to keep the customers 
inside the store for longer and provoke impulse decisions.
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ICA Nära, Täfteå. A cup of coffee in the staff room.
October 2014

Stalons Bensin & Diverse, Narä Dej Livs, Stalon, Malgomaj
October 2013



ICA Nära Matboa, Tavelsjö
May 2014

Gräsmyr Bensin & Livs, ICA Nära, Gräsmyr
November 2014
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Local stores

In May 2015 grocery in Västerbotten was provided through 130 
food stores supplied by the large companies and just 3 or a few 
more have an alternative, independent supply chain. Some food is 
also sold at the fuel stations, but their offer is far from complete. 
The complete image of their types and distribution is visible round 
chart, which is identifying each of them by municipality and clas-
sifying into four categories. ICA is controlling 60 stores, and 20 of 
them are located in rural areas. COOP owns 35 stores, but only 4 of 
them are placed in localities with less than 500 inhabitants. Axfood 
is present in Umeå and Skellefteå with one instance of Willy’s in 
each and franchises 19 stores branded as Handlar’n, with only 2 of 
them located in urban areas. Further on, Menigo supplies 5 small 
stores branded as Nära Dej Livs, and Lidl has two discounts su-
permarkets, one in Umeå and one in Skellefteå. 10 stores are not 
branded by any of the companies, but 5 of them are supplied by 
Axfood, 2 by COOP and only 3 are fully independent.

10 years ago, the food market in Västerbotten was entirely de-
pendent on ICA and COOP and Handlarn’n stores were only starting 
to appear. Since then, ICA decided not to renew the cooperation 
with stores with turnover of less than 10 M SEK/year, which means 
that 15 of them will have difficulties in continuation if the owner 
changes. This has been the case of stores in Latikberg and Malgovik, 
in Vilhelmina municipality, whose former owners revealed a lot of 
the causes and effects of this procedure. COOP has closed down its 
proprietary stores branded as Konsum in locations like Granö and 
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Rusksele and is only focusing on running supermarkets in larger 
urban areas. 

A large problem in the food supply chain is the price difference 
between the small and large outlets, which derives from the politics 
of the suppliers. The managers of Handlar’n stores point out, that 
they can often buy products cheaper from ICA Maxi or Willy’s, than 
directly from Axfood, which is obviously making the final prices no-
tably higher for the end consumer.

ICA is recognising that as a result of urbanisation the rural 
stores are closing down, and in many places an ICA is the only 
service point, yet they don’t acknowledge their role in the process. 
The company is more interested in increasing sales and expanding 
its offer rather than developing solutions for the rural areas, and 
they redirect the issue to the government. This is good for ICA’s own 
business, as analysing the diagram relating the number of stores 
and market share, makes the company stand out as a very efficient 
seller.

The publicly available financial data, which presents turnovers 
of particular ICA stores, reveals the enormous scale difference 
between the small and large stores within ICA’s portfolio. ICA Maxi 
in Umeå is selling as much products as imaginary 650 rural stores 
(sic!) with 5M SEK/year turnover, just like those that were forced 
out of business in the villages around Vilhelmina. And Västerbotten 
has currently just 51 stores in localities which can be classified as 
‘rural’. 



In March 2015 during the annual LiAi 
Norrland Trip, we deviced to explore the 
inland areas of Västerbotten.

Latikberg, as small locality with 
60 residents located 25 km East from 
Vilhelmina according to images from google 
street view has a picturesque ICA store, but 
the opening hours were not available at ICA 
website. This made us wonder if the store 
would be still there.

Once we arrived to the village, it we  
found the store closed down.  We asked for 
help a man from a nearby house working 
in his yard. He was very kind and after a 
short while invited us into his house, a 
wonderful timber building from the end of 
19th century.

We learned where to find Alf-Gunnar, 

the last owner of the store, who lived in the 
next settlement and continued to find him. 

Alf-Gunnar had been the store manager 
for 27 years,  used to have around 3M 
SEK/year turnover and decided to close 
the store down in April 2012. Few people 
were shopping there in the last years, 
and although the store was also a service 
point and a meeting place, he didn't 
believe that this was enough reason for the 
inhabitants to choose his store over larger 
supermarkets.

There was an attempt to reopen the 
store by Dick Scott from Åsele, but it didn't 
happen. In the past, Latikberg used to have 
two stores, COOP closed down in mid-70s. 
Now there is no everyday meeting point in 
the village.

Latikberg

Case study/Latikberg

Alf-Gunnar Gebart
owned ICA store for 27 years

"No, I won't miss 
it. It was a lot of 
work for very little 
money"



"You need to 
make over 
10M SEK/year 
to open  
an ICA shop" 

"People used to gather 
here on Saturday 
mornings for Lorgags 
Kafé, now there is no 
social space left in 
the area"



When leaving Latikberg, Alf-Gunnar asked 
us where are we heading next, and our 
answer was: Malgovik, where there is 
another ICA store we want to visit. We 
were shocked to hear, that Marie Svensson 
closed it down 3 weeks before, after run-
ning it for 23 years.

We met Marie in Vilhelmina, working in 
a construction store owned by her family.  
She told us that people were not buying 
in the local store as much as they used to, 
and prefered ordering goods online, which 
she could observe when operating the par-
cel services.

Some of the inhabitants were  
driving 250 km one way to buy cheaper 
food in Umeå, and she suggested that peo-
ple don't think about any other costs than 
shelf price.

She said that ICA wants to get rid of the 
small stores and although it is never said 
officially, the overhead costs of running 
the business are rising since 2004. She 
couldn't get any support for developing 
the business, but ICA representatives were 
very fast in removing their property from 
the premise when she closed down the 
store in March 2015.

Case study/Malgovik

"I kept telling them - if you 
want to have a local shop, 
you have to shop here! But 
they carried on driving, 
even to Umeå, to get the 
cheap food and then they 
act surprised when it's 
gone!"

Marie Svensson
owned ICA store for 23 years

Malgovik



"When I wanted to close down my 
mother said: "Marie, peple will cry 
when you close down", but I could 
hear them all cheering and laughing."



