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FOREWORD 

This project report has been produced as background material for Oslo, Akershus and 

Østfold as a part of the OECD Territorial Review of the Megaregion Western Scandinavia. 

The megaregion also includes Västra Götaland, Halland and Skåne in Sweden. 

The report presents socioeconomic trends, regional challenges and the governance 

framework for this part of Southeastern Norway. The main part of the facts and 

assessments provided here come as the result of a detailed questionnaire that was 

responded to before and as OECD started their analysis late in 2016. Most of the 

analytical work will be done in the first half of 2017. The OECD Territorial Review of the 

Megaregion Western Scandinavia will be presented to the OECD Regional Development 

Policy Committee (RDPC). Upon approval by RPDC, the Territorial Review will be 

published and released as an official OECD publication in the first quarter of 2018. 

The Oslo, Akershus and Østfold report has been assembled by a team of analysts from 

Oslo municipality as well as Akershus and Østfold county councils. The report focusses in 

particular on various aspects of cross-border cooperation between Norway and Sweden. 

As the Megaregion Western Scandinavia spans two Nordic countries, an understanding of 

existing cross-border relations and connections is essential in order to understand how 

the megaregion is being conditioned and constructed. 

Throughout the report, the acronym OAØ has applied when data is presented for Oslo, 

Akershus and Østfold combined. Metropolitan Oslo refers to Oslo and Akershus only.  

Oslo, april 2017 

 

 

Jan Fredrik Lockert        Øyvind Michelsen             Tore Helge Hansen 

     Oslo municipality     Akershus county council  Østfold county council 

Norwegian members of the steering group for the Territorial Review of the Megaregion 

Western Scandinavia 
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1 OSLO, AKERSHUS, ØSTFOLD – KEY 
POLICY CHALLENGES 

The Oslo region is the capital region of Norway. There is a functional division of tasks 

between the Oslo region (OAØ) and the rest of Norway. The role of the Oslo region is to 

host decisison making-, knowledge- and finance funcions while manufacturing and 

resource-based production is located mainly in other parts of the country. The small 

business churn rate is higher in the Norwegian capital region than in other parts of 

Norway, mainly due to the service-based economic structure of the metropolitan region.  

 

The Oslo region has a better innovation capacity than other Norwegian regions, but has 

limited sales of goods and services abroad in terms of export values. The main demand is 

from domestic and regional markets. There is adivision of labour between the different 

regions of Norway, making them mutually dependent. The Oslo region would rapidly 

decline without the domestic markets, while the rest of the country benefit from a well-

functioning capital region.  

 

The mutual dependence between the Oslo region and the rest of Norway has hitherto not 

resulted in a national territorial strategy aimed at developing this specific metropolitan 

area.  

 

The main threat to the future development of the Oslo region is an erosion of its 

governance function as the national capital region. As the economy becomes more 

globalised, companies are increasingly becoming multinational enterprises. The economic 

integration of the countries of the Baltic macro region continues. To many multinationals, 

the Nordic countries are approached as a single market. 

 

The most evident weakness of OAØ is the location in the territorial and political periphery 

of Europe. The multimodal accessibility of the Oslo region is below the European average. 

The economy remains rather unexposed globally, even in Oslo itself, and the business 

community in Oslo might be regarded as too limited to be attractive to foreigners. Oslo 

has a rather low profile internationally in comparison to more renowned Stockholm or 

Copenhagen. 

 

The Oslo region (OAØ) also has many characteristics that make it attractive in an 

international setting, such as low unemployment and a skilled workforce. The region is 

relatively advanced in the development and application of ICT. The habitats are well 

functioning, both in terms of material resources, in terms on environmental qualities and in 

terms of personal safety. Compared to other parts of Norway, the Oslo region is a 

gravitational point both in terms of economic development as well as population growth, 

and has a large working-age population.  

 
The megaregion as a network of cities 

The megaregion Western Scandinavia include three metropolitan European growth areas 

(MEGAs) that are nodes in a regional polycentric network (Oslo, Gothenburg, Malmoe). 

ESPON (2016) have recently categorised Oslo and Gothenburg as strong MEGAs, while 

Malmoe is assessed to be in a somewhat weaker metropolitan position. In addition, both 
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Gothenburg and Malmoe are second-tier cities. The megaregion itself is characterised by 

high urban density clusters, as well as small and medium-sized towns. Territorial 

cooperation in the megaregion is currently, in an European context, of medium range and 

intensity.1  

The Nordic countries established an integrated labour market in 1954, by removing all 

formal barriers for workers to migrate across the Nordic countries. No permit has since 

then been needed for a Nordic citizen to work and reside in any other Nordic country. 

Moreover, the local authorities in all countries have been committed to actively inform 

employment agencies in the other Nordic countries about local job openings and working 

conditions. Access to the labour markets in neighbouring countries have reduced 

unemployment challenges nationally, both in Sweden and Norway. This is particularly 

evident when territories are economically discontinuous, or there are relatively speaking 

large cross-border disparities, such as between Oslo/Akershus and the rest of the 

megaregion: 

Figure 1.1: Territorial discontinuities in the Baltic macroregion 2011 

 

                                                
1 ESPON (2016), Policy Brief: Polycentric Territorial Structures and Territorial Cooperation. European Spatial 
Observatory Network (ESPON), Luxembourg (October). 
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2 REGIONAL VISIONS, STRATEGIES 
AND GENERAL FACTS 

2.1 Visions 
The vision for the urban development of Oslo has been formulated in the current 

municipal master plan by the catchphrase ‘Oslo 2030: Smart, safe and green’. For each of 

the catchphrases of this vision, the municipality has identified objectives and strategies for 

the future development of Oslo municipality as a society, its urban development and its 

role as a service provider.  

The vision of Akershus county council is to be ‘leading and living’. To be leading is to 

imply that the county council is to take a significant role in regional development. The 

county is to take an innovative role as a service provider, and shall initiate regional 

collaboration. In being living, the county council shall be aware of underlying trends in 

society, be entrepreneurial, inquisitive and open to change. 

The Østfold county master plan ‘Østfold mot 2050’ (2012) is based on a vision of ‘limitless 
Østfold’. The vision is based on the premise that Østfold is an integral part of the Oslo 
capital region. There is also a high level of cross-border activity with Sweden, both in the 
labour market and in the leisure sector. For many years, Østfold has prioritised cross-
border cooperation as a major driver of regional development. The ‘Limitless Østfold’ 
vision involves providing the basis for trade and innovation by breaking down the barriers 
between various administrative levels, municipalities, counties and nations, between 
urban and rural areas and different cultures, disciplines and professions. 
 

2.2 Strategies 
Oslo municipality has identified 3-5 different strategies and initiatives within each of nine 

separate objectives.  

In being smart the municipality seeks to a) strengthen its role as a national knowledge and 

competence centre, b) promote Oslo as an attractive location both nationally and 

internationally, and c) ensure that the future tasks of the public sector can be solved in 

smarter ways.  

In being safe, the municipality seeks to ensure  a) a safe, open and accessible city for all,  

b) to guarantee the provision of high quality public services for all, and c) see to that all its 

inhabitants are able to lead a good and active everyday life.  

And, finally, in being green Oslo municipality strives to a) be an internatinally leading 

sustainable city, b) strengthen the blue-green urban structure and characteristics of the 

urban area, and c) promote growth through compact city development and urban 

densification close to nodes in the rail-based metro system. 

