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Abstract

This thesis is about researching methods/testing 
approaches to inhabiting/existing in a post-growth 
Norrland, the collective term for Sweden’s most northerly 
counties. With neo-liberal capitalism lurching from crisis 
to crisis, modernity, progress and the state are in trouble. 
Small shops close, iconic buildings are constructed, 
agriculture, the most vital of industries, is collapsing and 
competition is the watchword. 

If peak-oil, the consumer culture and individualism 
combine to lead us into a dystopian slough, what is the 
alternative? This work aims to investigate and show the 
existing conditions that are producing the current state 
of affairs in Norrland, with emphasis on Röbäck, one of 
Umeå’s agricultural satellites cum dormitory suburbs. 

This research will provide the necessities for dreamed 
proposals about a possible post-growth future, integrating 
alternative views of technology and modes of living 
with the ethos of the common and our use of shared 
resources.
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Hypothesis

I propose that through understanding the old, new 
modes of living and producing can be formed that 
activate a post-growth society through an architecture 
that values our common wealth and social relations 
- ‘knowing the neighbours’. Along with alternative 
economic processes and changes to our assumption of 
progress, architecture can help to return the focus to 
people rather than profits and be part of a convincing 
and necessary response to the perils of climate change 
and inequitable distribution of wealth.

I believe the situation of Norrland, in relation to the rest 
of Sweden, is analogous to the relationship of the satellite 
village of Röbäck with the city of Umeå. By concentrating 
on these peripheral zones and their development over 
time, rather than proposing an iconic, central, one-size-
fits-all solution, an ethical response to the growth-rhetoric 
can be perceived. 

This could take the form of de-mystifying building and 
returning power to those in need of housing, rather 
than relying on mis-guided planning laws or housing 
companies using necessities as speculation; emphasising 
the value of older methods of farming, combined with 
the benefits of modern technology or linking brain-work 
with manual-work to re-connect people to the land and 
the satisfaction of production. In the words of Catharina 
Thörn, “political reforms are visible on the ground.”=

The work is divided into four sections, divided by 
Interludes.

Habitat/Land explores the existing problems and 
conditions in Norrland; its status as a peripheral zone; 
the constellations of the actors with reference to global 
networks and the future plans that are being considered 
for Umeå. The neo-liberal practices underpinning the 
growth economy are cursorily introduced in the essay 
Growing Pains, along with the rudiments of arguments 
for post-growth alternatives.

Interlude I: Diggers tells the story of the 17th Century 
English radical group, who saw the English Civil War 
as their chance to alter the means of production and 
living from exploitation to self-worth, in the face of the 
enclosure of the commons.

p.12

p.12
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Local Not Parochial lays the philosophical basis of my 
approach to Post-Growth, explaining how we can take 
lessons from the past without simply re-living outdated 
lives. This involves re-defining ‘progress’ to negate 
the technological imperative and instead emphasise 
sociability as the way forward.

Satellite Futures explores the Röbäck periphery and 
what can be found there. How can this influence Topian 
thinking for a post-growth future?

Interlude II: A Thought in the Norrland Imaginary 
posits a possible story of future life in Norrland, 
introducing some of the new ways of existence that 
could re-value the area.

Common/Production shows how the ethos of the 
common and the historical examples of life in Sweden 
and the Diggers can expose a better way of producing 
for our needs. If we generate the common, we can 
develop the infrastructures and places we need from 
underneath.

Interlude III: Col-labore brings the research down 
to the ground in Röbäck, tying together the various 
strands to dream of how a new community might develop 
differently from the city’s master-plan.

Finally, Living On The Land/Living Off The Land 
demonstrates the proposals, in a story among stories; 
a grounded, Topian future that is achievable through 
rediscovering the human capacity for working together.

Encounters are sprinkled throughout the book as part 
of these sections. They are both our Architectural 
Interventions and people and places in Norrland 
that are already using imaginative alternative means of 
selling to survive in a different distribution network. 

They include the villages of Resele and Noråker with 
associated small businesses. Wider constellations of 
linked initiatives are made from the collected impressions 
of field trips and visits to alternative practices in other 
countries.

p.12

12

12

12

12
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Research Questions

What could a Post-Growth Umeå look like? 

How must we re-think production to approach a 
post-growth Norrland?

Can the ideology of the common relate to a Topian 
future?

Can Norrland be trusted to produce itself, rather 
than rely on iconic buildings?

These overarching questions 
outline the project, although 
many more will become apparent 
in the different sections.

I don’t believe there is any single 
answer to them, so they exist as 
a framing device to colour the 
views of what comes after.

Consider them as introducing 
a paradigm, or a lens that can 
be used to inspect the different 
facets of projects and case-
studies.
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Habitat/Land

Like the majority of the world, Sweden’s trajectory has 
been increasingly individualistic, consumer-orientated 
and neo-liberally capitalist over the last half-century. 
Norrland has had a history of exploitation for the growht 
of the south andhas been considered of peripheral 
importance except as a sourceo f resources for growth.

At present the exploitation of Norrland is continuing with 
mining, hydroelectric power and forestry defining the 
landscape. Iconic buildings are set in the ‘wilderness’ to 
appeal to jaded urbanites. At a city level, the discourse 
is about projecting and marketing an image to the world, 
rather than conceiving radical ways for the inhabitants to 
improve their lives.

Lessons must be learned from the past rather than 
sleepwalking into utopia. Ropeways, trams, new ideas 
about agriculture and redefining the importance of what 
we take for granted can all stem from an architectural 
approach rooted in sociability.

What might a post-growth Norrland look like? 

Can we approach post-growth from a collaborative, 
common, social standpoint? 

What if we could not rely on fossil fuels? 

Can Norrland be trusted to produce itself, rather 
than rely on iconic buildings? 

What are the limits to growth and how can we 
propose an alternative? 

What place does architecture have in a post-growth 
future? 

Where can we find inspiration for an alternative 
model?
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Diggers

After the English Civil War, the Diggers, with Gerrard 
Winstanley, created a proto-anarchist, agrarian-socialist 
mode of living that was based on common work and 
production. 

Though short-lived, their writing, way of life and 
commitment has been inspirational down to the present 
day for theorists, artists, musicians and philosophers.

It is hard to imagine alternatives in a society where 
‘common sense’ has become synonymous with Thatcher’s 
lack of society. Perhaps if we look to the past we can 
find ideas for the future without re-creating the old. 

If we re-define ‘progress’ to include social relations rather 
than technological solutions that are always just around 
the corner, we could approach post-growth as something 
collaborative, fun and exciting.

Can the ideology of the common relate to a Topian 
future? 

How must we re-think production to approach a 
post-growth Norrland? 

Is there room for modern Diggers? 

What lessons can we learn from their story?
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Alberto Altés, “Sharing, Displacing, Caring” 
in Alberto Altés & Oren Lieberman (eds.), 
Intravention, Durations, Effects: Notes of 
Expansive Sites and Relational Architectures, 
Baunach, Germany. 2013. p.282.

Local Not Parochial

This section aims to lay a path through the forest 
of theory and formulate a basis for my post-growth 
approach through looking at ethics of encounter, visions 
of production and abandoning the technological 
imperative.

Taking the LiAi’s approach as a way of attaining Alain 
Badiou’s “truth process” through an ethics of encounter, 
we can move towards the society of the ethical 
spectacle. I propose that we can avoid the anxious self, 
reclaim what Richard Sennett calls “social competence” 
and revel in the experience of difference.

Extracting and defining from the Diggers’ story the 
concepts of the Topian and the Common, the result is 
conditional, yet it is in this bottom-up, fragile constellation 
“...that contribution remains a free-flowing ecology. 
Fragility is its power. A different power.”

With reference to the amateur greats of the anarchic 
town-planning movement (not an oxymoron) and the 
advantages that working from within the globalised 
present can give us, a situated method emerges.
 
These contributions combine to form a paradigm of 
ecological, communal and spatial justice, a radical, 
opposition to the norms of creating places, and 
specifically Umeå and Röbäck.

How can production return value to things?

What could be a philosophy for a low-tech life?

Who is trying things differently?

How can one grapple with Post-Growth as a 
concept?
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Satellites

Röbäck is an agricultural village that has grown up on 
Röbäckslätt, an area of very fertile land that extends 
towards the sea. Now as agriculture becomes even 
harder, it is losing its identity and has become a 
dormitory suburb for people who drive to Umeå to work. 
The proposed development plan supports the growth-
based ideology without thought for the consequences.

As building has become specialised, and planning 
rarefied, it is strange indeed to see a place built as 
Röbäck originally was - by the farmers who intended to 
settle there. The government decides the necessities for 
life and a housing company builds a large number of 
‘units’. 

Under a post-growth system, I imagine a development 
programme based on local needs and built by local 
people. The skills once known by every settler about 
how to live in a place are in danger of being lost 
through the professionalism and mysticism associated 
with building. 

An alternative Röbäck based on the Swedish farmhouse, 
with the requirements built around room sizes and 
local materials allows for almost infinite flexibility and 
personalisation without complex imported and energy-
intensive materials. Valuing satellites in themselves rather 
than purely by their relationship to a city is key.

How do we define peripheries? 

What are the strengths of a peripheral position that 
can be used to create place? 

How is Umeå proposing to develop Röbäck and how 
could this be re-thought? 

What could a post-growth Röbäck look like? 

Who lives there and what do they do?
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Common/Production

We cross the satellite conditions of Norrland/Umeå/
Röbäck with forgotten technologies, exploring what 
production is and how it can affect relations. Old 
methods are being brought up to date - Maersk cargo 
vessels steam so slowly to save fuel that sailing ships 
arrive sooner; fuel poverty means the strength of human 
ingenuity is being tested. 

What we forget in our quest for the latest and greatest, is 
that almost everything has been done before, and with 
a little alteration for modern techniques and knowledge 
even better results are achieved. Moving cargo on rope-
ways under its own weight: the power of direct rotary 
motion compared with converting electricity back and 
forth; local manufacturing supporting local needs: all 
these are current, exciting and hugely important.

Sheffield’s Portland Works shows the way for local 
manufacturing owned in common, and the simple act of 
making can bring dignity to our lives and necessarily 
affects how we view our goods. Consumerism and its 
litany of negative psychological impacts cannot survive 
individual contact with common production.

Cuba’s experience with peak-oil after the collapse of 
the Soviet Union, and its subsequent life as a Communist 
satellite deep in the Western world could have pertinent 
crossings with the peripheries of Norrland...

What happens when common modes of production 
are crossed with Norrland?

What can be made here?

How have people solved these problems in the past?

What possibilities are there for the future?
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Methodology:
A Landscape 
of Actions
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The Laboratory of Immediate Architectural 
Intervention makes use of the Landscape of Actions as 
a constructive framework, in contrast to the traditionally 
accepted nature of the architectural project.

Helene Frichot writes that “we do not yet know what 
architecture can do” and it is the LiAi approach of ‘intra-
vention’ that could tentatively circle an answer, if one 
exists. She continues: “an intravention does not come 
in from the outside, but accepts an already located 
positionality, that it must act in the here and now from 
the midst of things and resist the present where is most 
repressive.”

Architecture cannot stand by as strong discourses [ways 
of considering the world that have overwhelmingly 
forceful structures behind them - neo-liberal capitalism, 
for example] engender the ‘inequalities, tragedies 
and oppressive regimes’ of the world. Our position as 
generalists means so many influential spheres fall within 
our demesne that it is impossible to remain aloof, yet all 
too easy to avoid criticality.

We make sites, considered as ‘apparatuses’ through 
investigation, testing and discovery, with the aim of 
understanding the durations and effects of our intra-
ventions. The Landscape of Actions is the sum of our 
encounters, interactions, projects, discussions, drawings, 
readings, approaches, tests and experiments. So, while 
a ‘normal’ architect might have a linear view to the 
architectural process, where a finished project is spat out 
of the end of a churning machine called ‘design’; we 
consider that there is no finished project, as we embrace 
the complexity of the encounter. 

The objective is not the drawing, or the building, 
perhaps there is no building. However, there is always 
interaction, reaction, a disturbance or an echo. An effect, 
the duration of which might not immediately be apparent, 
but could surface much later as the germ of something 
new. Thus, this book should be understood as both 
recording the Landscape of Actions, but also being part 
of it. Of course, as a book it is loosely organised into left 
to right, up to down, but there is no end, just a stopping 
point.

Perhaps the last drawing is a step backwards, a failed 
experiment! But then, after all, we are a laboratory, and 
in a laboratory a failure is as useful as a success...

Alberto Altés & Oren Lieberman (eds.), 
Intravention, Durations, Effects: Notes of 
Expansive Sites and Relational Architectures, 
Baunach, Germany. 2013. p.17.

Ibid. p.24.

Agamben defines an apparatus as anything 
that can “capture, orient, determine, intercept, 
model, control, or secure the gestures, 
behaviours, opinions, or discourses of living 
beings”. Giorgio Agamben, What is an 
Apparatus? in “What is an Apparatus? and 
Other Essays.” Stanford, 2009. p.14.
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Territorial 
Analysis
Habitat/

Land
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“...the increase 
of wealth is not 
boundless. The 
end of growth 
leads to a 
stationary state. 
The stationary 
state of capital 
and wealth…
would be a very 
considerable 
improvement 
on our present 
condition.”

John Stuart Mill
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“What is missing 
is the knowledge 
that everywhere 
is peripheral to 

everywhere else.

Peripheries

Peripheral areas have a hard time being 
peripheral. To be peripheral is to define oneself 
as distant from a (presumably more interesting) 
centre. This often makes the periphery invisible, 
except as a catchment for the ever-growing 
middle. The line between Paris and her suburbs 
is even defined by the Boulevard Périphérique, 
one of the busiest roads in Europe. Usually 
translated into English as a ‘ring road, it loses 
nothing of its definition: to go on the ring road 
is to avoid a place, skirting it in the hope of 
greater speed.

What is missing is the knowledge that 
everywhere is peripheral to everywhere else. 
The world can be considered as multi-centric 
rings of influence and ideas, interfering like 
ripples in a pool, rather than easily understood 
spheres of influence and economic flows. 
Underestimating complexity for short-term 
gain is a fault that has caused much of the 
peripheral malaise, but the lethargic inability to 
adapt with sufficient speed to changes in self-
awareness on the outskirts opens an interstitial 
possibility for change.

The further one gets away, “Things fall apart; 
the centre cannot hold; // mere anarchy is 
loosed upon the world...” and all referents 
inwards fail. Yeats may have had the traumatic 
consequences of WWI and the widening 
effects of a burgeoning consumer culture on 
his mind, but almost a hundred years later 
the image is still heady and vital. Shirking 
the company of one place, we pass through 
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a hundred others. “The idea is: There is 
a centre, where reigns true faith, definite 
knowledge, objective progress. And there is a 
periphery, ruled by paganism and super-stition, 
backwardness and underdevelopment.”

What do we have in Norrland to refer to? 
How do we define ourselves here, when 
one discourse pulls away from, and one 
towards, importance? The European Union 
proudly calls the various Baltic states the 
“ENB”, Europe’s Northern Periphery, while 
construction companies, local councils and 
marketers everywhere vie with each other 
to put places ‘on the map’. Thanks to the EU, 
borders are dissolved, meaning in the meta-
world a pensioner with a computer in Sollefteå 
is viewed the same as a teenager in Berlin. 

Let us delight in our assigned peripheral 
status. Transport, fuelled by an unprecedented 
energy glut has compressed distance. Three 
generations ago the 25km trip from Latikberg to 
Wilhelmina would have meant preparations for 
a journey, while today that trip is a necessity 
for the most basic of food purchases. People 
even travel to Umeå (220km) to buy larger items 
like white goods or furniture because of the 
perceived cheapness. Of course, they rarely 
factor in the cost of the travel except as their 
free time, and certainly not the social cost in 
ever more concentrated, car-centric shopping 
centres, defined by their widening catchment 
periphery.

The story is repeated in Malgovik, Granliden, 
Åsele. It’s always the same. The delight has not 
arrived. We could even define these Norrland 
villages and hamlets as ‘proto-urban’ to borrow 
CHORA’s phrase, as despite having many 
kilometres of forest between them and the 

Franz Wimmer, Cultural Centrisms and 
Intercultural Polylogues in Philosophy, 
International Review of Information Ethics 
7 (2007)

CHORA, Urban Flotsam: Stirring the City, 
(Rotterdam, 2001), p.284.
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nearest urban centre, they enjoy fibre-optic 
broadband, internet shopping and roads that 
are swept of snow, marked and gritted in the 
worst of weather, so they feel the connectivity 
that defines modern life. 

Many houses in these places are empty but 
for a couple of weeks a year; summer houses 
for city folk, re-inforcing the dependence and 
reducing the importance. Agriculture, the 
purpose of the villages, and the source of their 
historical self-sufficiency, is almost forgotten 
as a necessity, instead it becomes a quaint 
indulgence practised by the locals.

Zimmer’s solution to forgetfulness or the 
devouring and corruption of a tradition is 
‘polylogic’; a way to escape a philosophical 
Eurocentrism and approach problems as 
a polylogue, travelling from tradition to 
tradition, something I see as escaping the 
strong discourse through sensitivity. We need 
sensitivity in a world without walls, where the 
boundaries are dictated or created almost 
invisibly, and our effects or vibrations are 
indiscernible to the most delicate seismometer. 
“So long as the modes of communication 
remained physical and the methods of 
making and trading goods were slow, nations 
retained their authority and autonomy through 
architectural solidity.”

With the virtual today we seem to have tapped 
a frictionless system that allows transfer with 
no cost. This is misleading, and Information 
Technology is one of the most polluting and 
damaging industries on the planet. Perhaps 
part of a post-growth strategy is to regain this 
“autonomy through architectural solidity.” It is 
certain that we cannot continue hankering 
after the latest gadget when the rare earth 

Kazys Varnelis & Richard Sumrell, Blue 
Monday: Stories of Absurd Realities and 

Natural Philosophies, (New York, 2007), p.44.
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metals required to make them, or the enormous 
quantities of energy needed are soon to be 
unattainable.

Kenneth E. Boulding refers to the “Spaceship 
Economics” of the closed earth system we 
will soon be inhabiting, which is fitting when 
considering satellites. What is a satellite (in the 
high-tech sense) except a device that exists 
only to transmit and receive? Its existence 
is predicated on transfer and liminality - a 
position that paradoxically is its strength. If it 
weren’t many miles away then its transmission 
would necessarily be lost in the topography.

Thus I consider the sub-urbs of Umeå - 
precarious in their positions as providers of 
food and employment in the current system, but 
strong in their histories and sense of place. This 
means that the future for them does not have 
to be bleak, as dormitory stations for sleep, 
car storage and recreational exploitation of 
nature. I propose that the new urban satellite 
be defined by its productivity. Not productivity 
for its own sake, but with an understanding 
of ecology that relates to bio-regions and the 
natural carrying-capacity of the environment.

These would be places not gained by the city 
as growth structures, nor lost by the village as 
productive places bound by knowledge, time 
and skill into an ecology of encounters.

The ecologist Raymond Dasmann 
and the writer Peter Berg 
popularised the concept of ‘bio-
regions’ in the 1970s. The term 
refers to ideas of dividing land 
not with political boundaries 
but by considering the natural 
formation of the landscape, 
responding to commonalities of 
water, soil conditions, culture and 
so on. To live a bio-regional life is 
to return to the knowledge held 
by our ancestors about living 
within complex systems. 
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Running the Country: Projections
In the following pages we will investigate the peripheral 
nature of Sweden and the structures that support it 
through the use of frames.

Overlapping, they act as a way of visualising the 
connections between places and infrastructure without 
the distancing effect of different scales, that sever 
networks and mislead.

The topography may appear strange at first, but this is 
intentional: the map is oriented with south upwards, and 
uses a Polar projection.

This is because of serious problems with the map most 
commonly used, the Mercator Projection. Introduced 
specifically for seafarers to plot their courses using 
straight lines, it flattens the globe in such a way that 
distortion becomes extreme near the poles. In fact, the 
poles themselves cannot be plotted on a Mercator 
projection as they become an infinite value.

For our purposes, it means the areas of countries 
nearer the poles are vastly exaggerated: we are 
brought up thinking that Greenland is enormous, 
whereas 17 Greenlands can fit into Africa, something 
that is patently impossible in a Mercator projection.

Projecting from the north pole means the south pole 
becomes infinity, as it is evenly around the edges of the 
map, but for us, concerned with the north, the area of 
least distortion is exactly what we are concerned with: 
Norrland and Sweden.

Turning the map “upside-down” from the convention 
forces a re-appraisal of what it shows: it becomes a 
stranger.
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Frame 1: Norrland

Frame 2: Umeå

Umeå’s desired “sphere of influence”

Hydro-electric Dams

Frame 3: Röbäck

Damming Evidence
When the dams were built it was obvious they were to supply Stockholm and 
the south. In some places it took 15 years for a house almost in touching 
distance of the power plant to be connected to electricity.

Farmers whose lands were flooded by the reservoirs of headwater received a 
pittance, as the lawyers dealing with the recompense were in the pay of the 
power companies.

Today, as then, Norrland’s rivers are considered fair game and contribute to 
considering electricity as a valueless right, without side-effects. Norrland is left 
to count the cost in ecological damage, automated systems taking the old 
dam-tending jobs and lost productive land.

Practices: icons/forests/resources/networks/actors

Skelleftehamn

Luleå

Piteå
Bremen
Sheerness
Terneuzen
Cuxhaven
Södertälje

Örnsköldsvik
Oulu
Tornio
Kemi
Hamburg
Bremerhaven

Soderhamn

Gävle
Hamburg
St Petersburg
Ust-Luga
Rauma
Gdansk
Norrköping
Bremerhaven
Gdynia
Riga
Antwerp
Stockholm
Klaipeda
Kaliningrad

Stockholm
Antwerp
Bremerhaven
Klaipeda
Gävle
Norrköping
Hamburg
Åhus
Karlshamn

Norrköping

Åhus

Karlshamn
Hamburg
Klaipeda
Riga

Malmö
Bremerhaven
Hamburg
Copenhagen
Helsingborg
Gothenburg

Halland 

Gothenburg

Holmsund
Sundsvall
Rotterdam
St Petersburg

Sundsvall
Holmsund
Rotterdam
St Petersbrug

Boreo-Nemoral

Boreal

Boreal

South Boreal

North-South Boreal

Arctic Alpine

North Boreal

Alpine

Skogsstyrelsen, the Swedish Forestry Board

Sweden is enmeshed in networks. This does not make her special, 
it is just the industrialised way. However, there are certain special 
conditions that mean Sweden is not Austria or Italy. Highly 
technological, automation of work and a centralised approach to 
governing a country that extends across 
mean that certain entrenched practices define the landscape.