Network of stores in Västerbotten

Municipalities

Key

alphabetical, by area

Suppliers
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main towns

localities over 500 inhabitants
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closer than 15 km to the nearest store

Critical reading

it’s virtually impossible to have
a fully independent store in the rural areas

ICA stores will disappear from 15 locations
when the store owners change
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can receive support from Länsstyrelsen

FredrikaVännäsbyHällnäs

Åm
sele

GranöSkivsjön

Tvärålund

Latikberg
Malgovik

Saxnäs

Dikanäs

Stalon

Klimpfjäll

Kittelfjäll

Slåttan

Rödåsel

Holmön

Bullmark

Bodbyn

Överboda

Sörmjole

Botsmark

Tavelsjö

Hissjön

Röbäck

Sävar

Täfteå

Hörnefors

Obbola

Holmsund

Jö
es

tr
om

Hem
av

an
Tä

rn
ab

y
Um

fo
rs

Sl
us

sf
or

s

G
un

na
rn

St
en

se
le

G
afsele

B
al

sj
ö

A
ng

nä
s

La
jk

sj
öb

er
g

Vä
st

ra
or

m
sj

ö
B

or
ga

fj
äl

l
Sv

an
ab

yn

Ru
sk

se
le

Ka
tt

is
av

an
Vä

st
ra

 Ö
rt

rä
sk

Öst
ra

 Ö
rt

rä
sk

Adak

Nyåker

Gräsmyr

Norsjövallen

Bastuträsk

Kusfors

Bygdeå

Ånäset

Åkullsjön

Skelleftehamn
Ursviken

Byske

BureåLövånger
Jörn

KågeBolidenBurträskKalvträsk
Bygdsilium

Skråm
träsk

Storkågeträsk

B
lattniksele

G
argnäs

Am
m

arnäs

Service centre w
ithout a store

Um
eä



FredrikaVännäsbyHällnäs

Åm
sele

GranöSkivsjön

Tvärålund

Latikberg
Malgovik

Saxnäs

Dikanäs

Stalon

Klimpfjäll

Kittelfjäll

Slåttan

Rödåsel

Holmön

Bullmark

Bodbyn

Överboda

Sörmjole

Botsmark

Tavelsjö

Hissjön

Röbäck

Sävar

Täfteå

Hörnefors

Obbola

Holmsund

Jö
es

tr
om

Hem
av

an
Tä

rn
ab

y
Um

fo
rs

Sl
us

sf
or

s

G
un

na
rn

St
en

se
le

G
afsele

B
al

sj
ö

A
ng

nä
s

La
jk

sj
öb

er
g

Vä
st

ra
or

m
sj

ö
B

or
ga

fj
äl

l
Sv

an
ab

yn

Ru
sk

se
le

Ka
tt

is
av

an
Vä

st
ra

 Ö
rt

rä
sk

Öst
ra

 Ö
rt

rä
sk

Adak

Nyåker

Gräsmyr

Norsjövallen

Bastuträsk

Kusfors

Bygdeå

Ånäset

Åkullsjön

Skelleftehamn
Ursviken

Byske

BureåLövånger
Jörn

KågeBolidenBurträskKalvträsk
Bygdsilium

Skråm
träsk

Storkågeträsk

B
lattniksele

G
argnäs

Am
m

arnäs

Service centre w
ithout a store

Um
eä

 65



Kusfors

Östra Örträsk

Gräsmyr

Bygdeå

Adak

Norsjövallen

Ånäset

Nyåker

Bastuträsk

16

10

13

17

11

14

18

12

15

ÅkullsjönT

Skrämträsk

Gargnäs

Kalvträsk

Storkågeträsk

Ammarnäs

ygdsilium

Blattniksele

Gunnarn

19

22

25

20

23

26

21

24

27

Balsjö

Västraormsjö

Rusksele

Angnäs

Borgafjäll

Kattisavan

Lajksjöberg

SvanabynB

Västra Örträsk

1

4

7

2

5

8

3

6

9

Catalogue of rural stores

B



nT

Klimpfjäll

Överboda

Holmön

talon

Bodbyn

Slåttan

Dikanäs

Bullmark

Kittelfjäll

43

37

40

44

38

41

45

39

42

Hemavan

avelsjö

Slussfors

JöestromS

Botsmark

Umfors

Hissjön

Sörmjole

Tärnaby

31

34

28

32

35

29

33

36

30

Dikanäs

Skivsjön

Hällnäs

Saxnäs

Granö

Fredrika

Tvärålund

Åmsele

Gafsele

46

49

52

47

50

53

48

51

54

 67



Population and food stores

population

turnover
inhabitants no.



...?
which 
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Ghost stores
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Unsustainable costs

The reason to close down a grocery store is normally related to high 
costs of operating. The largest expense is related to labour and em-
ploying workers, and the second contributor is electricity needed for 
cooling the goods. Refridgerators became very popular in 1960s and 
spread quickly. They offered new ways of presenting food, and it is 
understandable, that in the times filled with ideas of progress, when 
electricity was cheap and economy of the small stores was safe, 
they seemed to be an obvious choice.

Nowadays, in the face of many stores closing down due to high 
costs of operation, it is good to rethink this aspect in a holistic way 
and look for alternatives. There is a specific study performed at KTH, 
investigating the possbilities of reducing electricity consumption in 
4 grocery stores in Stockholm archipelago. The study is based on a 
good investigation of the existing condition and testing economical 
viability and time for return on investment of various solutions and 
their combinantions.

First of the investigated locations, Svartsjö Lanthandel, is 
equipped with 17 separate cooling devices: 9 fridges and 8 freezers, 
which stand for 65% of all energy consumption, including heating of 
the building. The total floor area is 230 m2, including 65 m2 of staff 
area and storage. Total annual consumption is estimated at 60 900 
kWh, which with the electricity price of 1,12 SEK/kWh, ends up as en 
expense of 68 200 SEK per year.

The second store is Grinda Lanthandel, equipped with 18 sepa-
rate cooling devices: 12 fridges and 6 freezers, which stand for 69% 
of all energy consumption. The total floor area is 115 m2, including 
42 m2 of staff area and storage. The store is only open full-time in 
July and August, and during the weekends in May, June and Septem-
ber.  Total annual consumption is estimated at 32 000 kWh, which 
with the electricity price of 1,12 SEK/kWh, ends up as en expense of 
35 840 SEK per year.