Akershus has an internationalization strategy, introduced in 2014. In the 

internationalization strategy, the county council focuses on international cooperation in the 
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areas of transportation, economic development and education & training. The 

development axis Akershus-Gothenburg-Copenhagen is mentioned specifically as a prime 

concern. In the field of transportation, the international objectives of the county council 

relate to 

 the development of sustainable energy solutions in transportation – nationally and 

internationally, 

 collaborate with other European metropolitan areas in the field of public transport, 

by reducing the use of private car and promoting pedestrian and bicycle mobility,  

 improving the rail connection Oslo-Gothenburg and onwards to Copenhagen and 

the European continent by ensuring a continuous double-track rail connection,  

 to improve the transportation infrastructure in ‘the Nordic triangle’ Oslo-Stockholm-

Copenhagen, eventually with an extension to Helsinki, and 

 initiate improved rail services between Oslo and Stockholm.  

In the field of regional economic development the international strategies of Akershus are 

 to promote Akershus and regional agents as attractive partners in European 

collaboration projects,   

 to enable local enterprises to take part in international competence-building 

endeavours, networks and R&D / innovation programmes and intiatives, and  

 to raise awareness of teh specific needs and challenges of large metropolitan 

areas in the national as well as the international context.  

Three main objectives have been formulated for the long-term development of Østfold: 

Living Conditions and Public Health: Good quality of life for everyone living in Østfold. 

Value added: Østfold shall be attractive to people and capital, and shall provide a well-

functioning labour market with a sustainable industry and commerce, characterised by 

innovation, expertise and collaboration. 

Environment: Østfold shall be a county that safeguards the climate, nature and the 

cultivated landscape, and that incorporates environmental considerations into the public 

and private sectors.  

The regional development goals of Østfold are complemented with thematic strategies, of 

which  

1. Skill development 
2. Densification, urban development and conservation 
3. Transport and physical activity 

is being prioritised. 

Separate regional strategies have been identified for the four travel-to-work areas that 

make up Østfold county. 

2.3 Municipalities and labour market areas 
The Norwegian part of the megaregion consist of 41 municipalities. In addition to Oslo, 

there are currently 18 municipalities in Østfold and 22 municipalities in Akershus. A reform 
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of the municipal and regional structure is underway in Norway, which might lead to 

mergers of municipalities both within Østfold and Akerhus, and across the current county 

borders. The new municipal structure will take effect in 2020. 

Functional, regional enlargement is mainly ensured by expanding the road network. In 

central Southeastern Norway, the regional and local road network is already well 

developed. Regional enlargement has not had any significant effect on the functional 

geography of the five travel-to-work areas in Oslo, Akershus and Østfold the last decades. 

Cross-border commuting from Sweden is not sufficiently extensive to include Swedish 

border municipalities into Norwegian travel-to-work areas. 

In the coming years, regional enlargement and improved functional integration will mainly 

come as a consequence of improvements in public transportation services, such as the 

development of the Intercity rail network around Oslo as well as by introducing new long-

range express bus services.  

Table 2.1: Travel-to-work areas in OAØ (2016) 

 
Sources: Statistics Norway; F. Gundersen and D. Juvkam (2013), Inndelinger i senterstruktur, 
sentralitet og BA-regioner (Division into centre structures, centrality and residence and labour market regions). 
NIBR Report: 2013:1. Oslo: Norw. institute of urban and regional research (NIBR). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

CODE TTW AREA TOTAL 
POPULATION 

 MAIN URBAN 
CENTRE 

POPULATION 
IN MAIN 
URBAN 

SETTLEMENT 

001 Halden 31 948  Halden 25 113 

002 Moss 52 826  Moss 46 158 

003 Sarpsborg - Fredrikstad 153 597  Sarpsborg –  
Fredrikstad 

109 907 

004 Askim - Eidsberg 39 706  Askim 14 137 

005 Oslo 1 318 357  Oslo 975 744 
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3 DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS AND 
POPULATION FLOWS 

3.1 Main population trends 
In terms of demographic trends in Norway, Oslo/Akershus/Østfold provides a high-growth 

region. As of January 1st 2017, the population of the three counties totalled 1 564 018. 

The last decades the population growth has been the strongest in Akershus, both in 

absolute and in relative terms. Since the 1980s, the absolute population growth has been 

similar in Oslo and Akershus, while the population increase has been more modest in 

Østfold (figure 3.1). 

Figure 3.1: Population increase 1951-2015 in the three counties in the Norwegian part of 
the megaregion 

 
Source: Statistics Norway 

 

Oslo/Akershus and Østfold holds an increasing part of the Norwegian population. In 1986, 

the three counties hosted 25.9 % of the population of Norway. By 2016 this had increased 

steadily to 29.8 %. 

The population increases in all three counties are predominantly due to in-migration and 

immigration, while natural growth (births minus deaths) has played a minor part the last 

decade. In-migration from other counties is strongly positive in Akershus and Østfold, 

while in-migration to Oslo has been negligible or weakly negative (net outmigration) recent 

years. However, immigration volumes has outperformed in-migration by factors of 3-4 

annually in the Norwegian part of the megaregion most years from 2006 to 2016, although 

domestic in-migration has become more significant in recent years. Overall, immigration 

remains the main driver of population growth in Oslo, Akershus and Østfold. 
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Figure 3.2: The components of population increase in Oslo, Akershus and Østfold 2000Q1 
– 2016Q3 

 
Source: Statistics Norway, table 01222 

 

The population pyramids reveal that many inhabitants move from Østfold/Akershus to 

study (mainly at HEIs in Oslo) in their twenties, only to re-locate out of Oslo when they set 

up families of their own. Typically, those of young working age move out of Oslo, to 

neighbouring municipalities in Akershus, once they have their first child. Lately, we have 

noted that this out-migration decision is becoming more delayed and is currently more 

typically taking place among younger Oslo families only with the arrival of the second child 

of the household. The net inter-county migration flows between Oslo and Akershus is 

some 5 000 annually, and constitutes the bulk of the net in-migration surplus for Akershus. 

The dominant inter-county migration flows to/from Østfold goes to Oslo and Akershus as 

well, but are on a much smaller scale than the Oslo/Akershus population flows.  

Figure 3.3: Population pyramids of Oslo, Akershus and Østfold 2016 (‘år’ = years) 

Males: blue, females: red. Note that the scales on the three horizontal axes varies. 
 

Norway started registering the immigration background of non-Nordic immigrants in 1990. 

The categories used in the next figure is applied by Statistics Norway for demographic 

purposes, and does not reflect the legal registrations made by the Norw. immigration 

authorities. The ‘undetermined’ category incorporates a) all non-Nordic individuals that 
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immigrated to Norway prior to 1990, as well as b) citizens of other Nordic countries. In 

2015, 64.7% of all immigrants categorised as ‘unspecified’ in Akershus were of Nordic 

origin. 

In the Norwegian part of the megaregion, Østfold has the highest proportion of refugees 

and family unification members in the immigrant population, while Oslo has the highest 

proportion of labour immigrants: 

Table 3.1: Immigrant population by immigrant background (as of Jan 1st 2015) 

COUNTY LABOUR 
MARKET 

REFUGEES AND 
THEIR IMMEDIATE 

FAMILIES 

FAMILY RE-
UNIFICATION 

EDUCATION (INCL. 
AU PAIRS) AND 

OTHER 

UNSPECIFIED 

Østfold 19% 39% 20% 2% 20% 

Akershus  25% 26% 21% 5% 23% 

Oslo 20% 29% 20% 6% 25% 

Source: IMDi - Norwegian Directorate of Integration and Diversity 

As of 1.1 2016, the Norwegian part of the megaregion hosted some 290 000 immigrants, 

which represented 18.8% of the total population. A third of all immigrants in Oslo, 

Akershus and Østfold combined were from only five countries (Poland, Sweden, Pakistan, 

Somalia or Iraq), while half the immigrant population in Oslo, Akershus and Østfold 

originated from 11 countries alone (table 3.2). Swedish labour immigrants have 

traditionally tended to cluster somewhat in Oslo.  