Historically, Norrland (Sweden’s most northerly counties) has been 
seen as “ ” and a site for exploitation, which 
continues today with mining concessions, the liberalisation of 
forestry and practices which annexe natural resources to the 
south.

Infrastructure plays an enormous rôle: the hydro-electric dams 
that provide most of the country’s electricity are all necessarily 
located in the mountainous north, but were constructed for (and 
are controlled by) the south. A lengthy road network, reliant on 
fossil fuels, is the lifeline to the north. If the E4, the main road 
north, went down, 

The peripheral location is not accepted in the growth-orientated 
political sphere, except as a selling-point for ‘wilderness tourism’, 
or industry away from the prying eyes of more populous areas. 
Västerbotten, Umeå’s county, is the , but has 
only 250,000 people compared to that country’s 4.3 million.

56% Productive Forest Land

14% Other Land

Total Land Area: 40.8m ha

3% Buildings, roads, etc.

5% Other Wooded Land

8% Agricultural Land

14% Non-Productive Forest Land

40% Norway Spruce

12% Birch

Standing Volume

38% Scots Pine

3% Dead Trees
7% Other Deciduous Species

If each village got back their due from the 
hydro-plants, they’d have millions!
-Britta Lundgren, Västerbottens Museum
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Sweden is enmeshed in networks. This does not make her special, 
it is just the industrialised way. However, there are certain special 
conditions that mean Sweden is not Austria or Italy. Highly 
technological, automation of work and a centralised approach to 
governing a country that extends across 
mean that certain entrenched practices define the landscape.

Historically, Norrland (Sweden’s most northerly counties) has been 
seen as “ ” and a site for exploitation, which 
continues today with mining concessions, the liberalisation of 
forestry and practices which annexe natural resources to the 
south.

Infrastructure plays an enormous rôle: the hydro-electric dams 
that provide most of the country’s electricity are all necessarily 
located in the mountainous north, but were constructed for (and 
are controlled by) the south. A lengthy road network, reliant on 
fossil fuels, is the lifeline to the north. If the E4, the main road 
north, went down, 

The peripheral location is not accepted in the growth-orientated 
political sphere, except as a selling-point for ‘wilderness tourism’, 
or industry away from the prying eyes of more populous areas. 
Västerbotten, Umeå’s county, is the , but has 
only 250,000 people compared to that country’s 4.3 million.
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Frame 1: Norrland

Hydro-electric Dams

Boreal

North-South Boreal

56% Productive Forest Land

14% Other Land

Total Land Area: 40.8m ha

3% Buildings, roads, etc.

5% Other Wooded Land

8% Agricultural Land

14% Non-Productive Forest Land

40% Norway Spruce

12% Birch

Standing Volume

38% Scots Pine

3% Dead Trees
7% Other Deciduous Species
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Damming Evidence
When the dams were built it was obvious they were to supply Stockholm and 
the south. In some places it took 15 years for a house almost in touching 
distance of the power plant to be connected to electricity.

Farmers whose lands were flooded by the reservoirs of headwater received a 
pittance, as the lawyers dealing with the recompense were in the pay of the 
power companies.

Today, as then, Norrland’s rivers are considered fair game and contribute to 
considering electricity as a valueless right, without side-effects. Norrland is left 
to count the cost in ecological damage, automated systems taking the old 
dam-tending jobs and lost productive land.

Piteå
Bremen
Sheerness
Terneuzen
Cuxhaven
Södertälje

Boreal

North Boreal
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Frame 3: Röbäck

If each village got back their due from the 
hydro-plants, they’d have millions!
-Britta Lundgren, Västerbottens Museum
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Frame 2: Umeå

Örnsköldsvik
Oulu
Tornio
Kemi
Hamburg
Bremerhaven

Holmsund
Sundsvall
Rotterdam
St Petersburg

Sundsvall
Holmsund
Rotterdam
St Petersbrug
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Storrnorfors
591MW

Storrnorfors supplies Umeå with 

more electricity than is used.

Tuggen
223MW
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Share of Swedish 
Energy Market

Frame 0: Sweden
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Power Lines
Actors: power/money/discourses

Forgotten Energy

The website sweden.se, a partnership between the 
offices of the Swedish Government and various 
organisations including the Swedish Institute, glosses 
over the issue of oil as the basis of our industrialised 
civilisation as a means of branding the country as 
“sustainable”.

Their headline figures talk about ’energy’ and 
‘electricity’ interchangeably, giving misleading figures. 
For example, they write buoyantly that in forty years, 
‘energy’ from oil as a percentage of total use has 
declined, from 75% in 1970 to 21.5% in 2012, and that 
only 8% of ‘energy’ is imported.

Oil Imports

This is chiefly because of changes to residential heating 
methods which are no longer mainly oil-fired. However, 
this fails to take into account the oil that is not used for 
electricity generation or heating. Sweden imports 

“World-class power market

Since its deregulation, the Swedish power market has 
become a shining example by international standards, 
according to the International Energy Agency. Two 
reasons for this are the freedom of choice available to 
customers and nationwide price-levelling. Since 1996, 
customers have been able to choose their power 
supplier, and today around 130 companies sell 
electricity to Swedish consumers.

Much of Sweden’s electricity is produced in the north, 
but this region uses less than the more populous south 
of the country. This is one reason the country was 
divided into four power price areas in 2011, with the 
aim of offsetting the costs of energy loss incurred when 
electricity is transported along power lines. Another 
reason was to facilitate power trading between Sweden 
and other countries in Europe.

https://sweden.se/society/energy-use-in-sweden/

about 380,000 barrels of oil every day, enough to 
fill 3.2 Umeå Architecture Schools. The rise of the the 
car and the assumption of compressed distance has 
serious ramifications. 

Norrland, as Sweden‘s periphery, is defined by distance. 
We are in a false rhetorical dichotomy of being told 
we are both being positively and negatively far 
away at the same time. Our position in Umeå is 
desirable because of our proximity to ‘the nature’ and 
also because of our perceived neighbourhood of flights 
to sunny Capitals and city breaks, yet we must never 
rest from comparing ourselves enviously to other 
places, always over the horizon.

76,000m³ of oil 
imported per day.

Equivalent to 
filling 3.2 UMA 
Buildings

Sweden is dependent on the road 
network.

800 tankers transport oil from the 
storage sites to consumers.  

Compulsory Oil Stockholding 
Obligations (CSO)

90% of the CSO are held by five companies, the four oil 
importers/refiners and ‘a large mining company’, 
presumably LKAB with its interests in the Kiruna iron 
mine.

25% of the previous year’s consumption is held in 
stockpiles for emergencies.

In the event of a crisis, Governmental information 
campaigns would be released to encourage oil saving, 
and governmental departments would set an example. 
More severely, Sunday driving bans could be enforced, 
and rationing as a last resort.

This demonstrates the short-term thinking that at worst, oil 
will be in slightly shorter supply than at present. These 
‘severe’ options will not nearly be enough if we are to 
wean ourselves from oil and avoid the impending crisis, 
which is caused not by insufficient supply, but 
outrageous demand.

Natural Gas Storage 
A lined cavern at Skallen, near 
Halmstad is the only gas 
storage facility in Sweden. 
With a capacity of 8.8m m³ it 
is used for meeting peak 
demand. Its withdrawal 
capacity of 0.6-0.9m m³/day is 
10-20% of the Swedish 
requirement in winter.

No storage is provided for 
seasonal swings in demand, so 
this is provided by Denmark 
with their stores at Stenlille.

With these global networks 
trading in finite goods, what 
are the alternatives to the 
enormously strong discourse of 
consumption and pollution that 
they are part of? 
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Forgotten Energy

The website sweden.se, a partnership between the 
offices of the Swedish Government and various 
organisations including the Swedish Institute, glosses 
over the issue of oil as the basis of our industrialised 
civilisation as a means of branding the country as 
“sustainable”.

Their headline figures talk about ’energy’ and 
‘electricity’ interchangeably, giving misleading figures. 
For example, they write buoyantly that in forty years, 
‘energy’ from oil as a percentage of total use has 
declined, from 75% in 1970 to 21.5% in 2012, and that 
only 8% of ‘energy’ is imported.

Oil Imports

This is chiefly because of changes to residential heating 
methods which are no longer mainly oil-fired. However, 
this fails to take into account the oil that is not used for 
electricity generation or heating. Sweden imports 

Sweden is dependent on the road 
network.

800 tankers transport oil from the 
storage sites to consumers.  
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Russia: 190,000 barrels/day
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about 380,000 barrels of oil every day, enough to 
fill 3.2 Umeå Architecture Schools. The rise of the the 
car and the assumption of compressed distance has 
serious ramifications. 

Norrland, as Sweden‘s periphery, is defined by distance. 
We are in a false rhetorical dichotomy of being told 
we are both being positively and negatively far 
away at the same time. Our position in Umeå is 
desirable because of our proximity to ‘the nature’ and 
also because of our perceived neighbourhood of flights 
to sunny Capitals and city breaks, yet we must never 
rest from comparing ourselves enviously to other 
places, always over the horizon.

76,000m³ of oil 
imported per day.

Equivalent to 
filling 3.2 UMA 
Buildings
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Substation

Oil Refinery

Oil Storage Site

Tanker Port

Wind Farm

Thermal Power Plant

Hydro-Electric Plant

400kV Line

275kV Line

220kV Line

Natural Gas Line

Compulsory Oil Stockholding 
Obligations (CSO)

90% of the CSO are held by five companies, the four oil 
importers/refiners and ‘a large mining company’, 
presumably LKAB with its interests in the Kiruna iron 
mine.

25% of the previous year’s consumption is held in 
stockpiles for emergencies.

In the event of a crisis, Governmental information 
campaigns would be released to encourage oil saving, 
and governmental departments would set an example. 
More severely, Sunday driving bans could be enforced, 
and rationing as a last resort.

This demonstrates the short-term thinking that at worst, oil 
will be in slightly shorter supply than at present. These 
‘severe’ options will not nearly be enough if we are to 
wean ourselves from oil and avoid the impending crisis, 
which is caused not by insufficient supply, but 
outrageous demand.

N
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Norrland

Norway: 76,000 barrels/day

*
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Natural Gas Storage 
A lined cavern at Skallen, near 
Halmstad is the only gas 
storage facility in Sweden. 
With a capacity of 8.8m m³ it 
is used for meeting peak 
demand. Its withdrawal 
capacity of 0.6-0.9m m³/day is 
10-20% of the Swedish 
requirement in winter.

No storage is provided for 
seasonal swings in demand, so 
this is provided by Denmark 
with their stores at Stenlille.

With these global networks 
trading in finite goods, what 
are the alternatives to the 
enormously strong discourse of 
consumption and pollution that 
they are part of? 

U
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Frame 1: Norrland
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Storrnorfors
591MW

h 

Tuggen
223MW

Ajaure
75MW

Gardikfors
60MW

Juktan
334MW

Vargfors
125MW

Umluspen
94MW

Frame 2: Umeå
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Storrnorfors supplies Umeå with 

more electricity than is used.
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“World-class power market

Since its deregulation, the Swedish power market has 
become a shining example by international standards, 
according to the International Energy Agency. Two 
reasons for this are the freedom of choice available to 
customers and nationwide price-levelling. Since 1996, 
customers have been able to choose their power 
supplier, and today around 130 companies sell 
electricity to Swedish consumers.

Much of Sweden’s electricity is produced in the north, 
but this region uses less than the more populous south 
of the country. This is one reason the country was 
divided into four power price areas in 2011, with the 
aim of offsetting the costs of energy loss incurred when 
electricity is transported along power lines. Another 
reason was to facilitate power trading between Sweden 
and other countries in Europe.

https://sweden.se/society/energy-use-in-sweden/
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A test bed for ways of approaching the city’s 
transformation, the Moveable Feast is about the city’s 
fault-lines. In the run-up to the Capital of Culture, various 
constructions were appearing and a general feeling of 
unease at the speed and scale of these occurrences was 
palpable.

The new shopping mall “Utopia” was constructed, 
seemingly so people could have a third place to buy the 
same chain-shop jeans and the “Apberget” or Monkey 
Mountain was demolished overnight, the excuse being 
that it was necessary for access to a water pipe in the 
square. This was a misjudgement by the municipality, as 
the apparently innocuous set of steps and a rostrum in 
the main square, was a place taken to heart by residents: 
a symbol of democracy; the place to have political 
rallies, meet for parades and where one sat to eat the 
first ice-cream of the spring, when the sun first rose 
above the old town hall. 

At the same time, Thai berry-pickers were protesting 
about a lack of pay; cultural organisations were 
galvanised to oppose the cynical construction of the 
city’s latest white elephant, Kulturväven {Culture Weave}; 
the much-loved library was being moved from its central 
location and activists were certain their chance had 
come.

“May I help you 
pull it?

The Moveable Feast
Transversals: Food and Publicness
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In Umeå, the main meeting places for groups, if they 
are too large or it is uncomfortable to have them meet 
at home are in hotels, conference centres or Folkets 
Hus. The trouble with these is there indirectness and 
power structures. If the meeting is about complaints over 
construction, probably Baltic Gruppen is involved and 
they own the hotels. 

The town hall will be favourable to those who know it, 
and Folkets Hus is far more privatised and ‘competitive’ 
than its original incarnation, so it’s not often that rooms 
are available at short notice. It all adds up to meetings 
that are defined as ‘public’ but that have an ambience 
and balance of power that favours a particular outcome.

The Moveable Feast was a crossing of two projects, 
one to do with concepts of publicness, the other with 
the local food issues in the area. If there were a place 
to meet, where the power relations were not defined by 
ownership, but by the politics of being together then 
perhaps more equitable outcomes would occur.

As such, the Moveable Feast, like its calendrical 
namesake, is a moving point. Its concept is clear but its 
execution is open. In this possibility, an inviting object 
encourages interaction: a wheeled, hexagonal room with 
a chimney. Inside, a roaring fire and room to sit.

Taking the object for a walk makes people come over 
and find out what it’s all about. Using it for a meeting 
would mean wheeling it to one of the city’s fault-lines, 
where dissensus has opened up; shutting the various 
parties inside with some wood and good food, and 
perhaps a way forward is reached on the neutral ground 
before the food and fuel run out... “Väven is the 

only hotel with a 
culture house as a 
lobby!
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Actors: power/money/discourses

Frame 0: Sweden

Frame 1: Norrland

Frame 2: Umeå

Frame 3: Röbäck

PROP. 2013/14:1 

 3 

The global financial and debt crisis will soon 

have held back the Swedish economy and labour 

market for more than five years. Efforts to 

combat the impact of the protracted 

international recession on jobs and welfare in 

Sweden have to continue. The strength of 

Sweden’s public finances must be used to 

support growth and employment and prevent 

the high unemployment that has followed in the 

wake of the crisis from becoming entrenched. At 

the same time, the resilience of our public 

finances must be protected. The Government’s foremost objective is full 

employment. Sweden is one of few EU countries 

that managed to increase employment during 

the crisis while safeguarding both strong public 

finances and social cohesion. Since 2006 

employment has risen by more than 200 000 

people. Although unemployment has increased, 

the rise has been lower than might have been 

expected given the scale of the crisis. Sweden is 

one of the EU countries with the lowest long-

term unemployment rates. Exclusion has fallen 

by almost 200 000 people and the rapid increase 

in income disparities in the years up to 2006 has 

slowed. At the same time, it has been possible to 

implement welfare initiatives to promote 

increased social cohesion.  

Nevertheless, 
the 

weak 
economic 

development has entailed a long period of high 

unemployment. As a convincing global recovery 

is expected to take time, considerable risks exist 

that this unemployment, which mainly affects 

young people, people with disabilities and 

foreign-born people, will become entrenched at 

high levels. The Government’s fiscal policy aims 

to achieve increased employment despite the 

weak global economy. Society must be cohesive 

– for this reason, if no other, continued efforts 

must be made to drive unemployment down and 

combat exclusion. The Government therefore 

proposes measures to increase demand and 

employment. Initiatives to strengthen household 

finances will receive priority. At the same time, 

the long-term potential of the Swedish economy 

will be strengthened.  
Growth must rest on a robust foundation 

avoiding imbalances in the economy. 

Accordingly, efforts to make the financial 

system more resilient remain a high priority. 

Sweden’s relatively large banking sector and the 

sustained rise in household debt make this all the 

more important. The Government and relevant 

authorities have taken a number of measures in 

this area, including capital requirements, risk-

weight floors and mortgage ceilings. The 

Government is continuing to follow 

developments in household debt closely and is 

prepared to take additional measures if 

indicators show that debt levels are rising and 

increasing the risks of imbalances in the 

economy. More and broader paths to jobs are needed. 

The Government’s initiative to work with the 

social partners to find ways in which more 

young people can obtain work is now yielding 

results. A financial subsidy to employers is 

proposed to stimulate the employment of young 

people on the basis of vocational introduction 

agreements. Good schools focusing on 

knowledge are vital to social cohesion. It is also 

Summary - Policies for 

Growth and Jobs
The global financial and debt crisis will soon 

have held back the Swedish economy and 

labour market for more than five years.
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Maintaining and strengthening Sweden’s 

competitiveness requires a dynamic 

business sector throughout the country.

D
e

b
t In

te
re

st

M
unicip

al 

G
rants

Environment

Communicationson
Planning/Energy/ConstructionCulture/Media/Sport

Education/

Academic 

Research

La
bo

ur
 M

ar
ke

t/

W
or

ki
ng

H
ealthcare/

W
elfare/

Integration

International 

Co-Operation

Def
en

ce

Ju
d

ic
ia

ry

A
d

m
in

is
tr

at
io

n
/

Bu
si

n
e
ss

C
o

u
n

tr
y

 B
o

a
rd

Swedish Budget 
2014

[million SEK]
21,870

11
,8

0
9

16
,1

91
1 37
,8

71
3737

,
445,578

444

32,288

70
,4

76

279582

54,476

12,300
4,025

43,061

26,157

85,075

Rö

In
ve

st
m

en
t C

ost
s

In
v

e
stm

e
n

t In
co

m
e

Sta
te

 Su
b

sid
y

Tax Revenue

D
ep

re
ci

at
io

n

Costs

Bu
si

n
e
ss

 i
n

co
m

e

Umeå 
Municipality 
Budget 2014
[million SEK]

+5,176.6

3
5

.5
5

.5

öbäöbä3
.99

+2äcäc

+2
,3

72
.5

2

-2
98.6

-7,742.442

-4
07

.33
07

3337337370070070700077
.

0707
3

0007070770707077
37373

0077077777
3

07
3707
373

007
37737333

07
3

07070
3733373

0740

Hörnefors Subsidy

Holmsund/Obbola SubsidySävar Subsidy

-148.5

-312.5

-226.0

Total Population

Life Expectancy at Birth

Rural Population

Urban Population

20001950

Agricultural Employees

5m55
5.1m

2,378,556

184,350

82

9.2m

“Household consumption will grow 
moderately and will, together with 
changes in inventories and 
government consumption, help 
sustain GDP growth.

Centralised power in Stockholm holds the nation’s 
purse-strings. Part of the country’s revenue is 
re-distributed to the various municipalities, but the lion’s 
share goes to the welfare state. This safety net is 
required, as roughly 8% of Sweden’s possible workforce 
is unemployed. This is partly students, but there is a 
deeper issue involving competition, the rhetoric of 
efficiency and the myth of progress. GDP was created 
around WWII in order to attempt to predict and avert 
another Great Depression. Today, it has become a 
household metric, inextricably linked to the mantra of 
growth.

The Trouble With GDP

Every car crash, toxic spill and natural disaster adds to 
the GDP as they result in an increase in the exchange 
of goods and services as the emergency services rush 
into action, or the cleaning process gets underway. How 
can we redefine our resource flows, instead of relying 
on pulling ever-more from the earth, that is not 
replenished? 

Matter is not created or destroyed, only changed. Every 
rusted atom of the old car in the scrapyard will still be 
around in a million years, but we are profligate with 
resources. The only ‘sustainable’ way of mining is not to 
do it at all. As it would be unpleasant for us to live 
without metal, we must use as little as possible, and 
re-learn the difficulty and value of things.

Growth Rhetoric

The government explicitly promotes growth policies - on 
the first page of the 2014 budget, the ‘labour market’ is 
‘held back’ by a lack of growth. There are no limits or 
alternatives seen in this short-term view. This lack of 
ecological knowledge, of the interconnectedness of 
things, does not bode well.

With Norrland supported by the south monetarily, as its 
resources flow away to Europe, what does the future 
hold? Can the actors be re-arranged so the ghost 
acreage is visible and understood in our consumption?

“We should take a look beyond 
those who, with their heads stuck in 
the digital cloud, gushingly propose 
ideas such as the Internet of Things 
as the solution to all our problems, 
and look instead at the emerging 
low-tech counterculture.

Fergus Walker: STIR Magazine, 2013

Regional Growth Agency

Government Offices

M
unicipal Boards

Population Trends
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“Household consumption will grow 
moderately and will, together with 
changes in inventories and 
government consumption, help 
sustain GDP growth.

Centralised power in Stockholm holds the nation’s 
purse-strings. Part of the country’s revenue is 
re-distributed to the various municipalities, but the lion’s 
share goes to the welfare state. This safety net is 
required, as roughly 8% of Sweden’s possible workforce 
is unemployed. This is partly students, but there is a 
deeper issue involving competition, the rhetoric of 
efficiency and the myth of progress. GDP was created 
around WWII in order to attempt to predict and avert 
another Great Depression. Today, it has become a 
household metric, inextricably linked to the mantra of 
growth.

The Trouble With GDP

Every car crash, toxic spill and natural disaster adds to 
the GDP as they result in an increase in the exchange 
of goods and services as the emergency services rush 
into action, or the cleaning process gets underway. How 
can we redefine our resource flows, instead of relying 
on pulling ever-more from the earth, that is not 
replenished? 