I am convinced that such a high operating cost will always be 
a large obstacle in reaching attractive shelf prices and it will be 
increasingly difficult to continue a business in this way, because 
the gap between the small and large actors will be increasing. New 
ideas are needed, and they may come from observing both the large 
and small players, as well as relating back to how people used to 



Electricity usage in stores in Stockholm archipelago

Plug-in fridgesPlug-in fridges

Built-in fridges with
central cooling

Built-in fridges with
central cooling

Cold room

Cold room

Comfort heating

Comfort cooling

Comfort cooling

Hot water

Hot water

Lighting

Lighting

Equipment

Equipment

Yearly costs of running a store in Norråker

axfood

energy

worker 1

0 250 000 SEK

worker 2
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need for heating
the building

energy for heating

energy for cooling
need for cooling
products in the fridge
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live in the North before electricity was used. A great reference is the 
traditional way how Sami used to store their food, in free-standing 
house-shaped boxes, elevated on a tree trunk so that the animals 
would not reach the storage.

The cold climate and long summer days in Norrland can become 
an asset in certain cases, and this is the reason why Facebook 
decided to locate its data centre near Luleå. So if the food needs 
to be kept in a ‘cool dry place’, it is a natural condition in Northern 
Sweden. Normal average temperature in Umeå ranges from -5,7°C 
in February and +14,9°C in July and reaching a desired fridge tem-
perature of +5°C can be performed for 8 months in a year without 
using any cooling device. The remaining 4 months are June - Sep-
tember, when solar power can be used to drive a cooling unit. During 
a discussion about sustainable North at LSAP we were analysing the 
usability of solar energy, and came a conclusion that the best use of 
it can be for cooling. 

Switching an existing store to natural cooling would require 
some refurbishment. The products requiring low temperatures 
would need to be kept in a separate room, accessible directly as a 
‘walk in’ fridge or from the main hall through insulated glazed doors. 
When doing a new outlet, the natural cooling could become inte-
grated into architecture and transform the way that a store looks 
and works.



energy for heating

Vernacular Sami food storage, Västerbotten Museum

Modern dairy refridgerator, Norråker
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Apoteket

Posten

Bussgods

Systembolaget

Tourist info

Real estate
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Basic services

Sweden, as a democratic society with strong welfare state tradition 
believes in providing every citizen equal opportunities and acces-
sibility to basic functions of society. Services like education and 
health care are typically associated to urban areas, as they require 
a lot of knowledge and resources to build and operate, and their us-
age patterns are not regular, but rather temporary. Services related 
to infrastructure, like telephone and internet, can be provided based 
on coverage, and also quite easily expanded or downsized, as it re-
quires more of one-time investment than long-term planning.

The situation is different with services, which are used regular-
ily and work best with very good accessibility, like public transport, 
postal services, pharmacies, gas stations, systembolaget, cash 
mashines or food stores. Some of them are directly related to the 
local administration, and some can be supported or controlled indi-
rectly. The availability and choice is typically much higher in urban 
areas, which are conceived as centres for such functions, and have 
a variety of specialised service points. The rural areas, because of 
larger distances and less inhabitants, cannot apply the same prin-
ciples, and the service functions are often joined into an all-in-one 
hybrids located in the larger settlements or strategic locations.



Currently, 12 000 people 
in Västerbotten have more 
than 15 km to the nearest 
store and services
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Regional Service Programme

The needs of the remote areas seem to be recognised by the Gov-
ernment, and the tool to act and provide support is the Regional 
Service Programme, implemented in every region. The programme 
has been present for many years and has four aims: providing 
support for commercial services in rural areas, developing coordi-
nation and collaboration solutions, bringing new technologies and 
innovative service solutions and supporting new knowledge and 
skill development initiatives. Training the store managers in running 
the business effectively and communicating with the customers is 
certainly a very important aspect of RSP.

The first goal which works by providing grants for investments 
and operation of service points in rural areas is seeked the most. 
The investment money is used for things like replacing the bottle 
and can deposit machines, which become deligalised after 10-15 
years and need to be replaced. One machine costs around 120 000 
SEK. It can also go to refurbising the store, replacing refridgeration 
systems, fitting new check-out counters or other investment for 
which it is not possible to obtain a loan from a bank. The operation 
money can be used for paying the salaries or maintanence costs 
or the premises. The programmes have 3-4 year time span and the 
business managers can apply continously for those grants. The time 
for evaluation and reply is 90 days and coordination in Västerbotten 
is performed by the County Council (Länsstyrelsen). The grants total 
to around 4M SEK per year.

In the current RSP programme 2014-2018, between January 2014 
and May 2015, 10 companies have been granted 2,6M SEK of sup-
port: 2M SEK was admitted as investment grants and 575 000 SEK 
as operation grants. Further 1,25 M SEK has been assigned for home 
delivery compensation in 9 municipalities. At the beginning of May 
2015, there were 9 applications submitted, 4 for investment grants 
with total amount of 2,7 M SEK (out of which 2M for a gas station in-
vestment) and 5 for service support, with total amount of 1,4 M SEK.

According to the current regulation the service point may be 
granted financial support, if it does not have competition of another 
store within 15 km. In some places applying for a grant would only 
be possible if one of the existing stores closes down. 
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In spring 2015 COOP decided to withdraw from agreements with 
smaller stores located in sparesly populated areas, so store owners 
in Saxnäs and Östra Örträsk are facing a difficult condition.1 

The store in Saxnäs has sales of 8,5M SEK/year, which is a very 
good result for such an area and the store is elegible for support 
from Länsstyrelsen. It will most likely change a supplier to Axfood or 
Menigo, which requires extra investment and may negatively affect 
the range and prices of the goods, but it should continue into the 
future.

The store in Östra Örträsk reaches sales of 2,5M SEK/year, and 
cannot receive support from Länsstyrelsen, because it is closer 
than 15 km to the nearest store (9km to ICA in Östra Örträsk). Its 
currents sales are very low and it will be very diffcult to change a 
supplier and ensure sufficient income to continue its operation. On 
the other hand, the ICA in Östra Örträsk reaches sales of 4,5 M SEK/
year, so it will not continue as ICA when the owner changes.

In case of Östra Örträsk and Västra Örträsk it is thus highly 
probable that the distance to the nearest service for more than 300 
people will increase by 9 km and one småort will lose its meeting 
place and RSP as it is now cannot prevent it.

There are 15 ICA stores in Västerbotten, with sales of less than 
10M SEK/year,  which will have difficulties in continuation if the 
owner changes. 6 of them are eligible for a support grant under 
current conditions. The ones where the risk of closure is highest 
are located around urban areas, including Balsjö, Angnäs, Överboda 
and Lajksjöberg. It may lead to transforming what was once a rather 
independent village into a suburban dormitory.