Table 3.2: Number of immigrants by country of origin 2016 in Oslo, Akershus and Østfold 

COUNTRY OF 
ORIGIN 

ØSTFOLD AKERSHUS OSLO TOTAL PROPORTION OF ALL 
IMMIGRANTS IN OAØ (%) 

Poland 5734 13641 15058 34433 11.9 

Sweden 2379 6219 12805 21403 7.4 

Pakistan 650 3619 12341 16610 5.7 

Somalia 1997 1964 9117 13078 4.5 

Iraq 3005 2717 5480 11202 3.9 

Iran 925 3310 4919 9154 3.2 

Philippines 878 2928 5088 8894 3.1 

Lithuania 1610 4372 2755 8737 3.0 

Denmark 1165 3340 3445 7950 2.7 

Vietnam 1108 2507 3787 7402 2.6 

Germany 845 2927 3408 7180 2.5 

Total immigrant 
population 

36772 90111 163348 290231 100 

Source: IMDi - Norwegian Directorate of Integration and Diversity 
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3.2 Demographic challenges 
Apart from an ageing population (and workforce), there are no significant demographic 

challenges in the Norwegian part of the megaregion at the regional level. All municipalities 

in the megaregion, with the exception of an Østfold municipality bordering Sweden, 

experienced population increases 2006-2016. 

3.3 Internal and external migration 
Between 2004 and 2014, a total of 138 000 people immigrated from the new EU members 

in Eastern Europe to find work in Norway. During the same period, 40 200 immigrated to 

Norway due to family relations with one of the immigrant workers. When the immigrant 

workers’ first settle in Norway, they decide to live in the most central and the most remote 

municipalities more often than the rest of the Norwegian population does. The youngest 

labour immigrants choose the central municipalities, while women prefer the remote 

areas. The settlement seems not to be influenced by marital status or level of education. 

Those who settle in the most central areas are most likely to migrate to other 

municipalities, and are also most like to eventually emigrate. 

Between 2004 and 2014, almost a third of all labour immigrants to Norway (45 759 out of 

a total of 138 603 labour immigrants) first settled in Østfold, Oslo or Akershus. The 

migration of immigrants between Norwegian counties 2004-2014 was particularly 

pronounced between Oslo and Akershus: 

Table 3.3: Labour immigrants from EU8, EU2 and Croatia 2004-2014 by first and last* 
county of residence 

FIRST COUNTY OF 
RESIDENCE 

NUMBER OF LABOUR 
IMMIGRANTS 

ØSTFOLD AKERSHUS OSLO REST OF 
NORWAY 

Østfold 5 843 89.5 3.4 2.7 4.5 

Akershus 17 339 2.2 77.2 12.0 8.6 

Oslo 22 577 1.0 13.0 78.8 7.2 

*: Or country of residence at time of emigration. Source: Statistics Norway, report 2016/3 table B.3 
 

In all three counties, the labour force participation rate remains lower among immigrants 

than among the remaining population (table 3.4): 

Table 3.4: 2014 labour force participation rate (%) 

 TOTAL POPULATION IMMIGRANT POPULATION REMAINING POPULATION 

Oslo 69.5 62 73 

Akershus 69.8 67 71 

Østfold 63.2 57 64 
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4 STRUCTURE OF THE ECONOMY 

From 2000 to 2013 the Akershus labour market expanded some 26.5 %, while the number 

of new jobs created grew only 15.8% at the national level. In Østfold the number of private 

sector jobs have been at a stand-still since the 2008-2009 financial recession, and the 

meagre job growth in Østfold has recently only been due to job creation in the public 

sector. Since 2013, even job growth in the Østfold public sector has stagnated. Østfold 

suffers from having an unfavourable industrial structure, with many jobs in stagnant or 

receding industries. 

From 2000 to 2014 net job growth in Østfold county totalled 11 000, while the net job 

growth in Oslo was at 47 000. The labour market in Akershus was boosted with an 

additional 60 0000 new jobs from 2000 to 2014 - more than that of Oslo and Østfold 

combined. Since the year 2000, the rate of job growth in the private sector has been twice 

as strong in Akershus as in the rest of Norway, and Akershus and Oslo has experienced 

strong job growth in all branches of the economy. 

Figure 4.1: Relative job growth 2000-2013 in counties bordering the Oslo fjord 
(2000=100). ‘Norge’ = Norway, ‘fylke’ = county 

 
 

4.1 Sector mix 
In aggregate, the economic fabric of Oslo, Akershus and Østfold is diverse, and is not as 

easily affected by structural change as other Norwegian regions. In 2014, the total value 

added of this Norwegian part of the megaregion was some 801 000 million NOK (table 

4.1). The value added was predominantly from service industries, with 93,2 % of total 

value added. Østfold was the only part of the Norwegian part of the megaregion where 

manufacturing played a considerable part of local value added in 2014, with some 13.8 % 

(table 4.2). 

 

 

 



Towards a Megaregion of Western Scandinavia 

17 AKERSHUS FYLKESKOMMUNE 

Table 4.1: Value added 2014 by sector and county (million NOK) 

 SECTOR ØSTFOLD AKERSHUS OSLO NORW. PART OF THE MEGREGION (OAØ) 

Primary 1 277 8 501 2 415 12 193 

Secondary 11 813 15 522 14 895 42 230 

Tertiary 72 657 211 151 463 440 747 248 

Total 85 747 235 174 480 750 801 671 

 
Table 4.2: Value added 2014 by sector and county (relative) 

 SECTOR ØSTFOLD AKERSHUS OSLO NORW. PART OF THE MEGAREGION (OAØ) 

Primary 1.5 % 3.6 % 0.5 % 1.5 % 

Secondary 13.8 % 6.6 % 3.1 % 5.3 % 

Tertiary 84.7 % 89.8 % 96.4 % 93.2 % 

Total 100 % 100 % 100 % 100 % 

 

In 2014, half of the total employment in the primary sector, and almost 4/5 (79.6 %) of 

total value added in OAØ, could be accrued to service activities incidental to oil and gas 

extraction. These service activities are predominantly located in Akershus (the 

municipalities of Asker and Bærum) and to a smaller extent to Oslo. 

Table 4.3: Employment 2014 by sector and county (thousands) 

 SECTOR ØSTFOLD AKERSHUS OSLO NORW. PART OF THE MEGAREGION (OAØ) 

Primary 2.7 7.2 1.6 11.5 

Secondary 15.7 15.4 14.9 46 

Tertiary 103.1 254.6 458.8 816.5 

Total 121.5 277.2 475.3 874 

 

Table 4.4: Employment 2014 by sector and county (relative) 

 SECTOR ØSTFOLD AKERSHUS OSLO NORW. PART OF THE MEGAREGION (OAØ) 

Primary 2.2 % 2.6 % 0.3 % 1.3 % 

Secondary 12.9 % 5.6 % 3.1 % 5.3 % 

Tertiary 84.9 % 91.8 % 96.5 % 93.4 % 

Total 100 % 100 % 100 % 100 % 

 

In Oslo, Akershus and Østfold combined, employment in service activities incidental to oil 

and gas extraction more than doubled between 2008 and 2014. In the same period, all 

sub-categories of manufacturing went through employment decline. 18.6 % of all 

manufacturing jobs evaporated in Oslo, Akershus and Østfold from 2008 to 2014.  
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Manufacturing was the only sector in the Norwegian part of the megaregion where any of 

the sub-sectors experienced reductions in total value added from 2008 to 2014. In relative 

terms, the highest value-added reductions 2008-2014 in basic prices were in basic metals 

(-55.6 %), furniture and other manufacturing (-41.2%), and textiles, wearing apparel and 

leather (-31.2 %). In basic prices, total value added in manufacturing in Oslo, Akershus 

and Østfold increased 1.7 % from 2008 to 2014, mainly due to significant growth in value 

added in a few, large manufacturing sub-sectors such as the building of ships/oil platforms 

and machinery manufacturing. 