Matter is not created or destroyed, only changed. Every 
rusted atom of the old car in the scrapyard will still be 
around in a million years, but we are profligate with 
resources. The only ‘sustainable’ way of mining is not to 
do it at all. As it would be unpleasant for us to live 
without metal, we must use as little as possible, and 
re-learn the difficulty and value of things.
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Growth Rhetoric

The government explicitly promotes growth policies - on 
the first page of the 2014 budget, the ‘labour market’ is 
‘held back’ by a lack of growth. There are no limits or 
alternatives seen in this short-term view. This lack of 
ecological knowledge, of the interconnectedness of 
things, does not bode well.

With Norrland supported by the south monetarily, as its 
resources flow away to Europe, what does the future 
hold? Can the actors be re-arranged so the ghost 
acreage is visible and understood in our consumption?

“We should take a look beyond 
those who, with their heads stuck in 
the digital cloud, gushingly propose 
ideas such as the Internet of Things 
as the solution to all our problems, 
and look instead at the emerging 
low-tech counterculture.

Fergus Walker: STIR Magazine, 2013
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1 Budget Statement Summary – Policies for growth and jobs 

The global financial and debt crisis will soon 

have held back the Swedish economy and labour 

market for more than five years. Efforts to 

combat the impact of the protracted 

international recession on jobs and welfare in 

Sweden have to continue. The strength of 

Sweden’s public finances must be used to 

support growth and employment and prevent 

the high unemployment that has followed in the 

wake of the crisis from becoming entrenched. At 

the same time, the resilience of our public 

finances must be protected. 

Fiscal policy will provide support to growth and 

employment The Government’s foremost objective is full 

employment. Sweden is one of few EU countries 

that managed to increase employment during 

the crisis while safeguarding both strong public 

finances and social cohesion. Since 2006 

employment has risen by more than 200 000 

people. Although unemployment has increased, 

the rise has been lower than might have been 

expected given the scale of the crisis. Sweden is 

one of the EU countries with the lowest long-

term unemployment rates. Exclusion has fallen 

by almost 200 000 people and the rapid increase 

in income disparities in the years up to 2006 has 

slowed. At the same time, it has been possible to 

implement welfare initiatives to promote 

increased social cohesion.  

Nevertheless, 
the 

weak 
economic 

development has entailed a long period of high 

unemployment. As a convincing global recovery 

is expected to take time, considerable risks exist 

that this unemployment, which mainly affects 

young people, people with disabilities and 

foreign-born people, will become entrenched at 

high levels. The Government’s fiscal policy aims 

to achieve increased employment despite the 

weak global economy. Society must be cohesive 

– for this reason, if no other, continued efforts 

must be made to drive unemployment down and 

combat exclusion. The Government therefore 

proposes measures to increase demand and 

employment. Initiatives to strengthen household 

finances will receive priority. At the same time, 

the long-term potential of the Swedish economy 

will be strengthened.  
Growth must rest on a robust foundation 

avoiding imbalances in the economy. 

Accordingly, efforts to make the financial 

system more resilient remain a high priority. 

Sweden’s relatively large banking sector and the 

sustained rise in household debt make this all the 

more important. The Government and relevant 

authorities have taken a number of measures in 

this area, including capital requirements, risk-

weight floors and mortgage ceilings. The 

Government is continuing to follow 

developments in household debt closely and is 

prepared to take additional measures if 

indicators show that debt levels are rising and 

increasing the risks of imbalances in the 

economy. More and broader paths to jobs are needed. 

The Government’s initiative to work with the 

social partners to find ways in which more 

young people can obtain work is now yielding 

results. A financial subsidy to employers is 

proposed to stimulate the employment of young 

people on the basis of vocational introduction 

agreements. Good schools focusing on 

knowledge are vital to social cohesion. It is also 
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The global financial and debt crisis will soon 

have held back the Swedish economy and 

labour market for more than five years.
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Total Population

Life Expectancy at Birth

Rural Population

Urban Population

1950

Agricultural Employees

55
5.1m

2,378,556

Population Trends
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Frame 3: Röbäck

“Umeå. Vill Mer. 
The city's 

slogan says it all about the 
emerging madness that 
reigns in this city.

Maria Norrläge
Blogs at maria.norrlage.se

“We are very grateful 
and humbled by the great 
interest that exists for our 
establishment in Umeå 
and are now excited to get 
started with the construction 
of the new IKEA!

Håkan Svedman 
Country Manager 
IKEA Sweden

With IKEA Umeå, we increase the availability of IKEA in 
northern Sweden. The Department store will be paired 
with Ikanos shopping center, so that our customers will 
get the best possible experience and able to do their 
errands on a pleasant and convenient way.

With the Department store, we want to create a better 
everyday life for the many people in the Umeå region.

ikea.com

UMEVA
Umea 

Energi

Vattenfall 
Reservoir

New Bostaden 
Flats

Strompilen 
Shopping 

Centre Recycling 
Sorting 

Plant

Sewage Pumping Station
Part of Umeå’s ‘hidden infrastructure’, 
these inconspicuous stations pump the 
city’s sewage under the river to the 
treatment plant on the island. An 
expanded plant is being built there to 
cater for the hoped-for population 
increase.

Ön
The city-centre island is described 
fatuously as “Umeå’s Manhattan”, with 
dreams of skyscrapers built on its 
northern tip.

Agricultural Land
The area around the city has managed 
to avoid too many agri-business buy-ups. 
The grain of the fields is still fine, with 
the minute lines of irrigation structures 
visible as the fertile land stretches 
towards the sea.

Volvo Factory
This huge site can be seen as a counterpoint to the 
new IKEA across the fields. As its production moves to 
Gothenburg, the residents who have lost their jobs are 
encouraged to buy more cheap goods.

IKEA

KulturVäven

Old 
Library

Umeå 
Bathhouse

“Utopia” Shopping 
Mall

Comfort 
Hotel 
Winn

Ostra 
Station

Master-Planning
The current Comprehensive Plan (Översiktsplan) for 
the centre of the city was approved by the council in 
2011. It proposes greater density in the town centre 
through the use of high buildings, in marked contrast 
to the previous plan of 1998, which called for a 
low-rise (maximum of four stories) and in general a 
more sensitive method of development.

The new plan envisions built-up corridors along the 
main highways, and increased densities in the 
further-flung areas of town like Ersboda to the north.

Taking advantage of the changes in height allowed is 
the Comfort Hotel Winn, the crushing awfulness of 
which is comparable only to the smooth, white and 
blank KulturVäven (the iconic building by the 
Norwegian Architecture Practice Snøhetta built for 
the Capital of Culture 2014) visible across the square. 

The heights of the tallest buildings in town are set by 
the church steeple, so despite its waning importance, 
old Umeå still retains a tenuous hold on power. The 
relations of the tall buildings as they press upward 
demonstrate the changing values of the city’s 
development processes. 

Epic Winn!
Icons/power/money/discourses

To preserve biological diversity and cultural 
heritage values requires action at all levels of 
society – from local work in municipalities to limit 
the exploitation of agricultural land to how the 
common European agricultural policy is 
formulated. 

For example, beneficial environmental initiatives 
that are funded both nationally and by the EU 
include large projects like managing grazing lands 
and retaining wetlands as well as preserving small 
landscape and cultural features such as avenues, 
stone walls and ditches.

Att lyckas bevara biologisk mångfald och 
kulturmiljövärden kräver insatser på alla nivåer i 
samhället – från lokalt arbete i kommuner för att 
begränsa exploateringen av jordbruksmark till att 
påverka hur den gemensamma europeiska 
jordbrukspolitiken utformas. 

Miljöersättningar som finansieras både nationellt 
och av EU bidrar exempelvis till att betes marker 
sköts, att våtmarker anläggs samt att småbiotoper 
och kulturbärande landskapselement som alléer, 
stenmurar och diken bevaras.

Sweden’s 
Environmental 
Objectives
www.miljomal.se

Is this Progress?
Despite the environmental rhetoric and 
protestations, IKEA, a monument to an unfulfillable 
lifestyle of consumption, is being built on a site the 
size of 40 football pitches, covering the fertile land 
that used to feed the city.

The project required three metres of gravel to 
cover the site for two years in order to compress 
the soil enough to support the huge building.

What fragile discourses can undermine this 
behemoth of growth? Can local production 
neutralise the over-consumption we suffer from by 
re-creating affective ties with the objects we use?
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Master-Planning
The current Comprehensive Plan (Översiktsplan) for 
the centre of the city was approved by the council in 
2011. It proposes greater density in the town centre 
through the use of high buildings, in marked contrast 
to the previous plan of 1998, which called for a 
low-rise (maximum of four stories) and in general a 
more sensitive method of development.

The new plan envisions built-up corridors along the 
main highways, and increased densities in the 
further-flung areas of town like Ersboda to the north.

Taking advantage of the changes in height allowed is 
the Comfort Hotel Winn, the crushing awfulness of 
which is comparable only to the smooth, white and 
blank KulturVäven (the iconic building by the 
Norwegian Architecture Practice Snøhetta built for 
the Capital of Culture 2014) visible across the square. 

The heights of the tallest buildings in town are set by 
the church steeple, so despite its waning importance, 
old Umeå still retains a tenuous hold on power. The 
relations of the tall buildings as they press upward 
demonstrate the changing values of the city’s 
development processes. 
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Vattenfall 

New Bostaden 
Flats

Strompilen 
Shopping 

Centre Recyc
Sort

P

Ostra 
Station

To preserve biological diversity and cultural 
heritage values requires action at all levels of 
society – from local work in municipalities to limit 
the exploitation of agricultural land to how the 
common European agricultural policy is 
formulated. 

For example, beneficial environmental initiatives 
that are funded both nationally and by the EU 
include large projects like managing grazing lands 
and retaining wetlands as well as preserving small 
landscape and cultural features such as avenues, 
stone walls and ditches.

Att lyckas bevara biologisk mångfald och 
kulturmiljövärden kräver insatser på alla nivåer i 
samhället – från lokalt arbete i kommuner för att 
begränsa exploateringen av jordbruksmark till att 
påverka hur den gemensamma europeiska 
jordbrukspolitiken utformas. 

Miljöersättningar som finansieras både nationellt 
och av EU bidrar exempelvis till att betes marker 
sköts, att våtmarker anläggs samt att småbiotoper 
och kulturbärande landskapselement som alléer, 
stenmurar och diken bevaras.

Sweden’s 
Environmental 
Objectives
www.miljomal.se

Is this Progress?
Despite the environmental rhetoric and 
protestations, IKEA, a monument to an unfulfillable 
lifestyle of consumption, is being built on a site the 
size of 40 football pitches, covering the fertile land 
that used to feed the city.

The project required three metres of gravel to 
cover the site for two years in order to compress 
the soil enough to support the huge building.

What fragile discourses can undermine this 
behemoth of growth? Can local production 
neutralise the over-consumption we suffer from by 
re-creating affective ties with the objects we use?
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Sewage Pumping Station
Part of Umeå’s ‘hidden infrastructure’, 
these inconspicuous stations pump the 
city’s sewage under the river to the 
treatment plant on the island. An 
expanded plant is being built there to 
cater for the hoped-for population 
increase.
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“Umeå. Vill Mer. 
The city's 

slogan says it all about the 
emerging madness that 
reigns in this city.

Maria Norrläge
Blogs at maria.norrlage.se

IKEA
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With IKEA Umeå, we increase the availability of IKEA in 
northern Sweden. The Department store will be paired 
with Ikanos shopping center, so that our customers will 
get the best possible experience and able to do their 
errands on a pleasant and convenient way.

With the Department store, we want to create a better 
everyday life for the many people in the Umeå region.

ikea.com

Mall

Comfort 
Hotel 
Winn
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“We are very grateful 
and humbled by the great 
interest that exists for our 
establishment in Umeå 
and are now excited to get 
started with the construction 
of the new IKEA!

Håkan Svedman 
Country Manager 
IKEA Sweden
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Volvo Factory
This huge site can be seen as a counterpoint to the 
new IKEA across the fields. As its production moves to 
Gothenburg, the residents who have lost their jobs are 
encouraged to buy more cheap goods.
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We are alone on the road, late night, the headlights a 
sharp line on the banked snow. We hear a cracking 
over the engine noise, a tearing, buzzing sound. A flash 
of tungsten blue-white between the trees.

We speed past a primeval creature, a modern 
nightmare eating trees. We look at each other, then turn 
in the road and slowly return for a closer look. We are 
fascinated and disturbed by the ease with which the 
operator (we assume there is an operator - if so they 
are lost in the blaze of light) manipulates the animal’s 
long arm, that clamps down, cuts through, then pulls the 
tree through its claws, ripping off the branches. 

It is sliced into lengths longer than our car with terrible 
speed, before it devours another. On the other side of 
the road, another light flashes in the distance - they 
hunt in packs. We shiver at this lonely scene, and drive 
quickly on, shaken.
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Growing 
Pains: Post-
Growth/
Sociability

What do you get the man who has everything? The 
standard answer to worried birthday guests is found in 
a catalogue of executive novelties, or in products that 
combine a number of unrelated functions in an exciting 
and delightful way, like hats with drinks, or socks for 
dogs. However, this attitude contains two problems: one 
is part of the issue of growth overall – to demonstrate 
affection, we are encouraged to purchase something. 
This is so basic in our consumerist society that we often 
fail to notice it, but it is extremely important. The other is 
that it is considered a good idea to “have everything”, 
because ownership is key.
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To my mind, the better answer to this question is 
“nothing”. If he has everything, what else could he 
want? Perhaps fewer things, but an offer to give away 
his property would possibly not go down well at the 
party. Somewhat simplistically, this equates to the options 
available to us as a society. We can continue to eat at 
the endless buffet, while pushing to the backs of our 
minds that all good things come to an end; or we can 
realise we are sated (and that the food we are eating is 
badly cooked and cold).

The growth of economies is touted as a Good Thing 
all round, especially in our age of sound-bites, where 
an easily quantified variable is preferable to examining 
the real complexity of a situation. Garret Hardin, the 
economist, ecologist and theorist prominent in the 
discussion of growth alternatives, attacked one of the 
Rothschilds’ famous claim that “compound interest is the 
eighth wonder of the world”:

“Aristotle knew better: “Money is sterile,” he said. 
Yet during the past thousand years we have built a 
civilization on the seldom questioned assumption that 
money is fertile. “Make your money work for you!” 
bankers say — meaning, “Make it breed for you.” At 
this late date millions of people believe in the fertility of 
money with an ardour seldom accorded to traditional 
religious doctrines.”

Perhaps it is time to examine some of the alternatives 
to the growth economy, with regard to neo-liberal 
Capitalism.

Post-growth is an overarching concept that contains many 
variants, such as steady-state economics and de-growth, 
often based on the idea that the market economy is 
not inherently evil, but that its effects, unfettered, are. 
Considering the economy from the standpoint of benefits 
to society; production rather than the generation of 
concentrated wealth and equitable development means 
adjusting existing institutions and altering their focus, 
changing how we think. This thinking does not apply 
simply to economics, but rather to the entire system. 

Neo-liberalism on the other hand relies on consumption, 
financed by personal debt at interest and ecological 
debt based on the false assumption that natural 
resources are infinite, and previous impossibilities will 
be solved by technological advancement. This has 

“One who 
believes that 
growth may be 
infinite in a finite 
world is either a 
madman or an 

economist.

Kenneth Boulding (1910-
1993), President of the 
American Economic 
Association.

http://www.garretthardinsociety.org/gh/
gh_skeptic_interview.html, accessed 11/03/15

Alternatives to Growth



85

happened in the past, but because of a misjudgement in 
the nature of impossibility rather than ideology. Hardin 
refers to this as the ‘zero-sum problem.’ 

Once nature is included in the calculation of profit, the 
negative effects balance the monetary gain and thus 
growth is impossible to sustain. The debt from irreversible 
processes increases. This is most obvious with energy. 
This word, and it’s accompanying concept, is often mis-
used. For example the Swedish government proudly 
state on their website that they import only 8% of their 
energy. What they really mean is that 8% of their 
electricity supply is generated from imported sources. In 
truly energetic terms, Sweden imports all of her fuel for 
road transport (380,000 barrels per day) and it is this that 
truly runs the country, not the tourist-friendly image of 
sparkling mountain streams and free power.

It is as well to run through the arguments and vindication 
of Hubbert and his famous graph known colloquially as 
“Hubbert’s Pimple”. Well-worn though they are, these facts 
are not acknowledged by some, who wish to continue 
the politically (but not Epicurean) conservative stance 
of preserving ephemeral wealth at the expense of an 
ecology that can be bequeathed to our descendents.

All our energy (except minor applications like geo-
thermal) is sunlight. It comes in various forms: thickened 
as coal and oil, grown as wood and crops; eaten by 
animals and used directly by plants. The energy we 
have become accustomed to, that of fossil fuels, is the 
accumulation of 400 million years of sunlight, which we 
are squandering. Hubbert’s method of analysis was novel 
in that it was based on the effort expended per barrel 
extracted. Obviously when the energy expended on 
extracting a given quanity of oil reaches parity with the 
energy inherent in it, then it is foolish in the extreme to 
continue. 

The graph of Hubbert’s research shows the many 
millions of years in which the oil was formed, and the 
tiny amount of time in which we have exponentially 
increased our extraction of it, until the time it must 
necessarily become impossible to continue. The ‘pimple’ 
on the graph is the hundred or so years during which 
we have had access to oil as a fuel. To give a sense of 
scale, the line representing the formation of the oil must 
be extended five miles to the left.

Growing Economies

Ecological Problems

Kenneth Deffeyes, Hubbert’s Peak: The 
Impending World Oil Shortage, Princeton 

University Press, 2009. p. 6.
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So we are living in a state of peculiarity in human 
existence, on the debt of millions of years of sunlight. 
As is becoming clear, this debt must at some point 
be repaid. As it is with the Growth is a necessity in 
this system, as inflation means the real value of debt 
decreases. As capitalism acts to increase the income 
inequality, the poor get “...an ever-smaller share of an 
ever-increasing pie.” If capitalism were to experience a 
steady-state economy, there would be no increasing pie. 
The concern of capitalism’s defenders is that the absolute 
decrease in the living conditions of the poor would 
increase the chances of dissatisfaction and revolt. 

Meanwhile, the richest increase their capital in a sort 
of worldwide pyramid scheme, with ever-more financial 
‘derivatives’ (whose workings are too arcane for even 
their creators to understand) apparently making ever-
more ways for sterile money to breed ever-faster. Coupled 
with the rise of individualism, this creates anxiety, where 
one is compelled to produce more and work harder for 
longer in order to keep up with the Joneses – a treadmill 
of worry. Max Weber even coined the term “salvation 
anxiety” for Protestants concerned about the ineffability 
of heavenly reward working ever harder to attain 
redemption. 

Considering alternatives to this incredibly strong 
discourse is difficult, as at every turn its logic upsets the 
proposal. If one hears the words “post-growth” or “de-
growth”, the natural cognitive leap leads to: “I want my 
money to grow!” “I don’t want to be poor!” Of course, 
but using the logic of one system to describe another 
was never going to work. It is hard enough to imagine 
another system, let alone think with its reasons. 

However, the latest financial disaster that began in 2008, 
in conjunction with great popular dissatisfaction with 
reckless financial institutions being ‘too big to fail’ gives 
some leverage to attempts to propose another way.

Capitalism’s tendency to profit above all, causing 
increased inequality and incentive to consider one 
another as possible rivals rather than friends, colours our 
relations. How we conceive living, progress, modernity 
– they all stem from our relationships to each other and 
our societal standpoint. An alternative to neo-liberalism 
has to be conceived from a coherent vision of man’s 
place in the world, which architects are ideally placed to 
propose. 

http://rdwolff.com/content/what-relationship-
between-capitalism-and-growth, accessed 
25/03/15.

Strong Discourses

Protestant Anxiety
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In re-defining ‘progress’ we will consider the 
technological imperative, so prevalent in visions of the 
future, but first we must try to understand where this idea 
of future improvement has come from, and how it relates 
to growth.

The Finnish philosopher Georg Henrik von Wright 
believed that since the enlightenment the image of man 
has been from Shelley’s “Prometheus Unbound”:

 The loathsome mask has fallen, the man remains
 Sceptreless, free, uncircumscribed, but man
 Equal, unclassed, tribeless and nationless
 Exempt from awe, worship, degree, the king
 Over himself; just, gentle, wise-

He wrote that what is most characteristic of this ‘optimistic 
mood’ is “...belief in progress. Not just temporary progress 
or progress contingent upon the lasting good will of 
men, but progress unbounded and everlasting, progress 
as something ‘natural’ and necessary. This is a new 
conception in the history of ideas. I shall call it the 
Modern Myth of Progress.”

Perhaps if we look at the relations that have created 
society, the social, we can gradually alter our values and 
activate a new, non-growth model. In our ‘necessary’ 
progress, we have gained enormous material wealth, but 
at the expense of many strong bonds that used to exist 
between people. 

“Contemporary civilisation, which – for all its democratic 
pretensions – is egregiously hierarchical along lines 
of class and race and gender, may unite millions in 
economic interdependency, but it “unites” them with 
no strong affective ties. We who inhabit the wealthier 
parts of the world may be aware of our dependence 
on Chinese factory workers, Indian tech workers, and 
immigrant janitors, but we do not know these people or, 
for the most part, have any interest in them. We barely 
know our neighbours and, all to often, see our fellow 
workers as competitors. If civilisation offers few forms 
of communal emotional connection other than those 
provided by the occasional televised war or celebrity 
funeral, it would seem to be a rather hollow business.”

We can add the ‘technological imperative’ to this view 
of progress, as in the modern age it has accelerated the 

Enlightenment Progress

Barbara Ehrenreich, Dancing in the Streets: 
A History of Collective Joy, London: Granta 

Books, 2007.

Georg Henrik von Wright, The Myth of 
Progress, in “The Tree of Knowledge and 
Other Essays”, E.J. Brill (ed.) Leiden, 1993.

Lack of Affective Ties

The Myth of Progress
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individualisation that leads to Ehrenreich’s conception 
of the self in relation to others. Hardin adds to this that 
in the 19th Century “...the idea of progress shifted away 
somewhat from its original base - the mind or spirit of 
man (which is difficult to capture in words or pictures) - 
to the products of the mind: inventions and technological  
marvels (which are easy to photograph and describe).”