The RSP in the current form is working and the grants are cer-
tainly needed, but it does not yet deliver all of its promises and 
turns out to be somewhat conservative. The main focus is to pre-
serve the existing accessiblity to services, but it wil not prevent 
some stores from closing down. The stores from the urban periph-
eries cannot get support within the existing regulations and they 
will most likely disappear in the coming years. Also, the programme 
easily ‘forgets’ about the locations where a store closed down, as 
those places are not listed in the reports for the next time frame.

Swedish government has commisioned an investigation which 
was concluded with a report titled ‘Services in rural areas’ (Service 

1 http://www.svt.se/nyheter/regionalt/vasterbotten/lanthandlare-i-lanet-hotas



Klimpfjall
Handlar’n
turnover 4M SEK/year

Kittelfjall
Handlar’n
turnover 7,5M SEK/year

Rusksele

Handlar’n
turnover 4,5M SEK/year

Granö
Handlar’n
turnover 5M SEK/year

Fredrika
Handlar’n
turnover 3,5M SEK/year

Nyåker
Handlar’n
turnover 3M SEK/year

Holmön
Handlar’n
turnover 2,5M SEK/year

Bastuträsk
Handlar’n
turnover 7,5M SEK/year

Åmsele
Handlar’n
turnover 4,5M SEK/year

Gräsmyr
ICA
turnover 14M SEK/year

Tavelsjö
ICA
turnover 19M SEK/year

Hörnefors
ICA
turnover 29M SEK/year

Bullmark
ICA
turnover 5,5M SEK/year

Sävar
ICA
turnover 65M SEK/year

Västraormsjö
ICA

Borgäfjall
ICA
5,2 M SEK/year

Hemavan
ICA

Blattnicksele
ICA
turnover 5,8M SEK/year

Gargnäs
ICA

Malå

Bygdsilium
ICA
turnover 10M SEK/year

Ånäset
ICA
turnover 19M SEK/year

Boliden
ICA
turnover 38M SEK/year

Botsmark

ICA
turnover 6M SEK/year

Jörn
COOP

Burträsk
COOP

Byske
COOP

Bureå
COOP

Tärnaby
COOP

Lövånger
COOP

Saxnäs
COOP supplier
turnover 8,5M SEK/year

Dikanäs
Axfood supplier

Ö Örträsk
COOP supplier
turnover 2,5M SEK/year

Slussfors
Nära Dej

Ammarnäs
Nära Dej
turnover 5,5M SEK/year

Storkågeträsk
Nära Dej
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Exploring the topic of the rural stores,  
I came across information, that the 
governmental institutions are providing 
grants to ensure accessibility of servic-
es in the rural areas.

We discussed the origins of current 
situation amd Emma-Lisa said that the 
stores used to have the same delivery 
chain back in the days, but when they 
started to use trucks with ICA or COOP 
branding, they also split the supply 
chain. The timing of deliveries is impor-
tant, because if the products arribve 
too late for the weekend, they may not 
be sold due to the short dates of expiry.

Another difficulty is the minimum 
orders required by the suppliers, which 

makes the planning more complicated.
Sometimes the problems may be 

related to lack of management knowl-
edge among the store owners or wrong 
opening hours, either too long or too 
short. They try to help the situation by 
organising courses in specific aspects, 
also appointing retired store managers 
as mentors for the current owners. 

There are also efforts for a better 
communication with the customers, 
and convincing those who work in cit-
ies and commute from rural areas, to 
choose shopping in their local store. For 
instance in case of Handlar'n Resele, 
the current share of of inhabitants from 
the area are using the store is 50%.

“Food trucks used to deliver goods 
to all stores, but situation has 
changed since they became part 
of brand identity.”

“Banks will not borrow money for 
real estate investments in the 
Inland areas of Västerbotten.”

Meeting with Emma-Lisa Petterson
working with RSP in Länsstyrelsen Västerbotten
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Banks don't borrow money for in-
vestments in the inland areas, as a real 
estate worth 500 000 SEK with addi-
tional 200 000 SEK loan would be worth 
less than 700 000 SEK, so this is where 
Länsstyrellsen  comes in.

For the county council, the most 
important service functions are post-
al services, access to pharmacy and 
Systembolaget and providing those is 
always a priority.

The money can be granted for 
investments or operation. Investment 
grant is given one time for important 
purchases or renovations, while the  
operation money is a 3-year funding 
of up to 250 000 SEK/year in order to 

stuimulate the economy. The aim is a 
sustainable long-term solution.

Once an application is submitted, 
Länsstyrellsen has up to 90 days for 
evaluation and reply.

 She mentioned that store owners 
have a difficult life, and they may not 
have any holidays due to workload and 
responsibilities.

Emma-Lisa mentioned that a na-
tional researcher appointed by the 
government will publish a report on the 
situation of grocery stores and services 
in spring 2015.

“companies are con-
stantly applying for 
the grants”

“We are looking for 
long-term solutions.”
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On the exhibition INLAND in 
Västerbottens Museum, Service 
Point in Resele was shown as a good 
expample of contemporary life in 
Norrland. It is one of the components 
of the area that successfully attracts 
new residents to migrate and settle in 
Sollefteå Municipality.

The service point is based on a 
Handlar'n store, joined with a gas 
station, Systembolaget delivery point, 
Pharmacy, stamp outlet, enriched 
with  tourist information, real estate 
announcements and a coffee corner 
with TV where we could take a glimpse 
of snooker.

In January 2014  Service Point 
in Resele was granted 290 000 SEK 

support money from Länsstyrelsen 
Västernorrland. The project involves 
converting a traditional grocery 
store into an attractive shop in the 
countryside, laced with local produce, 
art sales and marketing and aimps 
to improve accessibility to services 
among citizens in the vincity. If it turns 
out to be successful, it is hoped that 
more villages will use this concept as a 
solution for rural areas.

The store employs one full-time 
staff and has turnover of 2.3 million. In 
architectural categories, it could work 
better if was more spacious.

Case study/Resele, Västernorrland

Moa Berglund
owns Handlar'n store since 2013

"Handlar'n was the 
only choice for our 
store, it's easiest  
to start."

Resele





Norråker

When looking for accomodation in the 
area around Vilhelmina, I came across 
Norråkers Handel, a local grocery store 
Furthermore, the store won a price for 
the best local store in Sweden in 2014.