In services, most sub-sectors experienced more than 20 % increase in value added at 

basic prices from 2008 to 2014. Highest growth in value added came, however, in service 

activities incidental to oil and gas extraction with +121.8 % from 2008 to 2014 (a primary 

sub-sector). 

Since 2014, the major change to the economic structure in the Norwegian part of the 

megaregion has been due to the turbulence in the oil and gas industry and the 

repercussions felt in service activities incidental to oil and gas. Since 2008-2009, the 

diverse economic structure of Oslo, Akershus (and to a lesser extent Østfold) has proven 

this part of the megaregion to be rather resilient faced with external economic shocks.  

4.2 Enterprise structure, off-shoring and relocation of 
company HQs 

In the Norwegian part of the megaregion, the largest companies (100 employees or more) 

accounted for almost half of total turnover in the private sector (45.39 %) in 2014, a 

miniscule reduction from 2008, when such companies accounted for 45.45% of total 

turnover in the private sector. From 2008 to 2014, total turnover increased relatively most 

in OAØ among mid-sized companies (those with between 10 and 100 employees): 

Table 4.5: Relative share of total turnover by employment size of companies. Oslo, 
Akershus and Østfold, 2008-2014, million NOK 

 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

Total turnover 1751175 1616414 1689131 1790130 1885641 1949870 2061117 

0 employees 6.47 % 5.41 % 5.22 % 5.91 % 6.49 % 6.29 % 6.58 % 

1-4 employees 7.06 % 6.97 % 7,05 % 7.10 % 7.20 % 6.70 % 6.39 % 

5-9 employees 5.35 % 5.18 % 5.06 % 5.16 % 5.04 % 4.87 % 4.71 % 

10-19 employees 6.82 % 7.50 % 7.51 % 7.87 % 6.88 % 6.96 % 6.88 % 

20-49 employees 10.64 % 10.87 % 11.53 % 11.01 % 11.20 % 11.78 % 10.65 % 

50-99 employees 8.22 % 9.33 % 9.24 % 9.26 % 9.27 % 8.71 % 9.40 % 

100-249 employees 11.73 % 12.24 % 12.68 % 12.46 % 12.13 % 12.57 % 12.41 % 

250 employees or more 43.72 % 42.50 % 41.71 % 41.23 % 41.79 % 42.11 % 42.98 % 

Source: Statistics Norway, table 08228. Public sector not included. Includes all legal forms of enterprises. 

In terms of private sector employment, the share of large firms (100 employees and more) 

has increased slightly from 2008 to 2014 in OAØ. 3/5 of the 57 200 jobs added in OAØ 
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during this period came in firms with more than 100 employees, while in OAØ small and 

medium-sized enterprises were in a relative decline in terms of the number of new jobs 

generated:   

Table 4.6: Relative share of total employment by size group of private sector companies. 
Oslo, Akershus and Østfold 2008-2014 

 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

Total employment 759733 741680 743107 766269 784182 794835 816918 

0 employees 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

1-4 employees 12.66 % 12.82 % 12.93 % 13.58 % 13.39 % 13.13 % 12.82 % 

5-9 employees 6.95 % 7.14 % 7.08 % 7.03 % 6.81 % 6.67 % 6.72 % 

10-19 employees 8.07 % 8.23 % 8.18 % 7.97 % 7.88 % 7.98 % 8.08 % 

20-49 employees 10.14 % 10.40 % 10.19 % 10.08 % 10.05 % 10.19 % 9.90 % 

50-99 employees 7.56 % 7.46 % 7.43 % 7.10 % 7.17 % 7.24 % 7.35 % 

100-249 employees 10.73 % 11.19 % 11.33 % 11.11 % 10.84 % 10.67 % 11.12 % 

250 employees or more 43.88 % 42.76 % 42.85 % 43.12 % 43.88 % 44.12 % 44.01 % 

Source: Statistics Norway, table 08228. Public sector not included. Includes all legal forms of enterprises. 

In the private sector in the Norwegian part of the megaregion, the largest employers as of 

2015 were the following:2  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
2 The list includes only companies with a) total annual turnover >25B NOK, b) 10 000 employees or c) 
both. The three largest companies headquartered in Østfold have been included in the list for 
comparative purposes. The number of employees provided are for the company as a whole (i.e. 
globally), not merely the number of employees in the Norwegian part of the megaregion. 
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Table 4.7: The largest companies in Oslo, Akershus and Østfold (2015) 

COMPANY HQ 
LOCATION  

(O, A, Ø) 

INDUSTRY 2015 
TURNOVER 
(MILL. NOK) 

EMPLOYEES 
(GLOBAL) 

Telenor A Telecommunications 128 175 38 000 

Yara 
International 

O Agricultural products 111 897 12 883 

Norsk Hydro O Aluminium metals and products 88 667 13 263 

Den Norske 
Bank 

O Banking, financial services 79 268 11 840 

Norgesgruppen O Retail 76 224 14 337 

KLP O Insurance, financial services 58 302 939 

Sapa O Aluminium extrusions 55 397 23 500 

Statkraft O Energy/ hydro power 53 094 4 170 

ExxonMobil 
Norge 

O Energy/ oil&gas 51 664 780 

COOP Norge O Retail 42 675 4 214 

Storebrand A Insurance, banking, financial serv. 41 945 2 298 

Orkla O Conglomerate (branded consumer 
goods, chemicals, financial 
services)  

33 198 14 670 

Aker Solutions A Engineering, oil&gas 31 896 15 395 

Atea O ICT 27 904 6 779 

Wilh. 
Wilhelmsen 

A Shipping 26 814 17 000 

Gjensidige O Insurance, financial services 25 629 3 908 

Posten Norge O Mail and logistics 25 074 18 590 

DNV GL A Business services (technical 
classification, risk management) 

23 390 14 954 

Norges 
Statsbaner 

O Transportation (railways) 15 372 12 668 

Varnergruppen A Retail 11 261 10 867 

: : : : : 

Europris Ø Retail 4629 2 118 

Borregaard Ø Biorefineries 4164 1 075 

Kappahl Ø Retail 1108 1 150 

Source: Kapital; http://www.kapital500.no 

http://www.kapital500.no/
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In the early 1990s, the acquisition of manufacturing companies such as Freia-Marabou 

(located in Oslo) by Philip Morris (U.S.) and Viking-Askim (located in Østfold) by 

Continental (U.S.) both led to to closures and relocation of production in Norway. As a 

result, the Norwegian government introduced new concession laws in 1994. The 

concession laws welcomed foreign investment but only to the extent that such foreign 

investment resulted in net social and economic benefits for Norway. The concession laws 

were repealed in 2002 as a consequence of the Norwegian EEA membership, and 

replaced by the EEA competition act in 2004. 

There are only a negligible number of major manufacturing companies that have left or 

moved into Oslo, Akershus and Østfold in recent years, although a number of foreign 

retail chains have made unsuccessful attempts at entering the Norwegian market the last 

decade(s) - Lidl (groceries) and Åhlens (clothing) are some recent examples of this.  