Hardin invites us to follow Condorcet, who wrote that “...
nature has assigned no limit to the perfecting of the 
human faculties, that the perfectibility of man is truly 
indefinite.” It is the faculties of man that are indefinitely 
perfectible, not the products of those faculties, which so 
often are simply another way of performing the same 
function. We have a proliferation of tools that often do 
little except allow us to perform a task faster, that leads to 
a general increase in the perceived speed of life, then 
anxiety that we are not yet more ‘productive’ in an even 
shorter time.

This emphasis on the products has created what is 
known as the ‘technological imperative’ - the notion 
that because these things exist, they must be utilised, 
no matter what the consequences. “You can’t stop 
progress!” Progress is, like growth, an unacknowledged 
religion for many; who justify it with the rationality of 
the enlightenment or ‘common sense’. It is extremely 
debatable that the vast majority of inventions that we use 
today have meaningfully affected our lives in the field of 
sociability. In most cases they have in fact damaged our 
relations with others.

Garret Hardin, Living Within Limits: Ecology, 
Economics, and Population Taboos. New 
York, 1993. p.129.

Ibid.

Baotou, Inner Mongolia. 
Picture: http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20150402-the-worst-place-on-earth
Accessed 25/05/15

The Technological 
Imperative
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As Kropotkin writes, “We have heard so much lately 
of the ‘harsh, pitiless struggle for life,’ which was said 
to be carried on by every animal against all other 
animals, every ‘savage’ against all other ‘savages,’ and 
every civilised man against all his co-citizens - and 
these assertions have...become an article of faith...” He 
counter-poses this common view with his experiences of 
observing animals and observes that: “It is not love to 
my neighbour - whom I often do not know at all - which 
induces me to seize a pail of water and to rush towards 
his house when I see it on fire; it is a far wider, even 
though more vague feeling or instinct of human solidarity 
and sociability which moves me.”

The technological imperative has made “Too many of us 
blithely assume that we need not deal with the base 
causes of our environmental problems because soon-to-
be-discovered technological solutions will make those 
problems obsolete.” This is obvious when one considers 
the realm of ‘sustainability’ in architecture and the 
wider world, where ‘greenwash’ has become common. 
The buildings touted as ‘sustainable’ are mostly the 
ones using enormous amounts of imported resources to 
run ever more complex climate-control systems, using 
materials that are very energy intensive. 

In a post-growth world, this will be impossible: the 
throwaway gadgets produced at the expense of the 
Mongolian ecosystem, where huge toxic lakes hold the 
filth of our microchip obsession, will not be possible. Why 
this matters to our production methods is touched on 
later, along with possible futures for manufacturing for our 
needs locally. 

I believe that with the approach of Kropotkin’s sociability, 
and a definition of progress that is bounded indefinitely 
by the improvement of faculties, not definitely by 
the historical aberration of oil, we can negate the 
technological imperative and approach a post-growth 
that is not some sort of doom-mongering savage world, 
but exciting, autonomous and fulfilling.

Peter Kropotkin, Mutual Aid, The Anarchist 
Library, 1902, p.8.

Ibid. p.6.

Michael Zimmerman, Science, Nonscience 
and Nonsense, New York. 1995, p.175.

Blithe Assumptions

Prognostications
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Interlude I:
Diggers
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“True freedom 
lies where a 
man receives his 
nourishment and 
preservation, and 
that is in the use 
of the earth.”

Gerrard Winstanley, 
1664
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“...for as our Land is common, so our Cattell is to be 
common, and our corn and fruits of the earth common, 
and are not to be bought and sold among us, but to 
remaine a standing portion of livelihood to us and our 
children, without that cheating intanglement of buying 
and selling...”

Winstanley laid down his pen and rubbed his forehead. 
Fairfax had left, Perhaps Fairfax wouldn’t listen, despite 
his reputation for honour and reliability. One of the 
local men was in a bad way, and the boy with him had 
been robbed of the coat from his very back! 

The soldiers of the New Model Army were hardly 
models of virtue, even when only two of the Diggers 
remained at the settlement to tend the crops. Winstanley 
and the others had been away, trying to counter the 
calumnies and slanders that threatened to remove 
them from their tenuous foothold on St. George’s Hill. 
Outside, the rain washed the gentle Surrey slopes, 
where hope was sown.

It is April 1649. King Charles has been executed by 
Cromwell; Sir Thomas Fairfax having left his Judicial 
position in protest. In the ferment of political thought, 
change, charge and counter-charge fill the air. Some 
desire that Jesus and God have dominion over all, 
relinquishing Lords and Gentlemen; others support 
Parliament while still others wish to shew how men 
should live: not at variance with Nature, but in harmony 
with all Creation. 

One of the foremost of these men is Gerrard Winstanley, 
whose vision of cultivating the wasteland and 
Commons of England has drawn the attention of the 
country. Relinquishing property, his desire for shared 
responsibility and envisioning of a recaptured, pre-
Norman golden age is fascinating and dangerous. 
Calling themselves the “True Levellers”, in widely-
circulated pamphlets they called for equality among men 
and women, compassion for Mother Earth and sang of 
brotherly love.

At St. George’s Hill they delved, sowed and built. 
Communal houses rose, waste ground was cleared and 
wood smoke drifted over the valley. Others, disaffected 
by unaffordable food and political instability, journeyed 
to them, buoyed by promises of food, drink, clothing and 
shelter. Rumours abounded. Perhaps they were Ranters, 
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a semi-mythical sect associated with promiscuity and 
abandon; perhaps they were foreigners, come to foment 
rebellion. No-one knew, despite their earnest handbills, 
but their presence caused unease.

A certain Francis Drake, the local landowner, felt directly 
concerned with the activities on the common. If these 
people were to continue to grow their commune, where 
would they stop? The reversal of the enclosure, as 
they promised? His lands were at stake in a gamble 
where he seemed to hold only one card: that of force 
majeure. It was he who had called Fairfax to question 
these criminals and remove them if they would not go 
peacefully.

They had started innocently enough, it seemed. The 
poor soil of St. George’s Hill (renamed “George Hill” 
in order to demonstrate disdain for the saints of the 
established church) was to be improved using practical 
agricultural techniques and divine providence. 

First, plants that thrived in sandy soil were to be 
grown, supported by manuring, then as the ground 
became richer the community would reap the benefit. 
Animals would be supported as well as arable crops, 
keeping pace as the settlement grew from the arriving 
dispossessed in search of a better life.

Far from being a Ranter, 
Winstanley characterised 
them as having a general 
lack of moral values or 
restraint in worldly pleasures.
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However, the peas, beans and parsnips were a symptom 
of the deeper cause the Diggers were proposing - that 
the enclosure of the commons was not to continue. 
Why should the land lie idle, when food prices were 
becoming ever more outrageous? Simply by planting, 
Winstanley, Everard and the rest were laying claim to the 
land in common, which caused the landowners to take 
notice uneasily.

After issuing “The True Levellers Standard Advanced”, 
the claims that their numbers would be thousands within 
days unsettled the local landlords and Drake to such an 
extent that they sent to the Council of State at London “...
fearing they have some design in hand.”

The Council took this seriously enough to engage the 
Commander in Chief of the New Model Army, Thomas 
Fairfax to interview Everard and Winstanley, and, the 
landlords hoped, evict them from the common.

The meeting was disturbed - the Diggers refused 
to remove their hats as they did not recognise the 
superiority of Fairfax’s deputy. “Was the earth made to 
preserve a few covetous, proud men to live at ease, and 
for them to bag and barn up the treasures of the Earth 
from others, that these may beg or starve in a fruitful 
land; or was it made to preserve all her children?”

Passing on the men’s intention to speak to Fairfax 
himself, Captain Gladman wrote of his disdain for the 
unimportance of the matter: “...the business is not worth 
the writing nor yet taking notice of.”

Fairfax was more impressed by their arguments, and was 
known as a fair and just man. While stood before him 
they again kept their hats on: “...and being demanded 
the reason thereof, they said, ‘Because he was but their 
fellow-creature.’ Being asked the meaning of that place, 
‘Give honour to whom honour is due’; they said that their 
mouths should be stopped that gave them that offence.” 

Fairfax was obviously not too offended, as he advised 
the landlords to take care of the matter through the 
courts, as he felt there was nothing treasonous that the 
Council of State should be involved with. Fairfax even 
visited the Diggers’s workings as he marched from 
Guildford to London the next month.

However, things were not to be peaceful. Drake was 

Lewis H. Berens, The Digger Movement in 
the Days of the Commonwealth (London, 

1906), p. 36.

Ibid., p. 37.
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adamant that the Diggers were a danger to the squires’ 
security, no matter how peacefully they comported 
themselves.

By July, Winstanley and others were arrested for 
trespassing on the Hill. Their hats on, they were fined for 
a lack of respect to the court, despite their protestations 
that they were fellow creatures. At a trial where they 
were not allowed to speak in their own defence, they 
were found guilty of being Ranters, and threatened with 
eviction by the army. St. George’s Hill was abandoned in 
August, much to the relief of the landowners. 

During this time, pamphlets and news sheets were 
released often enough that many other communities 
sprang up around the country in sympathy with the aims 
of the Surrey Diggers. A nearby community at Cobham, 
Little Heath, welcomes them and work restarts.

At first, Parson Platt, the landowner, is sympathetic and six 
houses are built, winter crops harvested and some more 
acres cultivated. However, soon his enmity is aroused by 
their egalitarian, and, to him, apparently heretical beliefs, 
and he forbids his tenants to fraternise with the Diggers, 
and engages mobs to attack their settlements.

In 1650, Winstanley publishes a bitter pamphlet, detailing 
the offences committed against what he calls the “Public 
Community” by thugs. Carts and tools are destroyed, 
crops burned, houses vandalised and members beaten. 
Through all this they are brave, stoical and trusting in 
the Reason and Universal Love they espouse, but the 
resolution is waning as it becomes harder to live day to 
day.

By this time, the ideals had become so well known that 
tricksters were fraudulently acquiring money from well-
meaning citizens under the pretence that it was to aid 
the Diggers. As always, Winstanley refutes this mightily in 
a pamphlet. It is not enough however, and the continued 
offences against their persons means the community 
collapses in early 1650. 

Winstanley continues expanding his cosmology and 
egalitarian beliefs through the 1650s, but beyond that his 
life is hazy. What we can be sure of is that his ideas and 
resounding appeals were long before their time - it took 
two and a half centuries for the conditions of labour to 
approach what he proposed.
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3/4 33/4 36/8 60 56 58/8 45/4 4

8 22 20 33 32 34 26 24

17% of labourer’s income

1649

Wheat

Barley

32 36 33/4 30 30 33/4

1641

Shillings per Winchester Quarter (8 bushels, c. 291 litres). 
Roughly enough for one man’s bread per annum, not including production.

Price
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1

St. George’s Hill
weybridge

April 1649

Gerrard Winstanley and fourteen others 
sign The True Levellers Standard 
Advanced. Putting their ideas into 
practice, twenty people start to cultivate 
common land and waste ground.

Extremely high food prices meant their 
intervention was of great interest to 
many, and especially discomfiting to the 
local landowners.

Real wages had halved in the previous 
century, early capitalist practices were 
breaking up the traditional village and 
inequality between peasants was 
increasing.
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a
DECLARATION

from the
Poor oppressed People of England.

“True freedom lies where a 
man receives his 
nourishment and 
preservation and that is in 
the use of the earth.”

“The earth was meant to 
be a common treasury for 
all, not a private treasury 
for some”
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The True

Levellers Standard
A D V A N C E D

" And thus you Powers of Eng-
land, and of the whole World, we 
have declared our reasons why we 
have begun to dig upon George 

hill in Surrey.” 

DECLA
fro

Poor oppressed

“One third part of 
England lies waste and 
barren when children 
starve or want in regard 
that lords of manors will 
not suffer the poor to 
manure it. If the 
wasteland of England 
were manured by her 
children it would become 
in a few years the richest, 
the strongest and the most 
flourishing land in the 
world.”

“True freedo
man receive
nourishmen
preservation
the use of th

“The earth w
be a common
all, not a pr
for some”

h
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100100

Council of 
State

Thomas Fairfax
Commander, New Model A

hey 
m, 
es.”

3
“By the narrative enclosed your Lordship 
will be informed of what hath been made to 
this Council of a disorderly and tumultuous 
sort of people assembling themselves together 
not far from Oatlands, at a place called St. 
George's Hill; and although the pretence of 
their being there by them avowed may seem 
very ridiculous, yet that conflux of people 
may be a beginning whence things of a 
greater and more dangerous consequence 
may grow.”

e 
kes-

-
ng 
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July 1649

Winstanley, as spokesman, and others of 
the community are arrested for trespass-
ing on St. George’s Hill.

They refuse to take off their hats in 
respect of the court, as to them they are 
just fellow creatures. They are fined.

They are not allowed to speak in their 
own defence and are found guilty of 
being Ranters, a semi-mythical promis-
cuous sect. If they do not leave the hill, 
the army will evict them.

They move east to Little Heath.

5



103

My concept of the Topian is developed from 
Winstanley’s ideas of a very grounded and plausible 
commonality, in contrast to More’s “U-topia” which is 
literally a ‘nowhere-place’, described but not necessarily 
desired. This seems disturbingly familiar in the Norrland 
we find ourselves in, constantly produced and re-
produced by icons and international architects intent on 
making that one construction that will put the city on the 
map. As if it wasn’t there already. 

In this hectic and heady milieu, utterly important 
elements like agriculture are forgotten - the radically 
simple act of planting crops was enough to cause riots 
against land-ownership in the 1650s, despite the Diggers 
themselves being peaceful, yet we are remarkably 
equable to the monstrous changes being effected in our 
own backyards.

So, a Topian plan is not a plan at all, but a growing 
from conditions that are present in one place, though 
elements will of course be shared between places - we 
are, after all, fellow creatures at bottom. In this sense we 
can subvert Durkheim’s dark prophecy that: “As societies 
become greater in volume and density, they increase in 
complexity, work is divided, individual differences multiply, 
and the moment approaches when the only remaining 
bond among the members of a single human group will 
be that they are all men.” If this is recognised as the 
basis of a commonality, then the older bonds can be re-
asserted. 

This means the Topian itself is a condition; one in 
which the place, the meanings of place and the people 
themselves come together in common to continue the 
place-making. The strictures thus imposed, and explored 
later in the Post-Growth Pattern-Book, will actually 
allow for more expressiveness of what is appropriate, 
rather than the rarefied, yet under-intellectual way that 
architecture is practised. Meaning is not only in the 
bricks, but it is also supplied by the encounter. This 
aspect is expanded in Local Not Parochial.

The Common is approached as the Diggers saw it - a 
place, or approach, based on trust and responsibility 
which defines freedom. Our English word ‘stint’ in its 
original meaning defined the duties and allowances 
a community member was entitled to, ensuring that 
the common land was never over-worked - a fact that 
subverts the modern “tragedy of the common’, which 
has come about precisely because the far larger 
commonalities of air and water are not considered 
in common but in terms of nation-states and rights of 
ownership.

On the subject of intellectual architecture 
and the order of Nature, Peter Eisenman 
and Christopher Alexander engaged in a 
widely-reported debate at Harvard, seen as 
a heavyweight clash between what could 
be described as hot and cold-blooded 
architectural approaches. A transcript 
is available at: http://www.katarxis3.com/
Alexander_Eisenman_Debate.htm

Despite Eisenmann’s protestations, Alexander 
is not absolving himself of a position and 
somehow being dishonest by not removing 
building to a purely intellectual plane. He 
is in fact acutely aware of the multifarious 
levels of experience inherent in any 
construction. 

Emile Durkheim, Suicide, A Study in Sociolo-
gy, London: 1952(1897). Trans. John Spalding 
& George Simpson.

What can we learn from 
the Diggers today, and 
what applications do 
their concepts have to a 
Post-Growth society?
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Topian: a condition 
where the place-
making is carried out 
within limits specific to 
that place. Somewhere 
particular, in contrast to 
the nowhere-place of 
U-topia.

Common: a status of 
acceptance, in which 
responsibility becomes 
freedom through a lack 
of dominating power.
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Encounter

Arne Lindström’s Farm, 
Röbäck
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“Say what you like about a man's wife, but never criticise 
a horse!”

Arne laughs often, his anecdotes belying the harsh 
future that many farmers face in Västerbotten. The 
international trade in milk means that the prices dairy 
farmers receive relate little to the work they must do. The 
terror of risk inculcated in Swedish officials means even 
cheese production is almost impossible to set up as a 
small business. As the Finns say: “what are you afraid of 
in Sweden?”

As his hands shred a wooden stirrer, he remembers his 
mother making barley porridge, which the next day 
could be cut into chunks and thrown at a sibling. “Where 
it hit the wall, you could peel it off and try again. When 
you got bored, then you ate it!” 

His grandfather, stiff-hipped from a horse's kick (“...
it was never the horse's fault...”) was born in 1879, and 
remembered an Umeå whose hospital had only a 
handful of beds, and where the older women and 
children were proud of their work, daily taking milk 
on sledges to town; each to their 'milk-places': contacts 
willing to take care of excess.

“Umeå is here because they knew they could feed it. 
They used to say that on Röbäckslätt there was a barn 
for every day of the year.” This is Arne’s ten-generation 
farm, brought up in a culture that in living memory fled 
from tightly-knit, almost self-sufficient communities to the 
seductive consumer culture beamed from across the 
Atlantic.

“Umeå is here 
because they 
knew they could 
feed it. 

Arne Lindström 
Chairman, Västerbotten Farmers’ Union
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“Their wives pitied them immensely, these farmers 
without horses.”

I look from him to the others in the café: playing with 
their smart-phones, tapping on laptops, connected yet 
unconnected. “...the natural becomes unnatural, the 
unnatural becomes natural.” says Arne, as if reading my 
thoughts. He recalls a speech he once gave: “...one of 
the audience asked: ‘Does agriculture have a future?’ 
Of course, I told him ‘what a stupid question! What you 
need to ask is: “Do I have a future without agriculture?”’ 
That shut him up!” 

Today, less than 2% of Sweden’s population feeds the 
rest, as farming becomes sidelined and the radical 
nature of food itself is blurred by the distance across the 
gulf between producer and consumer. Most people no 
longer inhabit, they float above, inveigled by the virtual. 

“The politicians say: ‘We can give money for more 
controls.’ Well, I say ‘you can give so much money for 
controls that you have no money left to buy the food!’” 
He relishes visiting London and New York, excitedly 
showing pictures of carcasses in Smithfield, strange 
gaping fish staring glassily from the ice in Borough 
Market, although a trip to Islington was “more genuine”. 

He is delighted, as are we, by these relics of an older 
and less sanitised way of feeding ourselves and nods 
forcefully as I outline ideas for a market hall, ideas 
to help Umeå return control over their crops to the 
producers themselves.

“What a stupid 
question! What 
you need to ask 
is: “Do I have a 
future without 
agriculture?”' That 
shut him up!
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Old Röbäck was constructed around fertile land and availability 
of labour.

Röbäck: Satellites
What exists here?
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Informal pathways already criss-cross the new and old areas, 
but street life is missing because of a lack of common places for 
people to stop and meet.

Allotments are well-used, but compared to the number of 
inhabitants the area cultivated is small.

Specificities  of place feed into topian possibilities. The old 
buildings are not just physical structures, but symbolic and 
defining of the landscape/ecology. 

Transport must be considered afresh. The car may not be the 
devil incarnate, but both planning for its continued dominance 
and the dogma of personal mobility as a matter of course need 
serious re-appraisal in a post-growth world.

Infrastructure cannot be ignored or waved away, but looking 
with the stranger’s eyes lets us see beyond what the city 
planners assume.

Housing companies are a feature of the Swedish urban 
landscape, but their corporate structures and strictures mean 
they cannot create places beyond the deploying of standards.

Old Röbäck was constructed around fertile land and availability 
of labour.

New Röbäck includes light industrial buildings, large roads, a 
supermarket, school and mass housing blocks.

Fertile agricultural land is still the defining feature of Röbäck’s 
location, dividing it from the encroaching city.

Meeting places are few. The ICA shop is the only ‘public’ 
building in the village of 2,200 people. 

1/3 of Swedes have 
regular contact with 
horses

Horse industry is the 4th 
largest agricultural 
sector

A signifianct remnant of the area’s 
agricultural heritage, barns dot the 
landscape.

Rarely used for their intended 
purpose of storing hay, they lie fallow, 
awaiting a resurgence.

Can the seeds of a local economy, 
sown through working together 
[col-labore] move them back into 
productive life? Increased use of draft 
animals or a surge in local farming 
interest instigated by the 
Gynastiksaluhall could set up the 
transversal encounters necessary for 
post-growth thinking to flourish.

The Volvo factory is to close in 2015, 
when the last of the production is 
moved to Gothenburg.

900 jobs are to be affected.

As of May, the plant is still advertised 
on the website of “Sustainable Umeå” 
as being a “climate-neutral plant” with 
“the world’s cleanest paintshop.”

It is not clear what this means.

1944 Founded
10 Professional Trainers
1000m long
211m home straight
22m wide
26 meetings per year

Umåker Trotting Track

Agricultural products are sent to 
the city, sometimes travelling many 
miles to be packaged before 
arriving on the supermarket 
shelves.

Meat, for example, is difficult for 
small producers who care about 
their animals. The nearest 
slaughterhouse is in Skellefteå. 
140km away. Farmers are unhappy 
that they can’t slaughter on the 
farm, as was traditional, but the 
regulations are strict. Perhaps the 
regulators are over-zealous. 

Is more autonomy the answer?

Suburban Conflicts

As a peripheral area, Röbäck is linked to ideas of ‘the 
nature’ and countryside pursuits. 

The old farms still serve the rich agricultural land that 
divides the village from the rest of Umeå, but new 
housing blocks and changing employment patterns 
mean most of the 2200 inhabitants travel to work in the 
city.

Despite the relatively large number of people, the 
village has very few of the amenities one might 
consider normal: there is a supermarket and school, but 
no public house, café or community centre. Residents 
feel the communal life of the area is suffering.

The plans for more housing in Röbäck, without 
addressing the peculiarities of place, imply that the 
city sees it only as a useful area to put more people 
rather than a truly functioning agricultural settlement.

Horses

The trotting track is part of a very popular 
Scandinavian racing scene, and the horse farmers who 
serve it create jobs and keep expertise in the area.