We reached Norråker after a long 
drive through the mountains, 30 min-
utes after the store closed down and 
we parked in the centre of the village, 
just by the store. We approached a 
small group of people standing nearby 
and could hardly believe our luck when 
one of them turned out to be the owner 
of the store. Ida invited us in and we 
enjoyed a cup of coffee when talking 
about the Norråker and her store.

Ida owns it together with her hus-
band Johannes. They decided to buy 

the business when COOP decided 
to withdraw from their locality. They 
planned to have it independent, but 
decided to cooperate with Axfood be-
cause it turned out to be much easier. 
Axfood is delivering goods 2x per week.

The store was not profitable for the 
first 2 years, partly because they em-
ploy two workers in order to have some 
time for other things. They support the 
operation with the job of Johannes and 
Air b'n'b accomodation. The store is 
oriented around regional products, yet 
the greatest pride of Collins' and dis-
tinction of the store is the best cheese 
counter in the region. Customers who 
love cheese drive long distances to buy 
it in Norråker. 

Case study/Norråker, Jamtland

Ida Collin
owner of Handlar'n store since 2005

"No, I'm not going to close 
- I always wanted to have 
a store and I love it, so I'm 
going to run it forever"





ICA does not allow to reopen a store 
with turnover less than  

10 M SEK/year

15
further ICA stores
are likely to close down
in the coming years

4 M SEK
are spent every year
for service support in Västerbotten



Umeå has a subartctic 
climate with average 
yearly temerature

3°C

a full-time worker in a store costs

250 000 SEK/year

electricity for refridgeraition accounts to 

65%
and of the total consumption and costs around
60 000 SEK/year in a small grocery store
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i Glesbygd), published on 30th of March 2015. This report is investi-
gating and evaluating the existing shape and accessibility of servic-
es and provides a very complete image of the situation. The con-
clusions are that RSPs shoud be continued and it is recommended 
to expand them into permanent operation support for stores in the 
rural areas with less than 10M turnover, but also for stores further 
than 15 km from one another.

I think that future RSP could be more ambitious, because even 
now 12 000 people in Västerbotten have more than 15 km to the 
nearest store and services and a lot of service points with low prof-
itability and threatened with closure cannot reveive any support. 
New ideas for it will be provided in the last chapter of this thesis.
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Rural commons

Hinterland can be characterised by its specific importance and 
power of communites. In the past, when people used to live from 
farming, provide their own supplies and build houses by themselves, 
the difficulties of the largest operations was encouraging coop-
eration between neighbours. Once people knew each other, it was 
natural to exchange knowledge and goods and collaboratively shape 
the future of the village.

The idea of people living in a community and helping each other 
with more difficult tasks seems to be somewhat forgotten in the era 
of individualised everything. The feeling is, that if the village does 
not provide something, it can always be reached within a few miles 
of driving. Probably more time is spent in the cars than with the 
fellows from the area.

A village needs a common ground where information can be ex-
changed, and the local stores used to provide this function. Besides 
a chat with the shop keeper, there was alwas a notice board in the 
entrance area and a place with an important public role: the liar’s 
bench, placed in front of the store, where the neighbours would tell 
each other stories. The story says, that when sitting at the ‘liar’s 
bench’ you can talk about anything as long as it’s untrue. Some of 
the modern attempts to encourage communication through bench-
es was an LiAi project from 2014, done by Nina Backström, with 
the ‘yellow benches’ project that were commiting people to talk to 
‘complete strangers’. 

If the community was conducting some major project or custom 
known as ‘talko’ (from Finnish), which means is voluntary work done 
collectively. It may range from from building a bystuga (community 
house) to taking care of a yard for a sick neighbor. As a thank you the 
host offers food and drink after work. It seems that nowadays it is 
easier to contunue the traditions of neighbour cooperation in places 
which are more distant or isolated and thus have good reasons to 
provide all the necessary functions for themselves.

Two interesting cooperative models from the region are Holmöns 
Lanthandel and Burträsk Saluhall, which are explained in detail on 
the next pages.



Community work - talko

Construction of Holmön store



Liar's bench

LiAi's bench





Holmön is a small island located in the Kvarken archipelago, around 
30 km from Umeå, east of Sävar. It is currently connected with the 
main land by a ferry operating 4 times per day, with two runs in the 
morning and two in the evening. The size of the ferry used to allow 
one car onboard, but it is now replaced with a larger ferry with a ca-
pacity of 4 cars. The island has only 75 year-round inhabitants, but 
the population more than doubles in the summer, when the sum-
mer houses are inhabited and tourists arrive. The island has a rich 
history of fishing, seal hunting and plundering shipwrecks, which is 
told in a spectacular Boat Museum designed by Olle Forsgren and 
inaugurated in 1998.

The island used to have a grocery store located in the central 
settlement, a few kilometers from the harbour, but the owners 
decided to close it down in the fall of 2003. A group of inhabitants 
formed to address this issue, analysed various ideas and worked 
out a solution. They decided to drive the business collectively, and 
also make some changes and adjustments to the previous model to 
ensure a sustainable operation. An organisation named HAEF, The 
Holmön Store Economic Association, was formed and open to every-
one who wanted to contribute and have shares in the store. One 
share is worth 1000 SEK, and the members own currently 310 units. 
One of the residents, Bo-Gunnar Pettersson, became the chairmen 
of the association and the store manager.

While operating the store in the old location, in the fall of 2009 
an important decision was made, that in order to increase sales and 
improve connectivity with the mainland, there is a need to move the 
store to the harbour area, and erect a new building neighbourhood-
ing the boat museum. The design was made also by Olle Forsgren. 
The construction started in 2010 and took place during the week-
ends through spring 2011. The whole process was published on the 
website and all the inhabitants were encouraged to help with the 
construction, while some food and refreshments were provided, just 
like in the old tradition of Talko. The new store opened on June 23, 
2011, slightly off-schedule, not fully following the initial design and 
Bo-Gunnar continued to be the manager until the fall 2014, when he 
decided to retire. I visited the store in May 2015 and was pleasantly 
surprised by its very modest and functional architecture.
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I visited Holmön in May, and the place, its peo-
ple turned out to be beyond any expectations.

When the tiny ferry with carrying me and  
my bicycle onboard reached its destination, I 
was intrigued to see how four men took trol-
leys with food from the boat and packed their 
content into the boot of an old Volvo 240, in or-
der to drive them a few hundred metres to the 
island store. Observing this rare cooperation 
was very uplifting.