More significant is the issue of corporate governance and the re-location of strategic 

functions (HQ, R&D) out of the region following mergers and acqusitions of Norwegian 

companies by foreign MNCs. The Norwegian pharmaceutical company Nycomed is a 

case in point. Originally established in Oslo, Norway, in 1874, Nycomed was a 

predominantly domestic company until the 1960s when the invention of radiocontrast 

agent lead to a successful internationalization over the following three decades. In the 

mid-1990s, the company was split into two entities; Nycomed Pharma and Nycomed 

Imaging. The latter was subsequently merged with the British company Amersham plc, 

and the merged company’s corporate headquarters were relocated from Oslo to 

Amersham, UK. When it later became part of the GE group as GE Healthcare, its 

headquarters remained at Amersham, but as divisional headquarters. Nycomed Pharma 

was sold to a Swedish private equity group, renamed Nycomed, and then grew 

considerably in the 2000s through various acquisitions. Its corporate HQ was moved to 

Zürich, Switzerland. In 2011, Nycomed was acquired by the Japanese pharmaceutical 

giant Takeda. Its headquarters remain in Zürich, but now as (regional) divisional 

headquarters within the Takeda Group.3  

A recent study has found that most acquisitions of Norwegian companies between 2007-

2010 were done by Nordic companies. More than 30 per cent of the Norwegian acquired 

companies 2007-2010 operate in the manufacturing sector, mainly in the engineering 

industry. In Norway, HQ relocation has proved to be a less prominent issue following 

M&As in the manufacturing sector than in retail. 

One of the main private employers in Østfold, the Norwegian Europris retail chain (see 

table 4.7), relocated its company HQ from Sandnes (in Rogaland county) to Fredrikstad 

(in Østfold county) in 2005. This was a matter of ‘moving closer to home’, as the then 

(new) majority stockholder (and major supplier) of the retail company originated from 

Østfold. Europris har recently re-located its HQ within Østfold, moving the corporate 

administration from Fredrikstad to Moss. 

                                                
3 K.E. Meyer and G.R.G. Benito (2016), Where do MNCs locate their headquarters? At home! Global 
Strategy Journal vol. 6 no. 2, p. 149-159. 
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4.3 The impact of oil and gas on the regional economy in 
OAØ 

In Norway, the oil- and gas sector will no longer contribute to economic growth to the 

same extent as in the past decades. Between 2003-10 demand from the petroleum sector 

raised growth in the mainland economy by an average of 0.3 percentage points per year. 

In the years ahead, the sector is not expected to contribute to growth in other parts of the 

Norwegian economy (see figure 4.2). On the contrary, the petroleum sector’s impact on 

the economy in the coming decades is expected to decline. 

The oil sector will remain an important part of the economy. However, it is necessary to 

create more jobs in other knowledge-based industries. The challenge is to engineer a 

smooth transition of the Norwegian economy towards a state that more closely resembles 

that of western economies not endowed with oil-and gas resources. 

Figure 4.2: Demand from the petroleum sector as share of Norwegian mainland GDP (%) 

 
Source: Norw. Ministry of finance (2017) 

In figure 4.2, the demand components are made up of investments, production inputs and 

employee compensations in the petroleum sector. 

In OAØ, a total of some 70 000 individuals were directly or indirectly employed in oil and 

gas related economic activities in 2014.4 However, this made up a relatively small 

proportion of total employment in all three counties, which amounted to 796 500 in 2014.. 

In Oslo, Akershus and Østfold the oil and gas-dependent enterprises are concentrated to 

a handful of urban municipalities. In 2014, directly oil and gas-dependent employment was 

the largest in Bærum (17 % of all employed), Asker (10.1 %), Moss (4 %), Halden (3.3 %) 

and Oslo (2 %). I Norway, the two Akershus municipalities Asker and Bærum were among 

the ten most oil and gas export-dependent municipalities in terms of absolute employment 

in the oil and gas supplier industries in 2014. 

                                                
4 A. Blomgren et al. (2015), Industribyggerne. A survey of employment in petroleum-dependent 
enterprises with a particular focus on export-dependent activities. Report prepared for Norwegain Oil 
and Gas by International Research Institute of Stavanger (IRIS). 
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In the oil and gas sector, Oslo hosts a large number of knowledge-based services. In 

terms of total oil and gas employment, Akershus is actually the third largest county 

(behind Rogaland and Hordaland in western Norway), primarily in technical and auxiliary 

oil and gas services. In Østfold, supplies to the oil and gas sector is responsible for almost 

¼ of all jobs in the mechanical engineering industry, although total oil and gas 

employment remains small (table 4.8): 

Table 4.8: Direct and indirect oil and gas sector employment by county (2014). Relative 
and absolute numbers 

COUNTY TOTAL O&G EMPLOYMENT PROPORTION OF TOTAL EMPLOYMENT 

Rogaland 99 200 40 % 

Hordaland 56 700 21 % 

Møre & Romsdal 28 500 21 % 

NORWAY 330 000 13 % 

Akershus 38 900 13 % 

Oslo 30 900 9 % 

Østfold 2 700 2 % 

 Source: A. Blomgren et al. (2015) 

Projections of the effects of a continuous downturn in the oil and gas sector at the national 

level towards 2030 indicate that the OAØ region may actually benefit from the industrial 

restructuring that would follow,  gaining an additional 6 000 jobs by 2030. This is mainly 

due to the fact that the OAØ labour markets are currently exposed to the oil and gas 

sector mainly indirectly, and would gain from knowledge transfer from labour previously 

employed in oil and gas. The most positive such effects would be felt in Oslo and Østfold. 

Recent comparative studies of regional resilience, for instance the ESPON ECR2-project 

Regional responses to economic crises 1990-2011 (2012-2014) displayed that capital 

regions are most resilient to economic crises. Large, metropolitan areas are the least 

vulnerable to economic downturns, mainly due to a highly diversified economic structure. 

There is also a positive association between between high innovation activities in the 

regional economy and the region’s ability to bounce back from economic crises. This has 

been a characteristic of the Oslo metropolitan region the last decade. 

4.4 Economic links and regional co-operation 
The information presented below initially describes economic links and co-operation 

between cities and counties in the Norwegian part of the megaregion. 

In 2014 some 70 localized business networks in the three counties were surveyed by the 

Oslo Region alliance, in order to assess their territorial expansion. The networks ranged in 

membership from 500 member organisations to less than 20. Only a few of the networks 

was found to span the whole territory of the Norwegian part of the megaregion. Typically, 

the business networks were either a) localized to Østfold and the southern part of 

Akershus, or b) to Oslo and western Akershus. ¾ of the business networks surveyed 
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included HEIs or R&D institutions, primarily from the Oslo region itself, as network 

members. The purpose of the network collaborations also matter. HEIs and R&D 

institutions were most prominent in innovation networks, and less frequent participants in 

business information networks. 

The industrial affiliation of the various business networks were primarily from renewable 

energy and green growth (16 % of all networks), health and medtech/biotech (14 % of all 

business networks), ICT and software development (10 % of all business networks) and 

shipping/maritime industries (7 % of all networks). The maritime industries (shipping, 

offshore services) was the only industry that included several business networks that 

territorially encompassed all three counties (Oslo, Akershus and Østfold). Although 2/3 of 

the networks had members from abroad, it was notable that the business networks 

anchored in the Østfold business communities were particularly eager to expand their 

networks with international members.  

The Portuguese geographer Eduardo Medeiros has recently published extensively on the 

territorial impacts in the cross-border (CB) regions of Sweden and Norway. Medeiros 

maintains that the Oslo-Gothenburg axis is the most dynamic development axis in the 

Scandinavian border regions, both in demographic and socio-economic terms. Medeiros 

summarizes the economic relations and functional complementarities between and within 

urban systems in the Swedish-Norwegian border regions as of 2010 as follows: 

Figure 4.3: Polycentric relations between cities in the Swedish-Norwegian border regions 

 
Source: E. Medeiros (2009), The cross-border cooperation in Sweden-Norway. Geographic synthesis of 
Interreg –A territorial impacts. Lisbon: IGOT, University of Lisbon. 
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Identifying Oslo, Gothenburg and Malmoe as anchor cities in Western Scandinavia, 

Medeiros defines the Oslo-Gothenburg urban network as the cross-border network with 

the highest polycentric potential. Note however that there appears to be no direct 

polycentric complementarities between the most proximate, smaller ‘anchor cities’ 

(Fredrikstad/Sarpsborg and Uddevalla) on each side of the Swedish-Norwegian border 

along this axis. 