Horse-riding as a recreation took off in the 1960s when 
machines and cars took over from the horse, but with 
peak oil an ever-present concern, and the experiences 
of Cuba showing that draft animals have a place in an 
agriculture not based on fossil fuels, perhaps the horse 
has a chance to return to work.

At the height of mechanisation, there were only 60,000 
horses in Sweden. Today, with the rise in recreational 
riding, there are 225,000.

Betting was always a way to increase the excitement of 
the race, and the Swedish Horse Racing Totalisator 
Board (ATG) was set up in 1974 to manage this. By 2006, 
the betting turnover was 11bn SEK.

1/3 of Swedes have regular contact with horses, so the 
problem of lacking the knowledge to return them to a 
place of agricultural responsibility is not 
insurmountable.

Without horses being used directly for agriculture, 
apart from on a very small scale, the horse industry is 
still the 4th largest sector of Swedish agriculture.

Röbäck: Satellites
What exists here?

What can we learn?

The possibilities for horses in a post-growth world are 
many. The skills already available, and remembered (heavy 
horses are still used in some places, and until the 1990s in 
others) can be re-learned easily.

Keeping a conceptual buffer between the city and the 
satellites is important - in this case the fields of Röbäckslätten.

There are many parts of the vilaage that lend themselves to 
autonomous development - solidly built garages, old barns 
and a proximity to the river for motive power are examples.

The autonomous satellite would be much more ecologically 
sound in its bio-region than the current centralised model that 
relies on long-distance transport of goods, and seizes control of 
responsibilities like respectful slaughtering of animals and the 
packaging of food. 
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no public house, café or community centre. Residents 
feel the communal life of the area is suffering.

The plans for more housing in Röbäck, without 
addressing the peculiarities of place, imply that the 
city sees it only as a useful area to put more people 
rather than a truly functioning agricultural settlement.

Horses

The trotting track is part of a very popular 
Scandinavian racing scene, and the horse farmers who 
serve it create jobs and keep expertise in the area.

Horse-riding as a recreation took off in the 1960s when 
machines and cars took over from the horse, but with 
peak oil an ever-present concern, and the experiences 
of Cuba showing that draft animals have a place in an 
agriculture not based on fossil fuels, perhaps the horse 
has a chance to return to work.

At the height of mechanisation, there were only 60,000 
horses in Sweden. Today, with the rise in recreational 
riding, there are 225,000.

Betting was always a way to increase the excitement of 
the race, and the Swedish Horse Racing Totalisator 
Board (ATG) was set up in 1974 to manage this. By 2006, 
the betting turnover was 11bn SEK.

1/3 of Swedes have regular contact with horses, so the 
problem of lacking the knowledge to return them to a 
place of agricultural responsibility is not 
insurmountable.

Without horses being used directly for agriculture, 
apart from on a very small scale, the horse industry is 
still the 4th largest sector of Swedish agriculture.
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New Röbäck includes light industrial buildings, large roads, a 
supermarket, school and mass housing blocks.

1/3 of Swedes have 
regular contact with 
horses

Horse industry is the 4th 
largest agricultural 
sector
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Fertile agricultural land is still the defining feature of Röbäck’s 
location, dividing it from the encroaching city.

Meeting places are few. The ICA shop is the only ‘public’ 
building in the village of 2,200 people. 
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Informal pathways already criss-cross the new and old areas, 
but street life is missing because of a lack of common places for 
people to stop and meet.

Allotments are well-used, but compared to the number of 
inhabitants the area cultivated is small.
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Specificities  of place feed into topian possibilities. The old 
buildings are not just physical structures, but symbolic and 
defining of the landscape/ecology. 

Infrastructure cannot be ignored or waved away, but looking 
with the stranger’s eyes lets us see beyond what the city 
planners assume.
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Transport must be considered afresh. The car may not be the 
devil incarnate, but both planning for its continued dominance 
and the dogma of personal mobility as a matter of course need 
serious re-appraisal in a post-growth world.

Housing companies are a feature of the Swedish urban 
landscape, but their corporate structures and strictures mean 
they cannot create places beyond the deploying of standards.
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Agricultural products are sent to 
the city, sometimes travelling many 
miles to be packaged before 
arriving on the supermarket 
shelves.

Meat, for example, is difficult for 
small producers who care about 
their animals. The nearest 
slaughterhouse is in Skellefteå. 
140km away. Farmers are unhappy 
that they can’t slaughter on the 
farm, as was traditional, but the 
regulations are strict. Perhaps the 
regulators are over-zealous. 

Is more autonomy the answer?
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What can we learn?

The possibilities for horses in a post-growth world are 
many. The skills already available, and remembered (heavy 
horses are still used in some places, and until the 1990s in 
others) can be re-learned easily.

Keeping a conceptual buffer between the city and the 
satellites is important - in this case the fields of Röbäckslätten.

There are many parts of the vilaage that lend themselves to 
autonomous development - solidly built garages, old barns 
and a proximity to the river for motive power are examples.

The autonomous satellite would be much more ecologically 
sound in its bio-region than the current centralised model that 
relies on long-distance transport of goods, and seizes control of 
responsibilities like respectful slaughtering of animals and the 
packaging of food. 
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A signifianct remnant of the area’s 
agricultural heritage, barns dot the 
landscape.

Rarely used for their intended 
purpose of storing hay, they lie fallow, 
awaiting a resurgence.

Can the seeds of a local economy, 
sown through working together 
[col-labore] move them back into 
productive life? Increased use of draft 
animals or a surge in local farming 
interest instigated by the 
Gynastiksaluhall could set up the 
transversal encounters necessary for 
post-growth thinking to flourish.

The Volvo factory is to close in 2015, 
when the last of the production is 
moved to Gothenburg.

900 jobs are to be affected.

As of May, the plant is still advertised 
on the website of “Sustainable Umeå” 
as being a “climate-neutral plant” with 
“the world’s cleanest paintshop.”

It is not clear what this means.
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“For we have been 
trained too long to 
strive and not to 
enjoy. It is a fearful 
problem for the 
ordinary person, with 
no special talents, 
to occupy himself, 
especially if he no 
longer has roots in 
the soil or in custom 
or in the beloved 
conventions of a 
traditional society.”

J.M. Keynes
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Local Not 
Parochial
A Theoretical Basis for Post-Growth
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“The spectacle 
originates in the 
loss of the unity of 
the world, and the 
gigantic expansion 
of the modern 
spectacle expresses 
the totality of this 
loss: the abstraction 
of all specific 
labour and the 
general abstraction 
of the entirety of 
production are 
perfectly rendered 
in the spectacle, 
whose mode of being 
concrete is precisely 
abstraction.”

Guy Debord, The Society 
of the Spectacle, 29.
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This is not a project about problems and solutions, but 
situations and possibilities. The problems of simplifying 
the complexities of life into the delimited borders of 
‘the answer’ are many. Yet, we still talk of architects 
as ‘problem solvers’ and in a wider sense are always 
waiting for the technical ‘magic bullet’ that will put an 
end to our troubles.

This is u-topian thinking, outside space and time and 
people. I introduced the terms “common” and “topian” 
above, and here we explore what could happen if 
development and architecture moved towards a definition 
of spatial justice that is grounded and possible.

I posit this approach as a response, a possibility, to 
the situation we find ourselves in now – that of the 
strong discourse of growth in a finite world. We know 
it is an illusion, at worst a delusion, yet it has become 
ingrained. The economy growing has become shorthand 
for success, repeated in sound-bites until we’re unsure 
of any other option. Yet endless growth is impossible. 
Already we are at the stage where increasing 
production means laying off workers only to hire more on 
the other side of the world.

I believe that there is a ‘third way’ for Umeå and 
Norrland; one that doesn’t rely on perpetual growth, nor 
on exploitation and competition. If we create new, truthful 
ways of practising architecture, involving ourselves 
ethically with one another, then a possibility for living in, 
not on, the north will emerge.

I have used the conceit of various frames in my 
mappings, which helps to create borders to otherwise 
endless research and link-making. The Swedish frame 
has links to Norrland, Umeå, Röbäck, Europe &c. Using 
these rather than the more common idea of scale, as 
in ‘the regional scale’ not only helps to avoid falling 
into market-ese but also shows that these places are 
conceptual constructs, inextricably enmeshed with 
one another and global processes, but even when 
considered alone their links are present and obvious, 
rather than the simplistic, divorced and cut-off approach 
of dividing networks into size.

This way of embracing complexity is fundamental to 
the LiAi – the major problem with economics is that it 
is only recently becoming recognised as a branch of 
ecology, and as such is having its neoclassical cause-

Problems/Solutions

A Third Way
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and-effect foundations challenged by the fragile idea 
of biological interdependency. As Tim Jackson notes in 
Prosperity Without Growth: “Questioning (economic) 
growth is deemed to be the act of lunatics, idealists, 
or revolutionaries. But question it we must. The idea 
of a non-growing economy may be an anathema to 
an economist. But the idea of a continually growing 
economy is an anathema to an ecologist.”

Picking berries is relegated to Thais, Filipinos crew 
ships because they will accept lower pay and the 
Scandinavian dream is fading fast. Despite the rosy glow 
over the Baltic, visible from many European countries, the 
system is labouring under its own definitions of success. 

Norwegian companies prefer to employ young Swedes 
as their own youth are too apathetic to worry about 
summer jobs, and fuel trades off well enough against 
alcohol taxes that cross-border booze-cruises are 
common. This isn’t just a jaunt across the channel, but 
in some cases a day of driving in order to fill up the 
minivan: the Norwegians to Sweden, the Finns to Estonia, 
the Swedes to Denmark and the Danes to Germany.

In the Norrland frame the stride of progress falters too: 
regulations affecting farmers, increasing their work 
and reducing their income, mean the average age is 
increasing as children move away, tempted by more 
money and more stuff in office work. There are various 
paradigms by which Norrland is viewed in Sweden, 
which distort the perceptions of residents and even 
outsiders, as Norrland is featured more in International 
films. 

The politics of rurality is one such paradigm, where 
Norrland is viewed from the south as a desperate 
wilderness, populated with backwards and possibly 
dangerous yokels, defined by its inaccessibility and 
stultifying existence. This has been popularised in horror 
films that play on the bleak landscape and the terror of 
‘the other’, and in politics by not only the conditions it 
harbours being problematic, but seemingly Norrland’s 
very existence as well. 

In “The Political Rhetoric of the Swedish North” the 
authors discuss the political articulation of Norrland 
as “archaic, old fashioned and with bleak prospects, 
and troubled concerns with ‘an ageing population’ and 
‘out-migration’ were expressed.” The strong discourse of 

Tim Jackson, Prosperity Without Growth 
(London, 2009), p. 14.

A.S. Lundgren & B. Nilsson, ‘Logics of rurality: 
Political rhetoric about the Swedish North’ 
Journal of Rural Studies 37 (2015), p. 88.

Success?

Politics of Rurality
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this problematic Norrland tallies with the view taken in 
popular culture, and the main question within it is: ‘what 
action do we take so that the northern municipalities 
survive?’ 

Also within this paradigm is the tourist appeal of 
‘wilderness’, when despite appearances, Sweden’s 
landscape is highly managed. 98% of Swedish forest has 
been cut down before. The panorama of the hinterland 
is of clear-cut swathes of fast-growth wood, with the odd 
skeletal shard of scarred spruce crooked against the sky. 

Nevertheless, the low density of people gives the 
impression of wildness, and the slightly desperate 
branding by the towns and municipalities demonstrates 
this: “One road, many opportunities” cries Arjeplog; 
“a pure experience!” shouts Kiruna. Vilhelmina is “Wild 
and beautiful” while poor Bjurholm has to fall back on 
“Sweden’s smallest municipality!”

Geographical distance and economic arguments of 
course come from the growth position: the reason 
transport costs are high for goods to be taken to 
Norrland is because so few are now produced there, 
part of the country’s underground privatisation drive 
and resulting out-sourced manufacturing. For some two 
decades it has been more economic for Swedish forestry 
companies to load lorries with logs and drive them to the 
sawmills, as floating them freely down the rivers was too 
costly. 

The country has an enormous and well-kept road 
network, well-able to deal with the rough treatment of 
compulsory studded tyres and heavy goods traffic. 800 
oil tankers are used to drive fuel from the only tanker 
port in Gothenburg to storage facilities and petrol 
stations around the country, while food is also taken from 
the south northwards. Umeå for example would have a 
food crisis within two days if the road transport broke 
down. 

This productivist and growth-imperative rationale holds 
considerable sway, even as it posits Norrland “...primarily 
as a site for resource production and exploitation...[in 
which]...rural areas are assessed primarily on the basis 
of their ability to ‘take maximum advantage of [their] 
economic potential’.” Production is thus considered purely 
economically, and as something that happens elsewhere, 
in order for the flow of benefit to the State to be as 

Ibid., p. 89

Tourist Appeal

Road Network
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great as possible. An older, more situated discourse of 
interdependence and local production is alien to the 
centralised Swedish State, but it is necessary if Norrland 
is to avoid destruction through exploitative growth. 
Defined and controlled processes like the de-population 
of the countryside because of the automation of forestry 
and the lack of farming opportunities are positioned as 
natural events, unconnected with human will: ‘declining 
popoulation’ as if a trend is a prognostication.

Combined with this gloomy overview is the idea that it 
is the Norrlanders themselves who are partly to blame 
for their perceived failure to succeed, despite having the 
natural resources to exploit. The mine at Kiruna, in the far 
north of Norrland, belies the constructed rurality. 

Far from the inherent resource of a ‘nice natural 
environment’ as the Moderate Party described the 
landscape in the 1990s as ecological concerns grew 
more pressing, the mine is worked ever more feverishly 
by automated systems. The object being to remove the 
human from the process as much as possible, so soon 
the reason for moving Kiruna town will seem obsolete 
as its only purpose since the founding of the mine is to 
provide houses for the workers.

Through all this runs a common thread: that of the 
removal of people from the creation of place. Norrland 
is defined by distant actors, its identity a palimpsest of 
claim and counter-claim, the inhabitants content to exist 
in the middle. The industries are automated, the work 
mundane and service-based. 

Any attack on the growth structures of Norrland has to 
strike at the mediating tools – the distancing apparatuses 
that create utopia. A Norrland defined by business 
models rather than human interaction and layering with 
landscape is Samuel Butler’s Erewhon; on course for the 
destruction the politicians so earnestly discuss avoiding.

Tim Ingold considers the making of place and 
knowledge as necessary intertwined parts of the 
meshwork of relations, inseparable into neat collections of 
human, non-human or thing. The hylomorphic approach 
to making that he opposes [the idea that form is applied 
to inert matter, analogous to a black box of production 
in which inputs become outputs] becomes concentrated 
on process and conditions. Form is not applied to matter, 
but form and matter are both in states of change, until a 

Ibid., p. 88.

Creation of Place
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point when both are ready to be applied to each other 
– we have a “gestural dance with a modulation of the 
material.”

Materials are not inert, with attributes, but alive with 
histories. “To understand materials is to be able to tell 
their histories-of what they do and what happens 
to them when treated in particular ways-in the very 
practice of working with them.” 434. I understand this 
conception of ineffable objects to be analogous to the 
LiAi approach of an ethics of encounter. Nothing is a 
fait accompli, in that it is already made. It is in a process 
of becoming, of being made in the encounter. It has 
potentials, symbioses, roots and possibilities. It is in the 
situation with me.

Within this situation then, “The ethical demand raised 
is precisely to stick to the encounter, to care about the 
meeting, to endure.” Performing the encounter evokes Per 
Nilsson’s ‘amphibians’ whose topian knowledge is formed 
by the enmeshing of themselves with their environment. 
Defined by and defining themselves by the knowledge 
of being situated within a larger co-existence. The co-
existences present within the frame of Norrland, and 
further down to the Röbäck dormitory, are enmeshed 
within the Swedish processes: even the state budget 
becomes enacted through Tillväxtverket [The Regional 
Growth Agency], whose very name demonstrates the top-
down power of the strong discourse.

Where is the truth in this? If we consider that the 
encounter is endured, and stuck to, then I suggest we 
are party to the ‘rupture’ that creates Alain Badiou’s 
“Truth Process”. In the experience, and the truth of the 
encounter we are subjectified and regain our agency. 
I feel this agency has been lost in the effects of the 
technological imperative, in which we have gained the 
dubious pleasure of becoming closer to those more 
distant from us, while diluting the relations we share with 
our most proximate fellow humans. 

It is also arguable that the Scandinavian situation 
has had a more extreme effect on the history of 
subjectification than in other parts of Europe. When 
Weber wrote of the Protestant anxiety, he was referring 
to a process that began some four hundred years ago. 
Lionel Trilling wrote in 1972 “that in the late 16th and 
early 17th centuries, something like a mutation in human 
nature took place.”

T. Ingold, ‘Towards an Ecology of Materials’ 
Annual Review of Anthropology 41 (2012), 
p. 434.

Intravention, Durations, Effects, p.282.

Described in ibid. p.280.

Alain Badiou, Ethics: An Essay on the 
Understanding of Evil. London. 2001. p.44.

Lionel Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1973. p.19.

Materials/Histories

Truth Process
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This has been described by Barbara Ehrenreich as “...an 
intensification, and a fairly drastic one, of the universal 
human capacity to face the world as an autonomous 
‘I’, separate from, and largely distrustful of, ‘them.’” 
This disengagement of the individual allows a critical 
distance to appear between the self and the social 
relations, but in Scandinavia it took hold, in combination 
with the strong Lutheranism, to create a society where 
casual sociability was the exception, and all of ‘them’ are 
considered potential enemies. 

This condition has continued down to the present 
day, with University introductory lectures warning of 
misconstruing guarded manners or politeness as signals 
of friendship, resulting in years of puzzled and worried 
students. Andrew Brown, in his remembrances of living 
in a Million Programme* flat in the 1970s , writes that the 
first thing that struck him was the loneliness: “The houses 
might be wonderfully warm, and the spacious kitchens 
of even the most basic flats were equipped with fridges, 
freezers, and separate coolers...but the public places 
always felt as cold as November...I’ve never lived in, nor 
could imagine, a place where people talked less to each 
other....On the top floor I believe that in two years we 
spoke twice to one neighbour, and never to anyone else.”

In a situation where the State’s power over the individual 
is not only displayed but enjoyed, and the second most 
trusted public body is the Tax Office (the first is the 
consumer watchdog), perhaps it would be reasonable 
to assume that everything is all right. We may have lost 
commonality and joy in the company of strangers, but 
we have gained goods, and the compensatory pleasures 
of consumption. 

I am aware of the generalisation, however, I think that 
the extreme historical withdrawal (which today still leads 
to jokes about countryside folk, or Finns) has led to a 
lack of criticality – the walled-off self is severed from 
experience, from the encounter. In today’s Sweden, there 
is the desire for meeting and exchange, but now the 
system has become such a mirror of the old society that 
such things are very difficult. 

Regulations on production, construction, planning and so 
on are constricting, but the solution is not deregulation. 
Rather it is to subvert the relationship with production 
and freedom by viewing them through the prism of the 
ethics of encounter. Creating with the LiAi approach, 

Barbara Ehrenreich, Dancing in the Streets: 
A History of Collective Joy. London, 2007. 

p.137.

*when the Social Democrats built 
a million “...new, modern homes. 
And they did so irrespective of 
whether anyone wanted to live 

in them.” 
Andrew Brown, Fishing in Utopia: Sweden 
and the Future that Disappeared. London, 

2009. p.17.

Two Finns are in a remote bar. 
They drink for a number of hours 
in silence. Feeling convivial after 
his latest jar, one of them toasts 

the other, who looks at him 
distastefully and says “I didn’t 

come here to talk.” 

Loneliness

Historical Withdrawal
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bypassing the regulations with the micro-political and 
transversal encounter, we have a chance to generate the 
conditions necessary for a change to occur.

For Ranciere, “Producing unites the act of manufacturing 
with the act of bringing to light, the act of defining a 
new relationship between making and seeing.” This 
seems to me to have echoes of Heidegger’s ‘objects’ 
and ‘things’. If through production we can gain an 
understanding of ‘things’; in Ingold’s definition “...
gatherings of materials in movement” then we are 
making our way in the world. This is a strong foundation 
for a freedom based on responsibility: the responsibility 
to endure in the encounter, to endure in the production 
of things and for sociability to link the people co-
existing in the ‘society of the ethical spectacle.’

Stephen Duncombe refers to Debord’s famous Society 
of the Spectacle, but instead of drifting with it, he co-
opts it and uses the concept to create what I would 
term a topian alternative: the spectacle as a range of 
possibilities, or a conditional co-existence - Umberto Eco’s 
‘open work’ within a ‘field of relations’. This, unpacked, 
means that it is “...planned, guided and artfully created, 
but open to modification, indeterminacy, and contingency 
at both the level of form and meaning. A spectacle 
always in motion.” He uses the example of Critical Mass, 
the anarchic gatherings of cyclists whose only power is 
their sheer number. The spectacle is no longer something 
viewed from the delimited self, but a rooted display of 
conviviality that escapes the walls of the inner sanctum 
and becomes the “...promiscuously engaging and 
physically interactive pleasures of carnival.”

There is in this a certain element of the romantic, or at 
least the willingness to test the co-existence, which I 
think amounts to the same thing. If we accept that this 
is the case, then we can acknowledge that romanticism 
plays a role, as it does in all our lives. It is a mistake 
to square off the pragmatic and the romantic; instead 
we must temper one with the other. Venturi and Scott-
Brown knew this in Las Vegas. At the theatre we want 
to believe. We can escape the self who acts “...twenty 
parts and persons all at once for his advantage...having a 
several face, garb and character, for every one he meets.” 

To deny this and rely on the cold blaze of the 
Enlightenment man, all self-control and rational 
confidence, is problematic to say the least. We must 

Jacques Ranciere (ed. Gabriel Rockhill), The 
Politics of Aesthetics. London, 2013. p.41.

cf. Towards an Ecology of Materials, p. 436.

Ibid., p. 439.

Stephen Duncombe, Dream: Progressive 
Politics in an Age of Fantasy, New York, 
2007. p. 136.

Dancing in the Streets, p. 138.

Dancing in the Streets, p. 139.

The Ethical Spectacle
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dream in order to build a new society, imagining the 
possibilities of architecture and people to make places.