The temperature along the coast was sub-
stantialy lower than in Umeå, so i was very 
glad when the store manager, Iorik, who met 
me in the harbour, opened the business a bit 
earlier and let me in to stay warm.

Iorik became the store manager in 2014. 
He is the only person employed in the store, 
hired by HAEF assiciaton which owns the 
business. HAEF has around 250 members, 

the annual fee is 200 SEK and each member 
is supposed to work in the store for 2,5 hours 
per year. The association is coordinating 
schedules for volunteers. He believes that co-
operation is the way for villages. Iorik receives 
deliveries from Axfood, Normejerier and meat 
from Norbotten 2x per week, delivered with 
a ferry. Ordering food from Axfood requires 
minimum order of 3000 SEK and is performed 
through a platform simmilar to online store.

Iorik mentioned that introducing  new 
technologies to rural areas turned out to be 
quite a fast revolution, which becomes espe-
cially problematic for the elderly. For instance, 
accepting cash in a store is costing more and 
more money, as it's costly to get change in 
banks, as which don't deal with real money 
any more. They will keep it at all costs, for the 
comfort of the elderly customers.

Case study/Holmön

Jorik Otterbjörk
store manager since 2014

Holmön

"The nicest way to 
do things is to do 
them together. 
Here it's the only 
way out."



"the store is the only place 
open in winter, 
it's irreplaceable"



The first indoor market hall in Västerbot-
ten, selling locally produced food all-year-
round opened in Burtrträsk, locality with 1575 
inhabitants in Skellefteå municipality. The 
Market Hall aims at giving local producers and 
opportunity to sell their products without any 
middle-men. It is run as a cooperative of local 
farmers, who take shifts to work in the store. 
The association started with seven members 
and expanded to thirteen within one year. The 
founders had no doubt that locally produced 
and ecological food is important to many, and 
received very good feedback from LRF, the 
Federation of Swedish Farmers.

- Customers often come with apprecia-
tive comments. There are many discussions 
about food, which was one of our hopes from 
the beginning. - says Karin Wiksten, one of 
the initiators of the project. The range varies 

from week to week, but the variety that can be 
expected is fresh vegetables, locally produced 
meat, both fresh and dry and smoked, cheese, 
eggs, marmelades, ice-cream, berries, bread, 
potato dumplings, various cakes and even 
firewood, sheepskin and books. Some of the 
products need to be ordered in advance.

Operating collectively is making it much 
easier, because all memeber of the associa-
tion have other jobs and could not dedicate 
enough time to keep the market hall open 
otherwise. The market hall is currently open 
3 times per week, for total time of 20 hour. 
The association hopes they can keep it open 
longer during the summer, when the demand 
is higher.

Case study/Burträsk

Karin Wiksten
one of initiators of the Market Hall

Burträsk

"When you visit Burt-
rask Market Hall you 
will meet one of us.  
Should you want to 
ask about something, 
do not hesitate, call."
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Digital Lanthandel

The three companies controlling the grocery market: ICA, COOP 
and Axfood are developing online platforms for grocery shopping. 
ICA and COOP are offering iPhone and Android apps which asso-
siates with the chosen store and allow to order food from virtually 
anywhere. Currently the deliveries are done mainly in the close 
neighbourhoods from the selected stores, but the companies are 
collecting data about customer interest through their websites and 
in some locations the residents of a rural localties took initiative 
and made an agreement with ICA to have regular deliveries of their 
orders. The interesting paradox is that Handlar’n managers are us-
ing a simmilar online platform to place orders from Axfood Närlivs, 
though the prices available for them will probably be higher.
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One of the examples given in the governmental report about ser-
vice in the rural areas is bringing the case of Stavsjö, located 30 km 
from Norrköping in southern part of Sweden, which in October 2014 
launched a concept of ‘Digital Rural Store’ by equipping their com-
munity house (Föreningshus) with a refrigirated storage and starting 
a collaboration with ICA Maxi. The initiative was started to give the 
elderly and people without a car a chance to stay in Stavsjö, despite 
the fact that they canät go and buy food in the village. The deliveries 
take place once per week and they started with orders from 18 fam-
ilies. The cost of delivery is 200 SEK, which is comparable to cost of 
driving to Norrköping and back. The shopping is delivered at 13h00 
every Wednesday and can be picked up at any suitable time.



£25/year
+
4h of volunteer work/
month
=
20% off the shelf price
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People’s supermarket

‘The People’s Supermarket‘ is an alternative to the 
conventional supermarket chains and focuses on 
community and local farming. Offering high quality, 
healthy food at reasonable prices and providing Brit-
ish produce where possible ‘The People’s Supermar-
ket’ highlights the possibilities of consumer power. It 
is empowered by its memebers, who own stakes in the 
store and have a say in what the store does. Member-
ship costs £25 per year, entitles to 20% discount on 
all purchases in the shop and requires 4 hours of work 
in the supermarket or its café every month. The store 
started in May 2010 and in the first two years of oper-
ation it reached 1000 members.
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Future food district

It is a conceptual, fully functional supermarket of the 
future, developed by Carlo Ratti from MIT Senseable 
City Lab together with Italian COOP for EXPO in Milan, 
taking place in 2015. The store of the future is aimed 
at raising awarness within its customers through re-
moving distractions from the products and telling the 
story of their origin, environmental impact, method of 
production and distance travelled. The solution is us-
ing technologies that are tracking the customers and 
providing them feedback about products dependent 
on where they are standing and looking.





Possible futures3
 105
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Future Norrland

The aim of the ‘fika commons’ is to propose ideas for a better, sus-
tainable and easy access to services and social life for the residents 
of rural areas. The current accessibility of basic services, existing 
regulations and tendencies in grocery commerce can be treated as a 
opportunity to propose new ideas. The research revealed, that there 
people in Västerbotten are very resourceful and able to collaborate 
for common good.

The vision for the countryside is to reach a comfortable densi-
ty of possible meeting places and service points, that it would be 
possible to live outside cities without owning a car. This involves 
ensuring connectivity of the localities through postal services and 
food supply, and making it possible of sharing skills, renting cars, 
and collaborating between neighbours.