Economic links and trade obstacles in cross-border areas 

In 2012 and 2013, the Swedish Federation of Business Owners in the Swedish border 

regions of Västra Götaland, Värmland and Dalarna surveyed their members on their 

perceptions of ob-stacles to cross-border trade between Sweden and Norway. The 

Federation mainly organises Swedish SMBs with 5-25 employees. 

In Västra Götaland, 64 % of the respondents reported to be exporting to Norway. Among 

responding firms in Värmland, the proportion of respondents exporting to Norway was 

71%, and in Dalarna the proportion of firms exporting to Norway was 55 %. The proportion 

of Swedish firms importing from Norway was much more limited. 

Although each of the surveys had a rather poor response rate (around 10 % - 

corresponding to some 700 respondents in each of the two surveys), the Swedish SMBs 

exporting to Norway were unison in identifying the major obstacles to increasing trade with 

Norway. The main obstacles to increased trade with Norway relates to rules and 

regulations, as well as customs and VAT issues. This is rather unsurprising, with Norway 

not being a EU member state: 

Table 4.9: «Which of the following is perceived of as an obstacle for international trade in 
your firm’s trade with Norway?». Percent of all respondents  

ISSUE FIRMS IN VÄSTRA 
GÖTALAND 

FIRMS IN 
VÄRMLAND 

FIRMS IN 
DALARNA 

Lack of information 23 29 21 

Rules, regulations and 
standards 

41 53 37 

Customs and VAT issues 68 61 65 

Language differences 5 0 3 

Cultural differences 10 8 6 

Infrastructure issues 9 8 10 

Other issues 9 12 16 

Sources: Fyrbodal municipal association (2014), Identifierade gränshinder mellan Sverige och Norge - Vad 
säger företagen i Västra Götaland, Värmland og Norge?, Cross-border committee Hedmark-Dalarna and 
Dalarna Federation of Business Owners (2013), Internationella affärer med fokus på Norge. 

 

A complementary 2013 survey made by the Norwegian Federation of Small Business 

Owners (Bedriftsforbundet) confirmed that the proportion of Norwegian SMBs exporting to 

Sweden were much lower that the proportion of firms importing from Sweden. While 54 % 

of the Norwegian SMBs surveyed had imports from Sweden, a mere 27 % of the firms 

reported to be exporting to Sweden. As with their Swedish counterparts, VAT and 
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customs issues and differing national rules, regulations and standards were percieved of 

as being the major hindrance to increased trade between Norway and Sweden. In 

addition, other issues - high transportation costs and long transportation periods - were 

identified as major additional obstacles to Norwegian-Swedish trade growth among SMBs. 

Table 4.10: «Which of the following is perceived of as an obstacle for international trade in 
your firm’s trade with Sweden?». Percent of all respondents.  

ISSUE FIRMS IN NORWAY 

Lack of information 12 

Rules, regulations and standards 24 

Customs and VAT issues 51 

Language differences 1 

Cultural differences 3 

Infrastructure issues 8 

Other issues 18 

Sources: Fyrbodal municipal association (2014), Identifierade gränshinder mellan Sverige och Norge - Vad 
säger företagen i Västra Götaland, Värmland og Norge? 

 

A particular aspect of the customs and VAT issues as an obstacle for trade observed from 

the Norwegian side of the border is associated with the regulation of goods purchased on-

line. 

On-line shopping is a recent aspect of cross-border trade. There are large differences in 

online shopping practices in the Nordic countries. A survey of online retail trade flows 

between the Nordic countries displays that Norway currently has a online retail trade 

deficit both to Sweden and Denmark.  

Swedish and Danish retailers have adopted an online shopping presence to a much larger 

extent than Norwegian and Finnish retailers, and have introduced shopping solutions that 

are easy to use, in particular when using cellphones rather than tablets. Swedish online 

retailers have been most effective in attracting customers from other Nordic countries, as 

Sweden so far has been able to offer the most mature e-commerce solutions. 

Norway provides a market with high purchasing power, many early adopters of online 

shopping practices and a small, open economy dependent of foreign trade. In 2016, two 

thirds of all Norwegians made online purchases in an average month, and of these 40 % 

made online purchases with retailers located abroad. Chinese, British, American and 

Swedish retailers were deemed the most attractive. Each Norwegian customer made 

online purchases amounting to NOK 1691 (approx. € 182) per month in 2016.  

Norway has customs and VAT regulations that differ from the other Nordic countries, as 

Norway isn’t a member of the European Union. For instance, VAT payment is not required 

for small purcases/imports made abroad when the total value of the goods, including 

freight and insurance, is below NOK 350 (€ 38). In Norway, the limit for VAT- and 

customs-exempted purchases was increased from NOK 200 to NOK 350 in January 2015. 
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For online retailers that provide items with values above NOK 500, a solution that enables 

the payment of Norwegian VAT is required. Meanwhile, online shopping abroad has 

received a boost as it is exempt from paying Norwegian VAT. 

Statistics from the Enterprise Federation of Norway (Virke) has displayed that half of all 

small purchases made by Norwegian online shoppers abroad in 2014 had a total value of 

less than NOK 200. On the other hand, every second purchase Norwegian customers 

made with Norwegian online retailers had a total value of more than NOK 500. For 

purchases in the price interval NOK 200-350, Norwegian online customers were 

indifferent with respect to whether they would make their purchases domestically or with 

foreign retailers. 

4.5 Trade and FDI 
In 2014, Norway exported $149B and imported $ 90.7B of goods, which produced a 

positive trade balance of $ 59.1B. The GDP of Norway was $499B in 2014. From 2009 to 

2014 Norwegian exports increased annually some 5.3%, from $115B to $149B. Top 

exports from Norway in 2014 were crude petroleum ($45.1B), petroleum gas ($43.6B), 

refined petroleum ($6.56B), non-fillet fresh fish ($4.94B) and raw aluminium ($3.14B). Top 

imports were cars ($5.54B), refined petroleum ($2.81B), computers ($2.06B), passenger 

and cargo ships ($2.03B) and nickel matters ($1.84B). 

The top export destinations of Norway 2014 were the UK ($28B), Germany ($26B), the 

Netherlands ($20.8B), Sweden ($10.1B) and France ($9.1B). The top import origins were 

Sweden ($11.4B), Germany ($10.9B), China ($8.23B), the UK ($5.86B) and Denmark 

($5.53B). Norwegian imports had an annual increase of 5.4% from 2009-2014, from 

$69.8B to $90.7B. Norway has had a positive trade balance every year since 1995. 

The total export value of goods from Oslo, Akershus and Østfold totalled NOK 31.7 B in 

2016. Østfold provides approximately half of the export value of goods from the 

Norwegian part of the megaregion, mainly due to their large manufacturing industry. Since 

2007 the export value of goods produced in Oslo, Akershus and Østfold have been in 

decline, although with a small trend reversal in 2015-2016. 

Figure 4.4: The export value of goods from Oslo, Akershus and Østfold 1998-2016 (million 
NOK) 
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Regionalised data on FDI in Oslo, Akershus and Østfold are unavailable. However, at the 

national level, Norway encourages foreign investment and maintains a very positive 

investment climate. After peaking in 2011, FDI has slowed down in the context of the 

Eurozone crisis. American and Dutch oil companies (Exxon-Mobil, Texaco, Royal Dutch 

Shell) have made significant investments in Norway. In general, the industries that attract 

the most FDI are oil, gas, manufacturing, retail, wholesale and banking. Since the fall of 

the global prices of hydrocarbons, foreign investors have been reluctant to invest in this 

sector. 