Using the tools described above, we can elucidate an 
approach to the common that enables those living on 
the land to develop their own places, rather than simply 
being given what developers and planners think they 
need. Well-meaning though these people are, their views 
are necessarily limited by approach and methodology. 

By localising, and understanding the limits, conditions 
and peripheral nature of these Norrland places, a 
responsible and just way of place-making will emerge. 
With the tools of the LiAi I will posit conditions in the 
“Post-Growth Pattern Book” to link the disparate parts of 
Umeå’s existence and show that the city is an organism 
that needs time and care to flourish. The first farmers 
here knew this, as they pulled stones from their fields.

Localising
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“Dream Baby 
Dream”

Alan Vega
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Local: By-passing the 
standard strictures of 
development could 
seed a post-growth 
future.

Parochial: Confined 
as if in a parish. 
Conceptually, small-
minded, unadventurous, 
limiting thought.
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Interlude II: 
A Thought in 
the Norrland 

Imaginary
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Encounter
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Norråker, 16th March, 8.54 a.m.
We arrive at an undistinguished house in the crisp 
blue of a winter morning. We have been around the 
block a few times and stopped in a deserted car-park 
overlooking white fields to check the map, as we are 
unsure of the house number. “It can’t be that one, that’s 
not a juice factory!”

We wait for the others to turn up, hoping we aren’t 
mistaken. A woman peers around the door, but vanishes 
before we can ask her if she is Kamrose Berries.

The village is silent, a dog walker in the distance. The 
modernity of road and street-lights and solid brick 
houses blend as opposition to the palatial old wooden 
farmhouse across the street, as its paint flakes in the 
weak morning sun.

As we have seen, peripheries are relative to their 
nearest centre, howsoever defined. In travelling outside 
one peripheral centre to others, we can understand 
how techniques for possible futures are already used 
and understood. In this case, leaving Umeå behind and 
encountering the co-existences that are producing the 
Norrland countryside today.

The graph shows the change in settlement in 
Västerbotten, divided into Mountain (Fjäll), Inland and 
Coastal areas (Kust). It can be seen that the trend has 
been towards the coast and its cities, with fewer people 

“Are you sure it’s 
the right place?

The Hinterland
Co-Existences/Happenings/Conditions/Possibilities

Peripheries
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living in the villages and towns on the higher ground. 
Most of those who remain are retired. The old story of 
the bright city lights is the main cause of this change, but 
the issue has been forced by the growth processes that 
create the automation in the forestry industry and the 
pressure on small farmers.

This matters because the drain towards the cities is 
not considered too much of a problem by the state, 
except that it means stretched finances as older people 
expect medical help and other public services in the 
back of beyond. The more pressing issue for me is 
the lost expertise in the land, and the extreme lack of 
opportunities for sociability. 

Many villages have a majority of houses that are owned 
by city families as summer houses; local shops have 
closed because their parent organisations consider them 
not viable, and driving long distances for basic goods 
is considered the norm. Of course, this is a situation that 
will be seen as an aberration: as we have seen from 
“Hubbert’s Pimple”, the energy use we have become 
used to in the last few generations is entirely unknown 
in history, and unsupportable in the future.

If we are to allow a post-growth ecology to emerge, 
the relations between these co-existences must be 
understood and their complexity appreciated in their 
places. For this reason, the LiAi field trips take in various 
places in the hinterland that are doing something 
different, or in some way making good use of their 
position and what it affords them. Three of us split from 
the group to follow our parallel itinerary that touches 

De-Population

Post-Growth Ecology
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down in places that excite our specific interests: local 
farming and production, small shops, their relations with 
consumers and how they and the infrastructure interact 
to allow the sociability in these places to exist.

Breakfast at Kamrose Berries is the first stop on this 
record thoughtful meander through the rural northern 
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Kamala Karlsson
Creator/Owner, Kamrose Berries AB.

With a mother from Guyana, a Caribbean childhood, 
a Swedish husband and a working life that has 
encompassed Australia and Germany, Kamala Karlsson 
is a powerful woman who has had many different 
experiences. She combines her no-nonsense attitude 
with her knowledge of Caribbean spices and cooking 
to make various products from the bountiful berries of 
Norrland.

Finding that the juices available in Sweden were not 
to her taste (“too sweet and full of artificial stuff”) she 
started experimenting, soon finding that huge amounts 
of berries grew wild around the village. Realising from 
her experience in other countries that she could have 
a desirable product, she tried to start producing “old-
fashioned” juices that were less sweet than the Swedish 
products and used no preservatives other than the 
required sugar. Many companies also say “Swedish” on 
their products, even though they are sent halfway around 
the world to be washed and juiced.

Because of her peripheral position when they moved to 
Sweden (a foreigner and ‘unemployed’ housewife married 
to a Swede, in a small northern town) it was impossible 
for her to get a bank loan to start up a juice business. 
She had to borrow money from her husband, who does 
not take part in the running of the business.

“In Germany 
everything from 
the north of 
Sweden sells!

Sends blueberries to 

Japan for medicinal 
purposes.

Buys crowberries for 

15:-/kg, blueberries 

for 20:-/kg

Buys 12 tonnes of 
berries to make enough 

juice for the year
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It was very difficult to get through the regulations, as 
they are aimed at far larger concerns - at first she tried 
getting a press to do the juicing for her, but that meant 
driving the berries a long distance, and the company 
added sugar as a preservative, which she didn’t want. As 
a way of retaining control of her product, she began to 
press the berries herself in the kitchen of the small brick 
house, which has become her factory.

As so many Norrland municipalities are bearing the 
brunt of de-population, it is possible to buy houses very 
cheaply. Thus Kamala is able to live elsewhere in the 
village, yet not have to build a specialised facility for her 
business.

The supermarket dominance, and the concomitant 
necessity of large minimum orders, that must be fulfilled 
throughout the year, means that she can’t sell in very 
many Swedish outlets unless she is prepared to invest in 
enormous amounts of controlled storage so that she can 
tide her buyers over until the next picking season.

She makes most of her local income at the Umeå 
Farmers’ Market, a concern that runs for only six days 
during the summer! Thus much of her sales come from 
overseas, at trade fairs she attends.

She would like to sell far more locally, as she then would 
not have to travel so much, and would increase the 
possibilities of local employment. At present she employs 
only one man to help with the heavy lifting when the 
berries need to be moved from freezers into the kitchen 
where she makes the products, and the berry pickers 
during the season.

She puts up the berry pickers in one of her husband’s 
outbuildings. She is at pains to say the conditions they 
live in there are much better than some places she has 
heard about - they have beds, fresh sheets and are not 
crammed together. As they are casual labourers, mostly 
flown in from Thailand to work in the remote countryside, 
it is apparently common for them to be exploited during 
the weeks that they work.

Buying an old school in the village means she has a 
chance to expand her interests to other inhabitants 
in the village. Like other northern municipalities, the 
empty houses in Nordmaling mean asylum seekers and 
refugees who arrive in Sweden are often assigned there 

Has enough land to 

employ 4 people 
if she expanded the 
poultry farm.

“A permanent 
market is needed  
in Umeå.

Supermarkets

Berry-Pickers



145

while their status is ratified. This process is slow and they 
are not allowed to work until it is complete. Some people, 
mainly women, are still waiting in the village after three 
years. Because of anxieties about their status and a lack 
of assistance, they cannot speak Swedish and are short 
of money except the government welfare payments.

Seeing in Kamala a fellow outsider, or thinking she also 
was a refugee, some of these women have come to her 
for help. She is annoyed with the regulations that force 
these women not to work, as they have very useful 
skills. However, she has managed to help by setting 
up a sewing room, as many of the refugees are skilled 
seamstresses, and they make and sell bags from cloth 
rejects that are then sold at craft fairs.

One woman from Gaza became part of the constellation 
because of her excellent mayonnaise! Kamala keeps 
chickens and was at a loose end about what to do with 
the eggs. Now she has added the mayonnaise to her 
Kamrose product line, and the woman is pleased to be 
using her skills.

She would love to have more things to make and sell (as 
well as juices and jams she has been keeping bees for 
honeycomb, honey and pollen; making “Calypso Sauces” 
with Caribbean and Swedish ingredients and keeping 
chickens,.) but finds the odds stacked against smaller 
producers, whose aim is not to become enormous but 
to provide meaningful work for local people, rather than 
out-sourcing or failing to use the skills of immigrants.

What can we learn?

People meeting together 
can set up new ways of 
doing things. Unexpected 
outcomes can be very 
positive.

Being an outsider, part of 
a weak discourse, does 
not mean one cannot 
challenge the strong 
discourses of big business 
and growth for growth’s 
sake.

Opportunities abound in 
the hinterland.

Spent 100,000:- 
on renovating the run-

down school.

Refugee Skills

Carrying Capacity



146

Niklas Markie
Runs Nyttogården, an experimental farm in Resele.

A disagreement between paper and technology 
means we miss the Resele turning. Like many Swedish 
villages, it is spread out, straggling along the edge of 
a picturesque river valley, and the large farmhouses 
dotted here and there belie its productive past.

A large wooden church sits opposite the village shop, 
its white paint bright in the sun against the dark 
hillside. Piotr is pleased at the shop, which his research 
touches on, and relishes the chance to speak to some 
locals. But we must press on or as we are already late 
for lunch.

Niklas takes part in running a communal house in the 
village, which is used for meetings and meals, like the 
one that is in progress as we cautiously enter. The 
rest of the group has arrived and is eating with gusto. 
The food, crisp, ethereal baked kale, roasted swedes, 
carrots and onions, a salad and some seared beef, is 
outstanding. 

We discover it is from Niklas’s fields, cooked by a 
Stockholm chef who prefers to work for free here than 
spend all his time in restaurants too unimaginitive to 
create seasonal, local menus.

A local politician is also present, and at every 
opportunity she overpowers Niklas with her proud 
comments on why Resele is special. She does have a 

“My dream is to 
have a farm like in a 
children’s book

Arrival

An Excellent Lunch
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point - the village has been something of an anomaly, 
as it has an increasing number of young residents and is 
rather a centre for experiments in living in the hinterland.

There is certainly room for more - after lunch Niklas 
tells us over coffee that from his window he can see 
four empty houses. Understandably, the village’s beauty 
entices holiday-home buyers, so “love for the area is 
killing it.”

It brings home the point that it’s not growth itself that 
is damaging, after all growth is change, but it is growth 
beyond the carrying capacity of the environment: Resele 
used to support a larger population of permanent 
residents with far less support from the outside world.

The village has produced a slick marketing booklet 
that shows the advantages of living there. The villagers 
got together first over the possible closure of a school, 
which formed bonds and a sense of community that was 
lacking before. This bodes well for a possibility of post-
growth based in sociability!

Niklas doesn’t sell to supermarkets at all. As he says, 
“there is no money in it.” This is a real indictment of our 
relationship with producers and food - if working by 
oneself in an area with lots of uncultivated land, with 
minimal mechanical assistance or overheads is not valid 
as a way of making a living, then the future has to 
change.

Niklas still doesn’t live entirely from his work - it takes 
time to make returns with traditional methods, and he 
farms in an entirely organic and perma-cultural way; 
working with nature and using processes free from 
artificial fertilisers. He moved to Resele with his wife, who 
works in the local hospital, and soon discovered the 
enormous amounts of un-used land, previously farmed, 
as he reminds us that “thirty years ago they were self-
sufficient.”

He has training in farming, attending Forslunda School 
in Umeå, but found the approach problematic. “All they 
were teaching was specialisation. To survive as a farmer 
you had to decide to just grow tomatoes and turn that 
into an industrial process!” It was considered “mad to do 
it any other way!” 

Disillusioned by this, he attended a course near 

Supermarkets

Room for People

Training
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Skellefteå, at Ecofarm. Alas, this too was grounded in a 
type of green-wash that was obsessed with tomatoes and 
methods to grow them with large amounts of energy and 
investment in technology.

As we walk around his fields, he tells us of what is 
possible in this place, with the well-watered soil, the 
gentle slopes and agricultural history. Thirty-two people 
came together in the area to set up a Västerbotten 
slow-food movement, where he found kindred spirits and 
the energy to start his own approach with traditional 
varieties of vegetables and breeds of animals.

His method is quite radical and collaborative - while in 
Umeå he attempted to start urban farming, splitting the 
cost between ‘co-producers’, who would pay him for 
planting, tending and harvesting their choice of plants 
on a 10×10m plot, one plot per investor. He later dismissed 
this approach as unworkable on his own, because of 
the inefficiencies of growing separated small patches of 
vegetables, and the difficulty of managing them all.

Now, his co-producers (some up to 50 miles [80km] away) 
pay him 500:-/month for weekly vegetable deliveries. This 
means that he gets to meet his investors and has the 
chance to explain the food to them. Why a particular 
vegetable is ‘ugly’ for example, which would contravene 
supermarket size guidelines and cause it to be thrown 
away, or ideas for recipes. They in turn can give him 
feedback. 

“This is the future” he tells us. He is zealous in his desire 
for a new type of farming education, rooted in place, 
especially here where the un-used land “is a gold-mine 
because no-one has destroyed the soil with fertiliser. My 
dream is to have a farm like in a children’s book - you don’t 
see farms like this any more. They only sell pigs...” He says this 
while proudly showing us his drift of pigs and piglets. “They’re 
a traditional Västerbotten breed with long intestines, so they 
can digest grass to survive the winter.”

The politician is pleased: “you need people like this to show 
the locals it’s possible!” There is no shortage of land, so it 
should be lent to young people to farm. The authorities are 
“overwhelmed with work” so don’t have time to create these 
initiatives themselves. 

Like Nordmaling, Resele also has a sizeable number of 
refugees - people buy up houses and rent them to the State 

Possibilities of Place

Pigs

Refugees
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as temporary immigrant housing. Niklas belongs to a group 
that is trying to make a model farm to work the land with 
these newcomers, as many are skilled farmers and just need 
help to learn about the Swedish climate, the selling processes 
and the language. This reminds me of the 19th Century 
Parisian in Kropotkin’s “Fields, Factories and Workshops 
Tomorrow”, who was invited to the market gardens of London 
to show the residents the manuring techniques that gained 
such enormous productivity in northern France. The first and 
most important thing he told them, in mime, was to get the soil 
as black as his trousers.

Niklas also exchanges knowledge with voluntary foreigners 
in the WOOFing movement (Working on Organic Farms) who 
work for six hours a day and receive room and board in 
return. With his experience gained since starting his farm, he 
is ready to employ another farmer to work with him, which 
should enable his farm to reach a sustainable size under his 
current economic model. He has even had interest from the 
south, where someone in Skåne wants to buy his cabbages as 
they taste better!

It’s possible to grow like this elsewhere, as people 
used to. The cold means the plants grow slower with 
more flavour and hardiness. Västerbotten has the “best 
strawberries in the world.” Old varieties of food, slow-
growing, were far more nutritional. New types developed 
for high yields, favoured by industrial farmers, are just 
watery. He believes that with his varieties and three 
employees they could be self-sufficient in food and have 
enough surplus to sell.

Under the current system, that would require seventeen 
families paying 500:-/month, with two hectares of land 
for cultivation. If others were doing the same, they could 
share pasture for animals, in just the way the common 
was used in Britain during the middle ages.

“It is now a one man operation to run a large, monocultural 
farm. If everyone put just 1,000:- into farming, then...” he trails 
off in a reverie of small-scale ecology.

Just over the road, a woman has recently moved from Finland 
and is offering dog-sleigh trips and selling tulips, Niklas 
points this out while telling us his year’s routine. He enjoys the 
variety, as he splits his time between farming in the season, 
delivering food and cooking, while the winter is taken up with 
house construction, freezing berries and dreaming up his next  
scheme.

Collaboration
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Niklas starts seedlings in his makeshift greenhouse, 
his concession to technology, in the basement of the 
common house.
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What can we learn?

Education in farming methods promotes one particular 
way of industrial farming, and one has to have a strong 
desire to do something different to find the alternative 
possibilities.

Localised autonomy can play a large part in helping 
rural communities prevent the trend of depopulation and 
the lack of interest in agriculture from continuing.

Distributing agency to shareholders increases excitement 
in local alternatives, rather than Niklas just being a 
supermarket with less variety.

Meetings, despite Resele’s proud possession of fibre-optic 
broadband, are essential for the cross-pollination of ideas 
and setting plans in motion. The support of a group 
cannot be underestimated.

The DIY approach and confidence in untested abilities, 
or wilingness to try, can be very powerful in collaborative 
working.
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Alf-Gunnar Gebert: Latikberg
Ida Collins: Norråker
Marie Svensson: Wilhelmina/Malgomaj

A night in the old church village in Wilhelmina leads 
to conversations about traditional building methods. 
The church villages were built because of regulations 
that required church-going frequency dependent on 
distance from the church. Those who were so remote 
that they only had to come once or twice a year were 
given land to build small houses on, so that they had 
somewhere to stay after their long journey.

These places became centres of meeting and 
socialising, with a carnival atmosphere eagerly looked 
forward to. Today, Wilhelmina’s Kyrkstad is owned by 
the Swedish Tourist Board which uses it as a youth 
hostel. Some in other towns are still privately owned by 
families.

The small but solid log-built houses are warm and 
inviting after a cold and tiring day. We three different 
nationalities discuss Swedishness., in English, with 
Spanish wine. We spend the next morning in more 
simple pursuits, inspecting our house’s growth rings. 
This quality of wood is not available in Norrland today, 
despite an increase in forested land since the time 
these trees were cut.

We wonder what could happen today, so that with 
modern knowledge such long-lasting and characterful 
places could be built, instead of the render-tecture we 
decry. We fail when we try counting the rings.

Wilhelmina Kyrkstad
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Inlandsbanan Further down the main road into town, we discover the 
Inlandsbanan, a railway built between 1908 and 1937 
to serve the countryside, away from the mainline coastal 
route. It was originally to be opened in the 1920s, but 
war shortages and various difficulties caused long 
delays. When it was finally taken over by the Swedish 
railways company SJ, it was never profitable, and after 
years of decline was finally mothballed in 1992.

Today, sections of the line have been sold to the 
municipalities they pass through, and tourist trains run 
on occasion in the summer. The line does see heavy 
use by logging companies, but at Wilhelmina, with its 
imposing station and obvious unfulfilled dreams it has 
a sense of melancholy. It seems possible that there is a 
bright future in a post-growth and peak-oil world, but 
for now it slumbers quietly and unfrequented.

We stumble up to the church, a beacon of white, 
planked like the one in Resele. They could almost have 
come from the same “Designs for Swedish Churches” 
pattern-book. The churchyard is well-kept and deserted. 
This seems to be a feature of these places - Wilhelmina 
itself is oddly quiet, with closed cafés and few cars. 
This small-town sleepiness is at odds with the dramatic 
situation, overlooking the flat, glistening expanse of the 
frozen lake. 

The buildings are thick and heavy of aspect, hunkering 
down in the dirty, gritty snow that builds up at the foot 
of the walls. I wonder where the polluted snow goes 
here - where is the Wilhelmina equivalent of the Umeå 
snow-yards?
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Alf-Gunnar Gebert
Retired Shop-Owner

We arrive in Latikberg, a small village near Wilhelmina, 
early in the afternoon. Piotr wants to visit the shop, 
which we soon spot at a slight thickening of the village 
which we suppose is the centre. A few houses strung 
along the road, with more spotting the gentle fields like 
crumbs on the snow.

The shop is closed, a tattered sign saying thank you 
for the custom. The ramp is thick with drifted snow, 
and scrambling to the door and peering through the 
window we see empty shelves and a few trolleys left 
inside.

Indecision is overcome when the silence is cracked by 
an old man clattering over the road on a snowmobile, 
with a trailer full of logs. Piotr breaks down his reserve 
and he invites us in. In broken Swedish and English we 
let him know who we are and our interest in his village.  

The owner of the shop lives down the road, he says, 
and gives us the number, Once we say we are going to 
visit a shop in Malgomaj, a village 55km away, he asks 
to send his regards to Marie, the owner. It seems there 
is a long-distance network in place...

He soon warms to us once we make it clear we think 
his house is marvellous. “1893!” he says proudly, and 
gives us the tour, pointing with arthritic hands at stiff, 
vignetted portraits. 

A Friendly Local
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The ceilings are high; the rooms open one into the 
other, the floorboards wide and smooth., Each has a 
window on each external wall. I doubt there was an 
architect involved, but despite, or perhaps because of
this, the house is a rooted place.

We wave him goodbye, after admiring his stove and 
back-boiler - it goes to 400°C!

Alf-Gunnar also has a snowmobile, a necessity in the 
post-horse village, on which he turns up from the forest, 
surprised at having guests. We have been speaking to 
his wife, who tells us stories of living in the hinterland. 
Apparently people think nothing of driving the half-hour 
to Wilhelmina to buy food. This might not seem like much, 
but the number of things that have to be in existence 
at the same time to allow it is worrying: a working car, 
with the correct number of internationally-sourced parts, 
imported oil, driven from Sweden’s south coast to fuel and 
lubricate it, communications that let the supermarket be 
stocked; roads that are cleared of snow and microchips 
that activate the electronic stability control are just the 
start.

Alf-Gunnar himself is phlegmatic. The shop was 
becoming far too much work for the return. People didn’t 
seem to realise the value they had in it until it was gone, 
but he won’t miss it. He couldn’t run a business based 
on providing a free social service to the few people 
who didn’t drive to town. If ICA, the largest supermarket 
group, made up of shareholder-members like Alf-Gunnar, 
were to open a shop again it would have to have a 
prospective income of 10,000,000:- per year. Alf-Gunnar 
was making 3,000,000.

I mention peak-oil, and he agrees surprisingly strongly 
that things will have to change. He seems to pride 
himself on his outdoors-ness: his bearing, high-tech 
overalls and gloves say Man At Work loudly and clearly. 
I imagine he would thrive in a post-growth, sociable 
Latikberg. The fields their house overlooks runs down 
towards the ever-present evergreens, a lake visible over 
the tops. We all appreciate the view, ruminating.

We must let Alf-Gunnar get back to his work, and 
move on to Malgomaj. He and his wife tell us that Marie 
closed her shop just two weeks ago, “but we could 
call her.” They don’t get through, but we note down the 
address of her father’s hardware shop in Wilhelmina 
where she now works. The chase continues.