The project defines 6 different architectural scales which con-
struct the network of services in Västerbotten. Two of them - XXL 
and XL - are typically urban and use the existing network of super-
markets, which already are or are expected to be offering online 
shopping in the coming years. The next two - L and M are small 
stores in urban areas or stores in rural stores: ‘L’ type uses a diver-
sified business concept to ensure commercial viabilty, and is based 
on existing cases like Norråker or Gräsmyr. The second one, ‘M’, is 
a concept of a community-run grocery store, based on a cases of 
Holmön and Burträsk, along with the People’s supermarket devel-
oped in UK, which are stores run through volutary work of the com-
munity. The third group - S and XS  - is exploring the idea of service 
points without a store, which would increase availability of the most 
basic services and provide a meeting point to villages that lost it or 
never had it.
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Scales S and XS are not stores as we know it now, but points for 
delivering internet orders. The development of grocery shopping 
through the Internet, expected to happen in the following years, can 
trigger a positive change in consumption, as the traditional sensory 
temptations used in supermarkets will not affect the customers 
any more. The choices can be made based on conscious thinking in 
conditions defined by the customer, rather than impulse shopping 
manipulated by the design of the store and placement of products. 

The interest of the projects goes towards the community solu-
tions in scales M, S and XS. Building 20 new service points in Väster-
botten would provide the availability of basic services within 15 km 
for further 10 000 people and provide an important community plat-
form for settlements without possiblilties of sharing a pronounced 
through architecture.

The stores and service points for the future needs to be set on a 
neutral ground, open to everyone and inclusive. In Swedish climate 
it must be an indoor space, although the winter and summer condi-
tions have different requirements. The proposed models are orient-
ed towards reducing the fixed costs of providing essential services, 
while strenghtening the bonds within communities and offering a 
meeting place that didn’t exist before. As proved in the preceding 
research, the main costs of operation a service point with a grocery 
store are labour and electricity used in fridges and freezers.The pro-
posed ideas are adressing those issues in two ways:

1. In some cases reducing the labour cost may be the only solu-
tion for the community to afford a service point. This can also in-
volve the community more into the rudiments of running a store in 
the rural areas;

 2. Due to the cold climate in Västerbotten, use of ‘free cooling’ 
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is definitely worth testing and implementing. This could be done 
through rethinking and redesigning the way food is stored and pre-
sented to customers in a grocery store. If a typical connected fridge 
was replaced with a cold room with passive cooling, accessible 
through insulated glazed door from the shopping area, such change 
could contribute to reduce most of the operation costs for cooling 
and also make a store more enviromentaly friendly. The cooling 
would be performed by a simple system based on ventilation with 
heat exchange, which should be enough for 8/12 months of the year. 
During the four summer months the cooling would be provided with 
solar absorbtion cooling. This is a very simple system, just like in a 
absorption refridgerator you may see in campervans or 12v-plug-in 
fridges, which use a special mix of fluids that enter a cycle of evapo-
ration and condensation when heat is provided.

Joining those two ideas: free cooling and solar absorption cool-
ing would enable a sustainable operation of any cold storage in 
Northern Sweden, saving on the electricity bill and emissions. It 
could be even solved as an off-grid solution, which opens a unique 
opprtunity of densifying the service points to locations without 
electricity mains. 

The architecture of this community house should bring new en-
ergy, inspiration and stimulation to the rural areas. It needs to be hy-
brid and adaptable to many functions, which may also change over 
the years. It should take from the vernacular history of the region, 
and transform it taking from the modern achievements of science 
and architecture. The building could be designed as a scalable sys-
tem, which can be produced locally and assembled by the commu-
nity. It would use materials, which are affordable and easy to handle.
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Latikberg
Vilhelmina

Umeå

Ön

Lycksele

Bratten

Example localities that would benefit from new hybrid community centres



XL

L Store + More

Supermarket

MAXI

Urban/Commercial

XXL

Possible futures/Scaled services

The largest scale is constructed by stores with 
area larger than, which include ICA Maxi, Coop 
Forum and Willy’s. They are located in Umeå and 
Skelleftå. Their number is not expected to change 
in the next years.

This scale includes supermarkets in all urban ar-
eas, ie. ICA Supermarket, ICA Kvantum, Coop, Lidl. 
Their number may change within the years, but 
their business position is strong and they will be 
developing over the folowing years.

This includes stores with a good or medium econo-
my, which may need to change and diversify in-
come in order to have a strong position and possi-
bility of further investment.
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Point + stop

Point + community

Store + community

S

XS

M

Rural/Community

M is a new category, which is partly starting 
in small-scale, but has a great sustainable 
potential and can be a very good solution 
for many locations. M is a store which is run 
by workers together with volunteers.

S is an innovative concept for service 
points without a grocery store, constructed 
in new locations and transformed from ex-
isting stores with very low turnover, around 
the urban areas. 

This category is a solution allowing deliver-
ies of groceries and packages to locations 
which cannot have any service otherwise. 
This could significantly increase accessi-
bility of services in very sparsely populated 
areas, where it would not be viable to have 
volunteer work and designated opening 
hours. They would consist of a storage 
room, which would be accessible for the 
community and a shelter/roadstop/bus 
stop accessible publicly.
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Umeå

Ön

There intervention 
happens where  
the island store 
used to be.
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Intervention

To test the ideas about how architecture can respond to the need 
of a meeting point and facilitate community creation, together with 
Andrea Lizáková we looked into the development of Ön, the island 
overlooking Umeå School of Architecture. Ön is a very interesting 
case, because it has a strikingly rural character, despite its location 
nearly in the middle of the city. In many ways, also, because of its 
clearly defined borders, it functions just as a locality in the inland 
parts of the county. There used to be a grocery store in the central 
point of the settlement, which used to be run as an independent 
business. There are still inhabitants who worked there in their child-
hood, but the store closed down and the building has been removed. 

The island has currently no store, service point or any other 
public, common or shared architecture for the community. To adress 
those needs we decided to test the situation by starting the pro-
cess and building a ‘sketch of a community house’. The carefully 
chosen place is located by the main road leading to the island, on 
municipal ground, and next to the plot where the store used to be. 
An important aspect and a follow-up of Andrea’s investigation about 
tree houses placed around the island was the relation to the trees 
and rural character of the place. We decided to build a lightweight 
volume intertwined with the trees. It would be elevated from the 
ground to a height comfortable for sitting, covered with a trans-
lucent roof which allows the trees to grow through it and defined 
by walls which do not block the view and allow to see through the 
house.