Even though Norway has a limited domestic market, the country possesses several 

assets such as its geographical location in a fertile region, its favoured ties with the United 

States, a skilled and multilingual population, a modern economy, and rich energy 

resources. Norway has a particularly favourable business climate. However, the country 

lost three places compared to 2015 in the 2016 Doing Business report of the World Bank 

(ranking it 9th of 189 countries). 

Table 4.11: FDI volumes Norway 2012-2014 

 2012 2013 2014 

FDI Inward Flow (million USD) 18 774 14 441 8 682 

FDI Stock (million USD) 222 550 217 836 185 620 

Number of greenfield investments *** 35 39 35 

FDI Inwards (in % of GFCF****) 16.6 11.7 7.3 

FDI Stock (in % of GDP) 43.7 41.7 37.1 

Source: UNCTAD 2016.  

Note:.*** Greenfield investments are a form of foreign direct investment (FDI) where a parent company starts a new venture 
in a foreign country by constructing new operational facilities from the ground up. **** Gross Fixed Capital Formation 
(GFCF) measures the value of additions to fixed assets purchased by business, government and households less disposals 
of fixed assets sold off or scrapped 

In Norway, foreign investors can operate through a branch office or through a separate 

entity. Limited companies (public and private) and partnerships can be used. The most 

common form of doing business for a foreign investor in Norway is a branch office or an 

incorporated subsidiary.  

Norway has traditionally barred foreign and domestic investors alike from investing in 

industries monopolized by the government, including postal services, railways, and the 

domestic production and retail sale of alcohol. In 2004, Norway slightly relaxed these 

restrictions, allowing foreign companies to bid on providing certain postal services (e.g., 

air express services between countries) and railway cargo services (notably between 

Norway and Sweden). 

The Norwegian government maintains an open position towards foreign investment in the 

oil industry, less developed regions and mainland industry. Norway offers no significant 

tax incentives for investors (whether foreign or domestic). Some benefits such as lower 

social security payments, lower tax rates and extra deductions for individuals, apply to 

investments made in the less populated areas in the north of Norway. Some existing 

regulations, standards and practices may marginally favour Norwegian, Scandinavian or 

http://www.exxonmobil.com/corporate/
http://www.texaco.com/
http://www.shell.com/
http://www.shell.com/
http://www.doingbusiness.org/rankings
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EEA investors. Special restrictions apply to investments in the following sectors:  

- Acquisition of waterfalls, power supply rights and mining rights; 

- Acquisition of land, real estate and long term leases; 

- Acquisition of farmland and forests; 

- The purchase of over 10 % of the capital stock of a Norwegian financial institution; 

- Direct investments in petroleum exploration and exploitation are subject to a government 

license. 

When required, investment applications are processed by the ministries concerned. The 

Ministry of Trade, Industry and Fisheries handles applications to acquire real property in 

Norway when such permission is required. The Finance Ministry handles cases involving 

financial institutions, and the Ministry of Culture is responsible for media cases. Decisions 

are normally taken at the Ministerial level. However, in some cases with significant 

political implications, the minister(s) may ask the entire cabinet to make the decision. 

 

The government may set conditions when a concession is granted, which is commonly 

done in cases involving more than one-third foreign ownership. Concession agreements 

do not permit a company to engage in business activities other than those specified. In 

general, the government screens investments on a case-by-case basis based on the 

"public interest" principle. This principle is vague and permits broad discretion. 

In Norway, there are no significant forms of investment aid. There are some exceptions for 

the sparsely populated areas of northern Norway.  

Table 4.12: FDI inflows to Norway by country and industry 2010 

MAIN INVESTING COUNTRIES 2010, IN % MAIN INVESTED SECTORS 2010, IN % 

Germany 17.0 Oil extraction 25.7 

The Netherlands 16.3 Chemical products 16.0 

Belgium 16.3 Electricity, gas and water 5.6 

The United Kingdom 11.8 Real estate, renting and business activities 5.3 

Canada 8.8 Wholesale and retail trade 3.4 

France 7.0 Financial intermediation 2.8 

Luxembourg 5.6 Metal products 2.6 

 
A 2009 survey by Statistics Norway of the geographic impacts of foreign ownership of 
Norwegian enterprises displayed that foreign owned enterprises were important, both in 
terms of total employment and value added.5 Foreign multinationals are attracted to 
capital-intensive industries in Norway, in particular. Oil and gas extraction has been a 
prime target for foreign investors. By geographic origin, Swedish investors control the 
largest number of foreign-owned enterprises in Norway (as of 2014), in particular in 
northern and (south)-eastern Norway. In Western Norway, US and UK interests have 
taken the highest stake in term of foreign ownership of local enterprises, to a much larger 

                                                
5 B. Emberland et al. (2009), Norge i en globalisert verden – betydning av utenlandsk eierskap i norsk 
næringsliv (Norway in a globalised world – the significance of foreign ownership in Norwegian private 
enterprise). Økonomiske Analyser vol. 6/2009. Oslo: Statistics Norway.  
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extent than Swedish interests. The main foreign investments have been made in 
metropolitan Oslo and in southwestern Norway. In Oslo/Akershus (as well as in the 
southwestern counties of Agder and Rogaland), foreign-owned enterprises represented 
more than a third of total value added in the Norwegian private sector in 2009.  
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5 R&D, INNOVATION AND 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

Oslo, Akershus and Østfold combined holds less than 30% of the Norwegian population, 

but is a national hub in terms of employment, skills, entrepreneurship and R&D activities: 

Figure 5.1: Oslo, Akershus and Østfold’s proportion of Norway’s … 

 
Source: NIFU, Statistics Norway 
 

The main advantages of the three counties remain their rich access to skills and 

competencies, a multicultural population and a diversified regional economic structure. 

Oslo and Akershus is a global hub in knowledge-intensive services such as maritime 

finance and offshore engineering/supply industries, while the proximity to the large labour 

markets in metropolitan Oslo continues to make Østfold attractive for in-migration.  

Oslo is the definitve center of R&D activities in Norway. Both in the private sector (28 % of 
the national R&D expenditures), in the HEI sector (33 % of the national R&D 
expenditures), and in the research institute sector (30 % of the national R&D 
expenditures), total R&D inputs measured as R&D expenditures are higher in Oslo than in 
all the other Norwegian counties. Oslo hosts the largest HEI in Norway in student 
numbers (university of Oslo), in addition to the largest university college of Norway (the 
university college of Oslo and Akershus) and a plethora of scientific and private HEIs. 
Oslo university hospital is the largest university hospital of the country. 

There are a long range of research institutes located in Oslo and Akershus. Among the 
most significant are SINTEF, the national institute of public health, the Norwegian 
geotechnical institute, FAFO and NIVA. The economic structure of Oslo is characterized 
by a large number of employees in business and professional services, in education and 
public administration.  

Akershus county hosts the Norwegian University of Life Sciences and the two minor  
campuses of the university college of Oslo and Akershus. Several research institutes are 
co-located with these HEIs. In addition, Akershus university hospital is located here as 
well. In Akershus, the largest employers are to be found in business services, 
transportation, retail, and health and social services.  
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In 2011 Akershus represented 13.6 per cent of Norway’s R&D expenditures, ranking it as 
number three among the Norwegian counties in R&D activities (behind Oslo and Sør-
Trøndelag). In fixed prices, the R&D activity of Akershus was unaltered from 2001 to 
2011. The composition was changed somewhat, with a minor decline in private sector 
R&D expenditures while the R&D expenditures of the HEIs increased. The increased R&D 
expenditures in the HEI sector was mainly due to increased R&D activities at the 
Norwegian University of Life Sciences (NMBU).  

Both Oslo and Akershus have a higher R&D intensity (R&D expenditures per employee) 
than should be expected by the regional economic structure alone. This would imply that 
private sector enterprises choose to locate the more R&D-intensive parts of their 
operations to metropolitan Oslo. 