Alf-Gunnar’s House

Peak-Oil in the 
Hinterland
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Marie Svensson
Retired Shop-Owner

We pass Malgomaj before searching for Marie, in order 
to understand how the shop sits in its networks and 
place. Also, a fine local beer takes its name from Lake 
Malgomaj, so we feel it deserves a visit.

The story is the same as with Alf-Gunnar’s shop: the 
note, the shelves, the abandoned trolleys. It feels 
surprisingly bleak for a relatively dense and pretty 
lakeside settlement. We do not stay long, but return to 
the warmth and constriction of three people in a Kia 
Picanto.

Back in Wilhelmina, we find the shop where Marie 
works in a nondescript industrial estate. She is loud, 
proud and angry at the forces that forced her to close 
her shop.
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“When I wanted to close down my mother said: ‘Marie, 
people will cry when you close down!’ but I could hear 
them all cheering and laughing." She is not just angry at 
the processes, but also the people who seemed to pay 
lip service to what she was doing. 

It seems the same problem we found in Latikberg and 
Wilhelmina: the slight savings to be made at a larger 
shop a longer distance away (not counting fuel, time 
or car parts of course) outweigh the seemingly obvious 
benefits of a local centre. These places are making pe-
ripheries of themselves.

"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!" She had owned the shop for 
twenty-three years, and had “tried everything” before 
closing.

She rented out trailers, tried bringing in odd goods 
that people wanted, but as the postal service point she 
still had products passing through her hands that she 
stocked, but locals had ordered them online. She throws 
up her hands in exasperation. “The petrol station was 
making a loss, but I couldn’t let that go - it was too im-
portant for people.”

The ICA bosses also received the rough edge of her 
tongue: “they were supposed to help us out, but now 
they’re a shareholder organisation and we have no say.” 
ICA has gone from being a shopkeeper association to 
a profit-driven company in the last few decades. As we 
heard from Alf-Gunnar, the required minimum turnover 
to re-open a closed shop is absurdly high. They are not 
going to open under the ICA umbrella again.

“They just care about money: when I closed, they were 
on the phone, calling me, asking when they could come 
over. The moment I was shut, they arrived to take away 
the things I’d rented from them - the till, the software and 
computers. It was like they were worried I would steal 
them. I felt used and let down!”

At least she seems happy to have been able to talk to 
interested outsiders. We promise to send details of the 
research, and in a somewhat sombre mood emerge into 
the gloomy afternoon car-park, washed by the traffic 
noise.

If you want a shop...

ICA Bosses
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Ida Collin
Norråkers Handel

Norråker is slightly off our track - we should have 
called in on our way to Wilhelmina, but it was late.. It’s 
late now as we weave down roads banked with snow, 
hoping to arrive while the shop is open. We convince 
ourselves it will be - “they do have rooms after all.”

We are just outside our own county: we pass the 
“Welcome to Jämtland” sign a few minutes before we 
arrive. The village is inviting, and the situation of the 
lake (there is always a lake), the midnight blue sky and 
the lights in the un-curtained houses makes it almost 
feel like home.

The shop is closed and dark, as we secretly suspected 
it would be. This is sad, as it recently won an award as 
“the best local shop in Sweden” out of 20,000.

There is some activity over the road, and two women 
are conversing outside the shop. Our headlights flash 
over them as we pull in and they look up, surprised. 
Piotr thinks it may be as well to get their thoughts 
on having a shop in the village. This turns out to 
be inspired, since one is the owner, Ida Collin, who 
abandons preparations for a ski and dog-sled race and 
associated fair, unlocks the door and gives us coffee.

She seems slightly amused and pleased that these three 
strange travellers have sought her out, and we are glad 
to have found such hospitality after a day hearing of 
disappointment and defeat.

A Lucky Break
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It seems there is a lot happening in Norråker, not just 
races and fairs, but there is a pub too! It’s open on 
Wednesdays and Fridays, so we’re disappointed to have 
missed it. The area seems to be supportive then, we ask, 
feeling like parents looking for schools. “Yes, there is a 
sense of neighbourhood here.” she replies, stilling our 
fears that the results of the Norrland processes we had 
seen were symptoms of a terminal decline.

“I have the best cheese counter in the county” she 
declares proudly, as we sit at a table in the window. The 
shop isn’t just a shop it seems, but the meeting point we 
have been looking for, with coffee, cakes and pastries 
and a blackboard menu. To top it off, there is a rack on 
the wall where Ida shows us the mugs of regular visitors, 
who store them there for easy access. She knows them 
all, and their stories.

“When I first took over the shop, there was already a 
community around it. People would call up and say: ‘if 
someone’s going my way could they bring some milk.’ 
then hang up and I wouldn’t know their names!”

She bought the shop when it became unprofitable for 
the COOP to keep it on, so she got it for a low price. 
“Originally I wanted to keep it entirely independent, but 
the ordering was too much work.” She now belongs to 
the Handlarn group, which is an umbrella organisation 
for the small, rural shops supplied by the AXFOOD 
company, which is mainly known in cities for its WILLY:S 
chain of large, cheap supermarkets.

The AXFOOD agreement means she has to get most of 
her supplies from them, and has access to their trade 
suppliers catalogue. The products that she chooses 
herself show in the wonderful cheese selection, and the 
local produce she points out to us as we tour the shop.

Extra income is gained from letting attractive rooms on 
AirB’n’B, but she is not in it just for the money. “I employ 
two people, which I don’t have to.” she replies when we 
ask if she manages all this by herself. “It means I can 
keep some people from having to leave, and gives me 
more time to pursue other interests.” And necessities, like 
looking after her children and helping her husband with 
his business organising races on the frozen lake. 

She doesn’t stop smiling: “No, I’m not going to shut! I love 
it. I’ll keep it forever!”

Surprising Busyness

AXFOOD Contract
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What can we learn?

The periphery has not been entirely destroyed by 
growth processes - there is sociability and an un-
cowed attitude just under the surface, invisible if one just 
drives past.

Persevering in the encounter has allowed us to 
find the kernel of a post-growth resurgence in the 
peripheral constellations of knowledge, unexpected 
conviviality, experience and place.

Working with certain processes in order to achieve 
contradictory aims can be a very successful 
subversive manoeuvre. For example, using the 
Handlarn network as a catalyst for local employment 
and meetings is going beyond the supply and demand 
rationale that created it.

Seeing things from an outsider’s perspective, 
especially with the generalist eye of the architect, 
makes the hidden relationships stand out. This is 
doubly helpful when encountering various different 
splinters of the same process in quick succession: shops, 
peripheries, roads, people, meetings. They link as they 
settle in the mind.
 
Ask the questions; make the move!
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I was asked which was 
more worth living: life in my 
home village 45 years ago 
or life during later years. 
Previously life was harder 
but happier. It depends on 
the standard one uses. There 
is truth in the statement that 
the toy horse made of wood 
with ones own hands was 
equally as valuable as the 
toy cars of the present time. 
The old times made small 
demands, but there were 
more pleasant feelings of 
tradition and customs, of 
romance and myths.

R. Blomqvist

From "Den Österbottniska Byn." 
Translated by June Pelo
http://sydaby.eget.net/swe/jp_munsala.htm
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Common/
Production
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State Technical 
Assistance

Farms Urban FarmsCo-Operatives

Pinar del Rio
137,523

Santa Cla
205,812

Cienfuegos
144,207

11m inhabitants
2% of Latin American Population
11% of Scientists

Havana
2,135,498

We must de-centralise only up to a point 
where control is not lost, and centralise only 
up to a point where initiative is not killed.

Cuban Agricultural Motto

Cla
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Santiago de 
Cuba
425,851

Bayamo
147,563

Guantánamo
207 857 

Holguin
277,050

Las Tunas
153,982
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Sweden has followed the trend of the developed world 
in how food is produced. Oil-based fertilisers are used 
in enormous quantities - in the U.S., food production is 
the main use of oil, in front of cars and housing.Imports 
have increased as diets become more dependent on the 
year-round availability of out-of-season produce and ‘the 
dreaded fusion’ cuisine becomes more prevalent.

Farms are getting larger, as increased regulation and 
supermarket pressure make it harder for small farmers to 
make a living. Farmers sell their produce to make money 
to buy it back as food, as the family-run farms of many 
different crops become rarer.

Knowledge of the land and natural processes is lost, 
and even language suffers as people spend less time 
observing and describing natural phenomena.

Soil is the bedrock of civilisation. As President Roosevelt 
put it: “The nation that destroys its soil destroys itself.” 
Yet this is what most nations are doing through their 
industrial farming methods. Failure to work with natural 
processes and accept limitations, all for the short-term 
benefit of increased profit through fewer workers, 
means that we are fast running out of the necessary 
components for the industrialised farm.

Mechanisation is not the strategy for an oil-less world, 
yet if we continue the creed of growth as success, 
mechanisation appears the answer, as it removes the 
human from the equation. As the worker is the majority 
of the cost in most modern processes, this is an attractive 
corporate ‘solution’.

What is the alternative to this industrial, mechanised 
and alienating method of producing food? What 
lessons for a post-growth society based on social 
relations can we learn?

Having lost the support of the Soviet Union after its 
collapse, Cuba was forced to completely re-organise its 
agriculture and production to feed its inhabitants, as fuel 
and machine parts were no longer available.

The fertility of the soil had to be re-built, after years 
of chemical agriculture, oxen and horses trained 
and expertise gained. Through all this, and the near-
starvation of the enforced changeover period, Cuba’s 
vital statistics were comparable, and in many cases far 

The Politics of Soil

Peak Soil

Mechanisation

Cuba

U.S. per person barrels of 
oil equivalent (BOE) used 
yearly.

Food: 10
Cars: 9
Housing: 7
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better than the U.S., the largest representative of the 
industrial agriculture approach.

With customary dry wit, the Cubans called the time 
after the collapse of the USSR the ‘Special Period’, when 
extreme shortages of petroleum products, machines 
and parts meant industrial farming, transport, electricity 
generation and life as they knew it was impossible. In 
effect, Cuba experienced peak-oil artificially. People 
almost starved until the government was forced to adapt 
with a return to agro-ecological farming methods and a 
different approach to production with an emphasis on 
co-operatives.

During the Special Period, Cuba re-organised to such an 
extent that their whole mode of life changed, from the 
Soviet centralised, collectivist approach to one based on 
sociability and collaboration. Despite the difficulties, in 
this period Cuba’s ‘vital statistics’ were comparable and 
in some cases significantly better than the U.S.

`The ‘Special Period’
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Cuba

Sweden

USSR Collapse
f Cuban support in the form 
export market came from the 
llapse, Cuba’s economy was 
d, as the country lost about 
orts and exports, and food 
became hard to get hold of.

Usufruct
A Roman legal term, from the Latin usus et 
fructus, “use and enjoyment” meaning the 

legal right to use and enjoy that belonging to 
another.

Law passed extending individual powers, so any 
entity or citizen can request idle land of up to 
33 acres to be passed to them in usufruct for 

20-40 years.

Hurricane Ike
After the devastating storm, it was discovered 

that monoculture farms lost 75% of tree cover, 
while agro-ecological farms lost only 60%.

Tall plantains, a staple food, were righted by the 
small family farms, while the seasonal workers on 

the large farms arrived too late to save the 
plants, losing the crop.

1990 1994

September 
1993

2008

16,000 people 
take advantage of 
the law by 2010.

Urban Farming
Programa Nacional de Agricultura 
Urbana (National Programme of 
Urban Agriculture) set up. This 
programme was designed to 
encourage urban farming, 
re-using vacant plots left by 
collapsed buildings, to produce 
diversified, healthy and fresh 
produce. These lots became 
grazing for animals and small 
kitchen gardens.

Food Crisis
Most of the 80% of farmland that 
was once held by the state was 
re-established as co-operative, 
share-owned enterprises. Land was 
to be held in usufruct as long as 
the co-operatives continued to meet 
production quotas for their key 
crops.

10601

8559

11138

8872

11296

9235

Population [1,000 people]

Cuba

Sweden
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During the Soviet period, Cuba exported cash crops 
of rum and sugar behind the Iron Curtain, receiving 
in exchange large quantities of petrochemicals and 
machinery. In fact, so large were the emoluments that 
Cuba re-exported to Latin America the surplus oil, which 
became the country’s second-largest export.

During this time, artificial fertilisers were used so 
extensively that 1,000lbs was applied per acre [1.1tons/
hectare], far more than in Latin America or even the U.S.

After the USSR’s collapse, it took 3-5 years for the soil to 
regain its richness with a programme of manuring and 
composting that helped to rebuild its structure.

The methods of farming used most often around the 
world today involves viewing the farm as a black box: 
various inputs, heavily dependent on a top-down, 
command and control mode of information dissemination, 
are fed in and after a delay food is produced as an 
output.

Pre-“Special Period”1100

504

Fertiliser [kg/ha]

336

Tractors/40ha

Latin America U.S. Cuba

Irrigated Land

20%

10%

2

6
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USSR

Rum
Sugar

Petrochemicals
Machinery
Fuel
Oil

KnowledgeFertiliser

Food

SeedsLand Consumer

Farm

Industrial 
Agriculture

This system is particularly damaging to the soil and the 
yield of the crops, as it does not take into account the 
complexity of natural processes. Artificial fertiliser for 
example does not replenish the soil, so with every crop 
the inherent fertility is reduced. In Iowa, once the United 
States’s breadbasket, half the topsoil has been lost in the 
past century because of industrial farming techniques.
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The study of ecological processes inherent in agricultural 
production is a major part of the Cuban approach. While 
not necessarily aligned with perma-culture [a way of 
thinking that considers the entirety of the growth cycle, 
rather than just production] or organic certification, 
agro-ecology’s concern for natural phenomena logically 
favours these types of approaches.

Instead of the technological and automated methods of 
industrial agriculture, agro-ecology seeks to understand 
how for example soil is made and the rôle played by 
different crops in enriching it, rather than the extensive 
use of petro-chemical fertiliser.

In Cuba, this scientific approach combined with the 
expertise of foreign perma-culturists has led to a decline 
of mono-culture crops [where entire fields are given over 
to a single type of plant] and a rise of intensive farming, 
where many crops are planted together. This means pests 
are naturally controlled by the animals that favour various 
plants, instead of a single type of insect ravaging an 
entire harvest.

Smaller farms are better able to take advantage of 
sustainable practices and can react faster to problems.

As almost everyone in Cuba works for the State, salaries 
are set centrally. A law that allows agricultural collectives 
to distribute part of their returns to their workers means 
that some unique payment structures have evolved. In 
some collectives, farmers earn two or three times more 
than local doctors.

This means that expertise is retained within the farms 
and farming as an activity is valued, instead of being 
squeezed by the supermarkets as in the West. Can 
Sweden learn from this, and the immensely increased 
productivity that has come with the introduction of the 
co-operative system rather than the large-scale agri-
businesses favoured by the capitalist system?

Agro-Ecological 
Production

Agricultural Salary 
Controls
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Cuban farmers planting 
sweet potatoes. 
STR/AFP/Getty Images
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FarmsCo-Operatives

11m in
2% of Lati
11% of Sc

Havana
2,135,498

Our Farm in Havana
In one case, an urban farming co-operative returned 
85% of their earnings to their members. This means 
that significant numbers of people are able to increase 
their incomes by a large margin.

Income inequality has increased, but farming as 
an occupation has become more respectable as its 
necessity has been shown and its visibility improved.

1984

4,000,000 tons 

1994

400,000 tons

Havana’s annual production 
of fruits and vegetables.
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Santiago de 
Cuba
425,851

Guantánamo
207 857 

n

Agricultural Zones
5km around towns and cities is designated as 
agricultural land. Inhabitants can cycle or walk to their 
kitchen gardens.

12-15% of Cuban farms are privately owned and 
managed, and have by far the highest production. 
Behind are the larger co-operatives, and lagging in third 
place are the State-run industrial farms.

Previously, staples were imported as production was 
geared towards profits rather than feeding the populace. 
Now this has changed, Cubans eat far more fruit and 
vegetables and most of it is produced locally.

new well-paying jobs 
in agriculture

5,000,000 

total workforce

350,000
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s Urban Farms

Santa Cl
205,812

Cienfuegos
144,207

inhabitants
atin American Population
Scientists

State Farms
Larger state-owned farms run on the collectivist Soviet 
principle provided the majority of Cuba’s export cash-
crops during the Cold War. During the Special Period 
many of these were broken up for small autonomous 
co-operatives and leased to the workers.

Today, the small co-operatives and other micro-farms 
produce far more than the mono-cultural state farms 
while using far fewer resources and improving people’s 
lives through extra money and satisfaction..
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Cuba shows that although certain elements of the 
approach are only possible under a government 
that could be described as totalitarian, the general 
approach towards smaller farms and decentralised 
responsibility works well. Retaining centralised 
elements like co-operative economy and seed-
purchasing means there is a larger ‘safety net’ 
around the undertakings.

Ingenuity and invention occurred because of the 
lack of oil, and the re-introduction of working 
animals means higher employment and a healthier 
populace as more labour is now required to manage 
the larger area of land under cultivation.

The state of emergency was the driver for Cuba’s 
change, and it happened despite governmental 
uncertainty at the beginning of the 1990s. In 
Sweden we  already have a number of small family 
farms remaining, and the political ability to create 
organisations, instead of a one-party state.

In Röbäck, we have the breadbasket of Umeå; the 
rich soil that in the name of consumption is being 
built upon, despite the Municipality’s protestations 
of its importance.

We have the chance to prepare for peak oil and 
create a society that doesn’t rely on fossil fuels, 
while avoiding peak soil through agro-ecological 
practices. Starting from the collaborative processes 
that Cuba demonstrates, we can approach a well-fed 
future.

In other places people don’t know their neighbours. 
They don’t even know their names. Here they knock 
on the door and say: ”could I borrow some salt?”; 
“Could I borrow some sugar?”; “I brought you an 
avocado! 

Roberto Pérez, Sustainable Urban Development 
Programme, Cuba.

What can we 
learn?
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Encounter
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It is November. I am touring the works as a late 
Sheffield sun does little to warm the courtyard. We 
crowd into the muggy heat of a workshop, where an 
old man whose name I don’t catch has a battery of 
infra-red lamps. They keep his fingers nimble enough to 
repair small metal items, but he turns them off when he 
beats new panel for mopeds. Next door, the gentle hum 
of a bank of 1920s transformers powers electrodes for a 
silver-plater.

Sheffield has a housing surplus. In 2009, one landlord’s 
decision to turn an 19th Century industrial building into 
flats might not have raised any objections, except that 
this old building was special.

Built in 1877, Portland Works is where stainless steel is 
reputed to have been invented, and right up to that 
moment in 2009 it had been the workplace of many 
small businesses.  Built for the ‘little mesters’ of Sheffield, 
master craftsmen operating small businesses, it was never 
a large factory churning out a single product, but was 
always a hive of cottage industries.

Concerned that the conversion plan would be accepted 
and destroy one of the last bastions of small-scale 
manufacturing, especially in such a historically important 
building, a group of activists campaigned to buy the 
Works. They set up an Industrial Provident Society, a sort 
of manufacturing charity, and sold shares, eventually 
raising enough money to buy the building from the 
landlord.

“...a bedraggled 
building which 
contains real 
Sheffield treasure. 

Sheffield Unchained

Portland Works
Community Workshops, Sheffield

Saving the Works
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Their ambitions were greater, however. With over 500 
community shareholders, volunteers started renovating 
the building and opening up previously disused floors. 
The publicity involved got the city talking and a waiting 
list for workspace grew longer and longer.

Today, volunteers are repairing almost a century of 
neglect; businesses are thriving (the works holds 
musicians, artists, transformer-winders, silver-platers, 
bicycle-framers, tool-makers and more); apprentices are 
enrolling now the future of the works is secure and the 
project is an inspiration to many.

As a social enterprise, rents are fixed at affordable prices 
and the well-being of the businesses comes first. Any 
surplus is ploughed back into the building, improving 
its fabric and management while retaining its industrial 
character.

“It represents the kind of space that is disappearing in 
our cities, but is vital to sustaining creativity and a good 
quality of working life.”

Since 2013, the Works has helped set up ten new 
businesses. As a centre for traditional crafts, it exists to 
pass on knowledge from craftsmen, as manufacturing 
becomes ever more automated and these skills, 
honed over centuries, are in danger of languishing in 
desuetude.

Some machinery still in use at the works by knife-makers, 
engineers and toolmakers has been there since the 
Works’s opening in 1877.

“We’re saving 
Portland Works!!

Repairs

Vital Places
http://www.portlandworks.co.uk/about/
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Interlude III:
Col-Labore
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We avoided the crash. We adapted - we had the know-
how out here, though we have a lot of city types too, 
I’m not complaining! I suppose the real catalyst was the 
market - it came at just the right time. It “set up echoes” 
they said. They were right!

We’d had the Capital of Culture, or Cult of Capital, 
whichever you prefer. We’d managed to survive the com-
ing of IKEA. Now, of course, we use it to season wood 
mostly, sometimes silage. There’s a hemp-mill there too 
these days, making some decent cloth. There’s still a lot 
of room there - the storage for the Billy bookcases alone 
was enough shelf-space to set up the hydroponics that 
supplies North Röbäck! 

That’s the old Volvo factory by the way. It started as a 
joke, calling it “North Röbäck” I mean. It was after they 
moved the plant down south, my husband lost his job. It 
wasn’t too much of a loss money-wise as I was working 
too, and the children had gone. It was a bit obvious, the 
huge new shop and the factory closing: consumption 
winning out over production, but not for long! As it was, 
by the end he was being paid to sit around really - I 
called him Homer sometimes! You know, “The Simpsons!” 
Anyway, he was just tending the machines really, and 
calling the technical help if something went wrong. Well 
paid, mind you, but not interesting.

Of course, now, well there he is, you see? Up that water 
tower, just coming into view around the top. That’s where 
we store what we pump out of the river - we have ram 
pumps there, no electricity required! They just use the 
water rushing past to power themselves! Once it’s up 
there, we compress air with the pressure, in those pipes 
there. With that, these old barns can make all this you 
see - all the tools are air-powered, understand.

Oh, the factory. Well, pretty quick that got taken over, or 
a bit of it, by some squatters. There were a few scuffles 
I think, but eventually they were left to get on with it 
- they were keeping the place repaired so I think the 
police weren’t too bothered. Then the hackers came in, 
and the experiments with infrastructure really took off. 