We visited the site and took measurments of the trees, so that 
we could design the structure in response to the existing context. 
We wanted to benefit from the equipment in the school workshop by 
prefabricating the structural elements and assemble them on the 
site. The design started from thinking about the roof construction, 
and we decided to have it as a membrane stretched on a struc-
tural frame. The frames would be then joined together, so that the 
neighbourhooding edges are joined and double their strenght. This 
solution would allow to work well with the properties of the materi-
als and result in a clean looking finish both from the inside and the 
outside. The principle of pre-made frames would also apply to the 
walls and to get a lightweight structure we decided to construct the 





Ghost House, Philip Johnson

Folly, Toshihiro Oki
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Inspiration and references



shelf for wall attachment

platforms for sitting

wall frames 90x210

gable wall pillars 45x45

cross bracings 45x45

primary structure:
girders 90x100elevated
80 cm above ground

secondary structure:
beams 90x45

legs with feet recessed in  
the ground

roof frames 90x210
covered with paper and plastic foil
with openings for tree trunks 
and branches



11:20

23:20
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frames from 22x70mm spruce boards, which after coupling would 
get a dimension of 44x70 mm.

We have prepared the components in the workshop and trans-
ported them to the site on Thursday, May 21st, before noon. The first 
step was to place the 6 pillars equiped with plywood ‘feet’, which 
increase the contact area with the ground. The feet were recessed 
in the ground, so that they are not visible afterwards. We devel-
oped the primary structure as simple girder beams, which wrap 
around the columns and are easy to level on the site. The 7 second-
ary beams are going across the primary structure and overhang on 
both ends. Once the base was assembled and levelled, we could 
trim the protruding ends of the columns and proceed to assem-
bling the walls and roof. The frames were put on a special shelf and 
then joined with each other along all edges. The roof elements were 
covered with paper and plastic stapled to the outer edges of the 
frames and the more complex ones, intertwined with the trees, were 
measured and assembled on site. Then, the complete structure was 
reinforced with cross bracings. We added movable floor elements, 
so that the places to sit can be reconfigured.

 The building site was quite prominent, so we got a lot of atten-
tion. During the day we talked to many neighbours who were stop-
ping by. Many replies were very positive and we were inviting every-
one to join for the opening event on Sunday evening. Nicole, one of 
the neighbours who stopped by the site while walking her dog, was 
very excited about the idea of providing some shared space and she 
suggested that it could be a greenhouse where the people could 
grow and exchange seedlings and plant them around the island later 
on. Many other were expressing their appreciation and wishing us 
good luck.

The opening event, House-warming fika, took place on Sunday, 
24th of May at 4 pm. We have prepared coffee and some food from 
our countries: salty snacks with Bryndza cheese from Slovakia and 
a sweet festive cake with poppy seed filling from Poland. A few 
locals and some of our school friends appeared and we could dis-
cuss the meanings of the intervention and enjoy a sunny evening in 
a newly created place. The house will remain on the island as a gift 
to the community.
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L Store + Community: winter



Scalable hybrids

I started to think about the future of the region through speculative 
designs. The proposals of new hybrid community centres are sup-
posed to provoke thinking about the possible mechanisms of the 
region and propose a sustainable future, where life in the hinterland 
is possible with less non-renewable resources and better social 
relaitions. The accessiblity to services and new places for local 
communities would be provided in one of 3 scales. 

The architectural concept of the future store and service centre is 
based on two volumes: a compact wooden box painted in tradition-
al Swedish Falu Red, wrapped in a lightweight translucent polycar-
bonate shell. The two created spaces are used complementarily and 
their programme is reversing between the cold and warm months. So, 
in the sub-arctic climate of Västerbotten, what if a store, instead of 
being filled with expensive and complicated refridgerators, was de-
signed to ‘be’ naturally refridgerated? What if the outer wall becomes 
the fridge? What if the structure of the building is the store shelves 
at the same time? The cashier and community cafe would be located 
in the insulated and heated red box, providing warmth and cosiness 
during winters.

In the summer the programme would swap, and the social func-
tion would move to the bright semi-outdoors, while the red box 
would be cooled down using sustainable methods like solar pow-
ered absorption refridgeration and serve as storage for dairy, fruits, 
vegetables and other products.

Appropriate architecture would reduce energy and maintanence 
costs, and the store could operate on non-profit basis to reduce the 
expenses related to labour. The two largest overhead costs would 
be eliminated so that the community would reach a stable and safe 
condition where the service and community functions are secured 
and the quality of life in the rural areas could be better than ever.
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Translucent wall Moveable elements Traditional colours
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Network of accessibilities

Translucent wall Moveable elements Traditional colours

S

XS

service within 15 km for next

20x

10 000 inhabitants

20x

=

+

40 new locations
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Possible hybrid programme
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Liar’s bench

Bus stop

Food delivery

Postal services

Spontaneous meetings

Outdoor fire

Heating stove

Roadstop

Campsite

Internet access

Renewable power

Library

Cinema

Natural cooling



New way of grocery shopping
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Stalon
Nara Dej
2,8 M SEK/year

Slussfors
Nära Dej

Joeström
Nära Dej

Ammarnäs
Nära Dej
turnover 5,5M SEK/year

Storkågeträsk
Nära Dej

Saxnäs
COOP supplier
turnover 8,5M SEK/year

Umfors
Axfood supplier

Dikanäs
Axfood supplier

Ö Örträsk
COOP supplier
turnover 2,5M SEK/year

Norsjövallen
Axfood supplier
turnover 2,5M SEK/year

Kalvträsk
Axfood supplier
turnover 1,2M SEK/year

Akullsjön
Axfood supplier

Network of accessibilities
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Umeå School of Architecture Laboratory of Immediate Architectural Intervention

Changes in demogaphics, employment and shopping habits, trig-

gered by urbanisation and increasing mobility are important factors 

influencing Swedish countryside. Answering the changing conditions 

is especially important in the northermost counties, with very low 

population density and large distances between settlements.

Within the peripheries of Västerbotten the availability of basic 

social and commercial services is decreasing, as the economic via-

bility of such businesses is too low and the former commercial model 

became unsustainable. Most of the service functions are associated 

to local grocery stores, and when one is forced to close down, the 

village loses not only its access to basic services, but most of all  

a meeting point for the community. The supply of food and errands 

is not a problem for the inhabitants, but the need for social activi-

ties and access to a neutral ground to meet the neighbours remains 

unresolved.

This thesis is investigating possible alternatives and proposing 

new models of hybrid service centres for rural communities of Väs-

terbotten, that are capable of uplifting the countryside by focusing 

on the most important aspect: the people.