They grow all their own food on the site now, and we 
go there sometimes for workshops. Animal husbandry, 
working with horses, dealing with cabbage-fly, that sort 
of thing. Terribly nice people. We make a lot here that 
they need so there’s a bit of exchange goes on through 

“It set up echoes...

“Then the hackers 
came in and the 
experiments with 
infrastructure really 
took off!
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those ‘collaborative structures’ they’ve set up. It feels so 
much more ‘involving’ than it did before. I know it sounds 
a bit ‘local politician’ but I mean it. 

These rope-ways for example: they’re so simple to put up 
I have no idea why we obsessed with cars for so long! 
Now there are some children who’ve never seen a car 
with petrol! It’s all velo-mobiles with them, or Jens’s wood-
gas engine. This one here, the cars can take two boxes 
each and can be taken off the wires by hand at each 
end - they’re small because this line runs direct to the 
market, you know the Gymnastiksaluhall, in Vasaplan by 
the trolleybus stop.

We don’t even have to go there, at least not with all 
the vegetables. We go often though, as they have the 
kitchen and the café. We have a café here now - can 
you believe that before we set up this post-growth thing 
there were 2,000 people living here and not one place 
to meet in? There was a supermarket, where you hardly 
spoke to anyone and that was it! We had to go into town 
whenever we wanted to have a coffee! 

Then there were bus times to deal with, and they were 
late, and rattly and it was all a bit much. Especially at my 
age - I’m not too fond of travelling these days, though 
I’m certainly fit from the work. We have a couple of 
cows, some goats and pigs and they’re all just behind 
that barn. It’s a lot easier to get the help to deal with 
animals, or start a business as there’s so much goodwill. 
Perhaps it’s cheesy, but it almost feels like one of those 
old American soaps, where all the neighbours would be 
talking over the fences? 

I like to say “I remember when this was all fields.” 
because it always has been! After IKEA they wanted to 
build more, a little here, a little there, but after the new 
road, disused now of course, except for the ropeway 
maintenance men, nothing ever was. We stopped them. 
We got together and we stopped them! After the mon-
key mountain I thought there was no chance, but we got 
organised and, well, here we are.

Yes, we’re pretty self-sufficient these days, and I feel I’ve 
got rather more time for things. I’m not tied down, so I 
can make my own way, which is nice when you like to 
do a bit of everything like I do.

Well, there are sure to be some perch in the river - 

“I like to say ‘I 
remember when 

this was all fields’ 
because it always 

has been!
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would you like to join me? We have fish-farms there, just 
upstream from where the sailing boats dock up - having 
them in the middle of town is so exciting! It’s all ecologi-
cal, you see. It really makes it obvious why the old town 
hall was built why it was - with the axis on the river I 
mean. It was that awful restaurant, remember? Or was 
that before your time. Anyway, now that’s where they do 
all the harbour things, and they have the radio upstairs 
for Holmsund traffic. 

There’s a lot of trade in small things now, as it’s possible 
to just be a man-and-a-boat, like we used to have “man 
with a van!” It’s a bit like Venice - have you been there? 
They had a head start on us with the oil and cars and 
things, but now we have tens of small boats racing up 
and down the river taking a bit of this and that. It’s a 
lot more, I won’t say reliable, because it isn’t, but when 
you’re not in the same routine of rushing around as we 
used to be, then it doesn’t matter so much, so it’s more 
reliably interesting shall we say! We know how to make 
them now, so there’s a lot of rivalry between the boat-
yards, always racing each other to get to the loggers first 
and snaffle the best planks!

We’re more reliant on each other, that’s for sure. It’s quite 
exhilarating really. It helps a lot with the building, when 
we want houses or if we need another workshop, or 
something is to be dismantled and rebuilt somewhere 
else. We don’t demolish any more, it’s not right. There are 
too many materials at stake. What if we needed to repair 
one of the turbines, wind or water, and the shipment was 
delayed and we hadn’t stored anything? You certainly 
learn to hoard what’s useful! I went to a lecture once, at 
the architecture school about ‘indigenuity’ - I like to think 
I’m a bit like that now, more ‘indigenous’. Makes you feel 
special.

Now it’s that ‘shared workspace’ thing, not my cup of 
tea as they’re all a bit hip, but they do turn out some 
useful things. They have free lectures still on things like 
construction methods and open-source hardware. It’s all 
a lot bulkier than it used to be - better for my eyes, but 
I remember how we used to crave the smallest or lightest 
or most bendy ‘phone! Now I just use the wind-up field 
telephone to call the workshop if I need to get hold of 
Lars, and the rest of the time you see everyone around 
the place so there’s never really the need. We still have 
them around, and some women from Ersboda maintain a 
mast up there, so the network exists, it’s just a bit more 

“We don’t demolish 
any more, it’s not 

right. There are too 
many materials at 

stake.
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hassle and people don’t have them turned on, or what-
ever.

We do live more ‘placefully’ now. I can read Tranströmer 
and I know what he’s saying! I have the time and the 
settledness, if that makes sense. I have the river, the 
woods, the animals, the city lights, if I want them, but it’s 
so bustling here I don’t feel the need very often frankly. 
Sometimes I take the boat to Stockholm, but since they 
became independent they’ve got even more snooty. The 
Vasa Museum’s still wonderful though.

When we get to the river we’ll get a coffee - the delivery 
just came in so the café down in North Röbäck will be 
doing tastings!

I do ramble, don’t I? Stop me when I bore you. I’ll show 
you the fish farms when we’re on the river too, oh look, 
there’s the smoke-house. It’s a sauna too when they’ve 
fired it up...

“We do live more 
‘placefully’ now.
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Living on 
the land/
Living off 
the land
[Durations/Effects]
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Situations/
Possibilities:
A Post-Growth 
Pattern-Book
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This is the start of a pattern-book in the sense of a 
collection of possibilities, rather than the derogatory 
‘pattern-book architecture’. Obviously Christopher 
Alexander’s Pattern Language has been an inspiration 
here, and his “Timeless Way of Building” sums up what 
I am trying to achieve by setting conditions for Röbäck 
and Norrland: 

The Timeless way. It is a process which brings order 
out of nothing but ourselves; it cannot be attained, 
but it will happen of its own accord, if we will only 
let it.

Perhaps ‘setting conditions’ is too strong. These conditions 
are starting points, that could be overlaid, cut out, 
combined and re-thought, as long as their underlying 
purpose remains the same: to create the situations 
that allow sociability to create the post-growth Topia. 
Allowing the encounter
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“We do not want 
a world in which 
the guarantee 
that we will not 
die of starvation 
is bought by 
accepting the 
risk of dying of 
boredom

Raoul Vaneigem

The Revolution of Everyday Life
http://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/raoul-
vaneigem-the-revolution-of-everyday-life
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Following Christopher Alexander, diagnoses of 
problems lead to acupunctural alleviations rather than 
tabula rasa proposals. Incremental change leaves the 
built areas richer and more embedded in the memory 
of place, creating strong references and groundings 
for the inhabitants.

Acupunctural Intervention
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The placing of buildings is defined by the nature of 
the place. Closer to the farm belt, sparser distribution 
allows agriculture to continue unimpeded, while 
closer to the village centre higher density is allowed. 
The continuation of direct common links to industry 
and agriculture is required.

Common Connection
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Varying stints of responsibility are continually monitored, 
revised and exchanged between those who wish to do 
various things at various times. Grazing animals, playing 
sports, growing or manifesting events - the possibilities are 
as varied as the inhabitants themselves.

What is the common land used for? 

Common Programme
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Much of the land is explicitly set aside in trust for the 
common weal. It is managed by collective responsibility, 
encouraged by the chance to sensitively take charge of 
sections for various purposes, as long as the wealth of the 
soil is not affected, only improved.

Who owns the land?

Commons
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How can we develop without considering ‘the nature’ 
as something external to be viewed and retreated 
from?

Development is ordered so that it does not damage the 
ecological cycles of the area. Waste is addressed through 
cyclical processes and inhabitants learn much from their 
environment through increased contact with it. 
Understanding the processes that are used to get materials 
from the land is a path to respect.

Deep Ecology
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A new vernacular arises from the intersection of various 
limitations based on locality, climate, ingenuity and place. 
Regional practices rooted in craftsmanship and skill make 
what is needed, rather than the endless, tiring variation 
that creates Utopia, with its production of the iconic.

Diverse Homogeneity
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A belt of farms where the land is most fertile are protected, 
so if more houses are required they can be built more 
densely towards the centre, providing other conditions are 
met. Sharing stints on urban boards means political power 
is never too concentrated to upset the common balance.

Is Röbäck urban? How is density and production 
managed?

Farm Belt/Urban Gardens
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Shared responsibility coupled with the understanding of 
place means a sensitivity to collective ownership arises. A 
high regard for the value of common places ensures their 
survival, as long as control is held by the people who 
inhabit and use it.

How can the commons triumph?

Fitness of the Common
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Guides for development, aggregation and construction 
defined by common good, rather than profit, through 
collaborative means. Ropeways for the low-tech 
transportation of goods, help with generative 
house-building...

How do levels of control vary? How to limit without 
oppressing?

Freedom/Control
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The city is guided, not planned. Old Röbäck was built 
because of agriculture, the farmers’ interactions and the 
necessity of farm size. If something new was needed, it was 
built and an aggregate architecture emerged. Top-down 
planning has made blocks based on proposed numbers of 
inhabitants, rather than an the real needs of the area.

Generative/Metabolic
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Most technology, especially in manufacturing, is designed 
to increase speed and reduce the human to the condition 
of operator rather than creator. This has the side effect of 
enormously increasing energy consumption and wear on 
parts. 

Making a commitment to minimum automation (without 
losing the manifest advantages of mechanisation) means 
livelihoods, skills, energy efficiency and job satisfaction are 
retained, and machines retain a level of complexity that is 
comprehensible to many, rather than requiring proprietary 
tools and guarded knowledge to repair or understand.

Can we do without much high-technology without 
losing modern comforts and enjoyment in life?

High-Tech Disdain
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Reconnecting people with production rather than 
alienating them with overseas manufacturing is key. 
Manufacturing for needs before wants provides creative 
opportunities with local constraints. A jeweller could have a 
home workshop; barns can be rehabilitated as 
compressed-air-powered blacksmiths’ shops; a mechanic 
might share a room with a weaver. Sharing of knowledge is 
prioritised over specialisation. Links overlap.

How does industry sit with houses? Is there a line?

Home/Industry



216

Constraints of the local that created the places we love to 
visit as tourists (Mediaeval cities, remnants of old 
civilisations, vibrant markets) depended on prevailing 
conditions of scarcity in the past that have been eroded by 
globalisation. Re-imagining these for today, based on local 
culture and ecologies can allow ingenuity to flourish 
because of rather than despite constraints.

What creates place? How is expression created 
without anonymity through excess?

Local Pressure
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Co-operative methods of structure, such as the ‘Viable 
Systems Model’ where each member is given enough 
autonomy to make decisions that are their responsibility, 
unless they threaten other members of the co-operative.

How can we manage places without rarefying the 
process? Who is in charge?

Ownership
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Who is listened to? How is the management made 
relevant to everyone involved?

All inhabitants are engaged in decision-making at different 
delegation levels so the structure does not become too 
unwieldy. No-one is ignored.

Participation/Engagement
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The village-town-cityscape is open and varied, with myriad 
routes and areas. Paving is minimised so the common land 
is conserved, and drainage requirements are low as the 
land can absorb the water.  

Porous
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We are romantic creatures, so the importance of dreaming 
must not be underestimated. The exuberance of artistry and 
creativity prevalent in traditional building and its seating in 
place can be a source of great inspiration for any 
development.

How can we bypass the danger of cold metrics? Can 
we blend the practical with the dreaming?

Pragmatic/Romantic
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Over-ephasising specialisation leads to ill-conceived 
decisions. Architects are uniquely placed to be ‘resident 
generalists’, deeply involved in place and the making of 
place. With the skills afforded by the overview they can 
describe processes more than ‘design’.

What is the role of the architect when speculation is 
removed?

Process/Design
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A direct relationship is maintained as a matter of priority 
between the workshops, barns, farms and housing. 
Production is not isolated from living and recreation, 
de-mystifying it and letting common oversight eliminate 
malpractice.

How to prevent alienation of production?

Productive Links
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Confidence in skills can be obtained through making 
visible the processes that produce what is used. Our dearth 
of knowledge can be addressed through small-scale local 
manufacturing that increases employment and job 
satisfaction through direct involvement in farming, making 
and doing close to the home., rather than out-sourced, 
energy-intensive production lines.

How can we understand manufacturing? How can 
people become involved and responsible for what 
they use?

Re-Skill
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The satisfaction gained from interrelated ecology. work, 
living, production and consumption is undeniable. Higher 
densities and alternative proposals for state intervention, 
such as a standard allowance for every citizen mean 
post-growth cities can exist as well as productive 
peripheries. People are not pigeonholed but can have 
shared responsibility in the creation of places of delight, 
rather than wage-slavery.

What is produced from the conditions of periphery? 
Do we need the city? How do we prevent 
consumerism?

Röbäck Urbanity
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Considering well-being as the central point for 
understanding development means an approach emerges 
that for instance does not prioritise car transport over the 
community’s health and livelihood. No more busy streets 
with pedestrians forced to the sides like second-class 
citizens. 

How can we ensure that places are made for people ?

Room for People
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Urbanity is part of the village life, with various happenings 
encouraged at different times, so the benefits of urban 
buzz and rural solitude are retained without either getting 
the upper hand, to the detriment of the carrying capacity.

How can we seed publicness?

Rural/Urban
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Different scales require different responsibility structures. A 
house might only need the jobs to support its occupants 
and the assistance and materials to build it, but a new 
water tower or industrial workshop would require the 
co-operation of more people.

How are processes managed?

Shared Actors



228

Sweden is one of the loneliest countries in the world, so 
careful thought about possibilities for contact and 
withdrawal are included so solitude can still be sought 
while loneliness is attacked.

Where does architecture become social work? Should 
there be a distinction?

Sociability



229

Various modes of transport mean the private car becomes 
a thing of the past. high-quality public transport and local 
working means the requirement for travel is vastly 
decreased. Improved environments mean travelling to 
escape is an anachronism.

How do we deal with personal mobility when the car 
is so damaging?

Direct/Mass

Cargo

Personal

Peregrination

Transport Structures
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Sweden experiences extremes of seasonal variation. 
Industries that respond to the environment, such as solar 
furnaces operating during the summer to produce the 
materials used in the rest of the year, or farms growing 
locally adapted vegetables and fruits means we can regain 
a deep understanding of our dependence on the 
bio-region we live in, and the chance to regain pride in 
what is possible here, and only here.

How can we connect to the changes inherent in the 
place we live? How can we down tools when the sun 
shines?

Urban Seasons
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Growth by necessity rather than design is guided by 
patterns and constraints to retain the delight in the small 
scale built environment that has been lost in the bleak 
facades of Modernism, despite our love of ‘old towns’.

Can constraint breed satisfaction?

Variation
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Work creates the housing, rather than speculation. 
Well-being and locality are key, so development occurs for 
necessity rather than proposal, based on responsibility 
rather than control.

Human development is indefinite, resources are finite.

Work/Life
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Testing/Approaches:
Gymnastiksaluhall

A thread through this project has been the possibilities 
of intra-vening within the food system of the city, darning 
over the holes caused by the supermarkets and trying to 
seed the encounters that will allow post-growth to occur.

The journey started with the Moveable Feast, through 
various projects too numerous to list here, and has now 
reached the Gymnastiksaluhall. This proposal is to 
rehabilitate the old gymnasium of a city-centre school 
into a collaborative enterprise based around co-operative 
businesses, workshops and food.

It is the start of our thoughts for the future.
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New Markets
Growing Encounters

Ersboda
Ersboda is known for “Ersboda Field”, an area of fer-
tile land set aside in the city’s development plan. It is 
underused except for recreational purposes, such as 
playing frisbee golf.

Workspaces
The engine of post-growth business in the hall. The 
workspaces are a hotbed of emerging practices - peo-
ple do not disperse once they have their food ideas, but 
are encouraged to keep their energy within the market 
to help others and create a milieu.

Volvo Factory
Hackers, squatters and co-operatives have taken over the 
old factory, appropriating its infrastructure and shelter. It 
becomes self-sufficient, assisting the market in running 
workshops in its cavernous halls.

Trotting Track

Ålidhem
The students now have ways to combat their loneliness 
and lack of sociability by helping create their own food 
that can then be sold in the market. Traditional means 
of production and storage save energy and increased 
knowledge of food helps responsibility and an attitude 
that embraces contingency, as people meet, help each 
other, fight and eat together.

Gymnastiken
Through providing the neutral meeting point and medi-
um of exchange, Gymnastiken starts to seed post-growth 
movements, and its effects echo across the city. Groups 
appropriate the Volvo factory, others start farming Ersbo-
da Field. The large student population farms Ålidhem...
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Gymnastiksaluhall was born out of a desire to 
regain the possibility of encounter that used 
to surround every aspect of food. From the 
farm to the table, growing, rearing, killing and 
harvesting were social events that not only 
created respect for and responsibility towards 
the animals and plants themselves, but the 
processes that were inextricably intertwined 
with the entire cycle.

Today, with the impersonal nature of the 
supermarket that Sweden has taken to with 
such eagerness, and the segregated nature of 
our lives, it is almost impossible for the average 
person with no special interest to be involved 
in these processes by coming across them. The 
closest most come to this is when the Farmers’ 
Market runs for a few days in the summer.

This page shows a possible network of 
co-existences and dependencies that the 
Gymnastiksaluhall would generate within 
itself and how combining these can lead to 
unexpected synergies. Keeping knowledge 
and skills within the building through the 
mix of various functions, particularly the low-
rent workspaces, husbands these ephemeral 
resources and allows collaboration to flourish.
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Gymnastiksaluhall

“A visit to a shop was both a social and a sensu-
al 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.” 

This proposal aims to show a possible future 
for the derelict gymnasium in central Umeå. 
Photographs of it were displayed in the 1893 
World’s Exposition in Chicago as a marvellous 
example of healthy Swedish gymnasium archi-
tecture, but today it is dwarfed by the new 
bath-house and looks forlorn and decayed.

Umeå is dominated by supermarkets, a condi-
tion that shows no signs of changing, despite 
co-operative shops and new ways to buy 
directly from farmers replacing smaller super-
markets in the villages around the city.

What if local producers had somewhere to sell 
their food that had their livelihoods as its start-
ing point? By removing the supermarket mid-
dleman and building on the success of the 
outdoor farmers’ market, which is held on only 
six days each year, a co-operatively owned 
indoor market, operated by the farmers in 
conjunction with their union, the LRF, could be 
opened in Gymnastiken.

Having somewhere to sell produce that does not 
rely on the farmers’ presence, unlike the con-
cept of a normal farmers’ market, means that it is 
financially viable to sell smaller amounts of 
different products. In the supermarket, contracts 
involve large quantities of standard foodstuffs 
that must be delivered - smaller farmers or ones 
who do not engage in monoculture find these 
requirements impossible to meet. 

Traditional, highly-flavoured varieties of vegeta-
bles and fruits are vanishing because their 
yields and growing seasons do not conform to 
the year-round standardisation of the supermar-
ket.
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Gymnastiksaluhall
Umeå Feeds Herself

Elevation from Vasaplan scale 1/200
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  Produce Market

The collaborating farms’ fresh and preserved 
produce is temptingly displayed in special racks 
and shelves. Like a supermarket, it is self-service 
with a single place for payment, but information
is prominently displayed with each section 
showing the farmers’ approach, specialities and 
location. Blackboards show ideas for 
preparation and on certain days the farmers 
themselves are on hand to sell their food.
Butcher/Fishmonger

Astonishingly, Umeå lacks these traditional shops.
Here, experienced tradesmen can explain 
different cuts, methods of cooking, in season
specialities and preparation techniques. Showing 
respect to the animals killed is important, and 

can be helped through retaining knowledge of 
how to use as much as possible, and changing 
the prevailing view of meat and fish as a
processed, vacuum-packed human right.

The reliability of the process chain is also 
demonstrated with the trust of the tradesmen and 
their knowledge of their products’ provenance.

    Low-Rent Workrooms
Small businesses, perhaps formed from workshops 
in the market, can assist with the market, the 
greenhouse and the upkeep of the building in 
exchange for low rents. By this, people who are 
otherwise marginalised will have the opportunity 
to engage in enterprises without high overhead 
costs.

2

  Seed Library

Traditional varieties of plants, from beans, vetches 
and peas to fruit trees have their seeds stored 
here. Seeds can be removed from the library on 
condition that a greater number of seeds are 
returned after the harvest. 

In this way the genetic material from generations 
of co-operative breeding is retained by the 
farmers rather than being licensed to 
agri-businesses or bio-technology companies and 
sold back to farmers at high prices.

Various initiatives are given room in the building 
so that the attitude towards food and agriculture 
in Umeå can come to the forefront, while people 
eat, drink and enjoy the abundance.

  Community Kitchen

Workshops and cultural exchanges can happen
here, with techniques and ways of using local 
ingredients passed on. Restaurant ideas and food 
businesses can be created, with the possibility of 
tapping Umeå’s rich, but often invisible, immigrant
heritage. Where are the Eritrean restaurants?
Restaurant/Bar
A showcase for local food and drink, freshly 
prepared - perhaps by volunteer chefs in a 
rotating delight of cuisines, cooking styles and 
cultural remembrance.

  Greenhouse

A place to experiment with various methods of 
indoor growing, from hydoponics and 
waste-recovery systems to education about 
urban farming and seed-planting workshops.

  Rooflights

Provide top light to the workrooms and the 
central aisle of the market hall.

1 3 4 5

6

Main Bus Route

New BathhouseSystem Bolaget
(State Alcohol Shop)
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The Future?
After receiving Arne Lindström’s declaration that he 
would use the Farmers’ Union’s power to support a 
proposal for Gymnastiken, he recommended speaking to 
a journalist, Benny Karlsson.

During the interview, we found a sympathetic ear in 
Benny, and his article has had positive comments on the 
Västerbottens Kuriren website.

If we had more time, we would have contacted the 
owner of the plot, Bertil Hammarstedt. Benny ends his 
article with a jocular plea to Mr Hammarstedt to back 
the proposal: “Please, give them some money!”

Perhaps we will have a Swedish summer...
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