The main economic advantage of the Oslo region is the availability of competence and 
skilled manpower, as well as a diversified regional economy. The region posess 
specialized competencies in fields such as environmental and biotechnology, in energy 
technology, ICT, maritime services, materials technology and creative industries. In parts 
of these industries, business networks have emerged that contribute to both competence 
development, innovations and new business ventures.  

At the same time, OAØ displays some evident weaknesses. Onsager et al. (2010) 
mentions in particular that the region is lacking a robust regional decision-making system.6 
There is currently not the preconditions set for a management of innovation systems for 
the region as a whole. The region is constituted by a set of travel-to-work areas (TTWAs) 
that spans different county borders. This political-administrative fragmentation of the 
Norwegian capital region creates structural bottlenecks that limit the regional innovation 
opportunities and –activities. 

 

5.1 R&D expenditures 
Despite a long period of economic growth and increased R&D investments, there is broad 

political agreement that Norway needs to develop more knowledge and R&D intensive 

companies in order to prepare for a post-petroleum economy. The Norwegian higher 

education sector has been characterized by a large number of HEIs, many of which have 

a small number of students and limited R&D capacity. This has raised concerns regarding 

the quality of higher education and research at some of the smallest institutions, and a 

general risk of too much overlap within the national system. Another recurrent issue of 

debate is the role of research institutes and the need for consolidation within this sector. 

This relates to a larger discussion of the division of labor in the entire R&D and innovation 

system. Some argue that the large institute sector constitutes a strength and a bridge 

between R&D activities and users in industry and public sector, while others are worried 

that research institutes create a barrier between academia and the same users. 

Norway has established a broad portfolio of both direct and indirect measures to increase 

R&D in domestic firms. In 2014, the Government initiated a process for structural reform in 

the higher education system. The reforms are part of a broader agenda of which the 

                                                
6 K. Onsager et al. (2010), Osloregionen - mangfold, innovasjon og utvikling (The Oslo region – diversity, 
innovation and development). NIBR report 2010:12. Oslo: Norw. institute of urban and regional research 
(NIBR).  



Towards a Megaregion of Western Scandinavia 

33 AKERSHUS FYLKESKOMMUNE 

overarching goal is to achieve higher quality in research and education. The consolidation 

process in the higher education sector also opens up for strategic cooperation and 

mergers with research institutes. A new support mechanism has been introduced to 

provide financial support to research institutes which engage in concrete processes of 

mergers or strategic alliances with other institutes. Furthermore the Research Council of 

Norway has initiated a systematic evaluation process, where all four groups of institutes 

receiving public basic funding (in total close to 50 entities) will be evaluated during the 

period 2015-2017. 

In terms of research performance, Oslo, Akershus and Østfold (OAØ) hosted three of the 

ten top HEIs, and four of the top ten research institutes in Norway (based on publications), 

and all but two of the top ten research-based companies (based on R&D expenditures): 

Table 5.1: Main research performers in Norway 2014. OAØ located entities in cursive 

TOP 10 HEIS NO. OF 
PUBLICATIONS 

TOP 10 R&D 
INSTITUTES 
(PUBLIC AND 
PRIVATE) 

NO. OF 
PUBLICATIONS 

TOP 10 
RESEARCH 
COMPANIES 

R&D 
EXPENDITURES 
2015 (MEUR) 

Univ. of Oslo 5 356 SINTEF 628 Statoil (oil&gas 
production) 

332.6 

Norw. Univ. 
of Science 
and Tech. 

3 746 Norw. Institute of 
Public Health 

505 DnB (banking and 
financial services) 

131.6 

Univ. of 
Bergen 

2 912 Uni Research AS 314 Kongsberg 
(aerospace, 
defense) 

99.2 

Arctic Univ. 1 720 Inst. of Marine 
Research 

245 VISMA (software 
and ICT services) 

89 

Norw. Univ. 
of Life 
Sciences 

1 022 Norw. Institute for 
Nature Research 

201 Aker Solutions (oil 
equipment 
industry/ offshore) 

83.4 

Univ. of 
Agder 

705 SINTEF Energy 
AS 

198 Telenor (IT, media, 
telecom.) 

74.8 

Oslo & 
Akershus 
Univ. College 

678 Bioforsk 177 Norsk Hydro 
(industrial metals, 
mining) 

46.3 

Univ. of 
Stavanger 

618 Nofima 161 PGS (oil 
equipment, 
geotechn. 
services) 

44.5 

Buskerud & 
Vestfold Univ. 
College 

411 Norw. Institute for 
Water Research 

132 Orkla (industrial 
conglomerate) 

28.4 

Bergen Univ. 
College 

285 Norw. 
Geotechnical 
Institute 

128 Tomra (industrial 
engineering) 

26.6 

Source: European Commission (2016), RIO Country Report Norway (september), based on Norwegian R&D 
statistics. For confidentiality reasons data on top R&D companies are extracted from the EU Industrial 
Innovation R&D Scoreboard 2015: World 2500 companies ranked by R&D. 
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In Østfold, private sector R&D expenditures were lower than expected in 2013 and 2014, 

based on the regional economic structure. The private sector in Akershus both years 

(2013-2014) outperformed in terms of R&D spending, while on aggregate, the Oslo private 

sector performed about as expected in terms of R&D expenditures. 

Actual R&D expenditures in Oslo, Akershus and Østfold combined were 14 % larger than 

expected in 2014, based on the regional economic structure. In terms of absolute R&D 

expenditures, the outperforming R&D sectors were not in high-, medium- or low-tech 

industries, but rather in advanced business sector services. In 2014, the private sector in 

Oslo, Akershus and Østfold had R&D expenditures some 1 300 million NOK higher than 

expected, based on the regional economic structure. Some ¾ of these excess R&D 

expenditures were due to high R&D expenditures in ICT; finance and insurance; and 

scientific, technical and professional service industries: 

Table 5.2: Private sector R&D expenditures 2013 (million NOK) 

COUNTY ACTUAL 
EXPENDITURES 

EXPECTED 
EXPENDITURES 
BASED ON 
REGIONAL ECON. 
STRUCTURE 

DIFFERENCE, 
ACTUAL – 
EXPECTED (%) 

 R&D OUTPERFORMING 
SECTORS (ACTUAL R&D 
EXPENDITURES > 150% 
OF EXPECTED R&D 
EXPENDITURES) 

Østfold 495 860 -47%  None 

Akershus 3 680 2 538 + 45%  ICT, finance, medium low 
tech industries 

Oslo 5 774 5 261 + 10%  High tech industries, low 
tech industries 

Source: Statistics Norway 

Table 5.3: Private sector R&D expenditures 2014 (million NOK) 

COUNTY ACTUAL 
EXPENDITURES 

EXPECTED 
EXPENDITURES 
BASED ON 
REGIONAL ECON. 
STRUCTURE 

DIFFERENCE, 
ACTUAL – 
EXPECTED (%) 

 R&D OUTPERFORMING 
SECTORS (ACTUAL R&D 
EXPENDITURES > 150% 
OF EXPECTED R&D 
EXPENDITURES) 

Østfold 462 911 -49%  None 

Akershus 4 870 2 662 + 83%  ICT, finance, 
scientific/technical 
services, Medium tech 
industries 

Oslo 5 224 5 659 - 8%  Finance, High tech 
industries, Low tech 
industries, utilities, 
construction 

Source: Statistics Norway 

Table 5.4 displays the aggregate 2014 R&D expenditures provided in table 5.3 in more 

detail.  
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Table 5.4: Private sector R&D expenditures 2014 (mill. NOK) in selected industries and 
counties. Actual expenditures and expected expenditures, based on the regional 
economic structure 

INDUSTRY  ØSTFOLD AKERSH. OSLO OAØ NORWAY 

High tech industry Actual 24 63 515 602 2 271 

 Expected 152 204 314 670 2 271 

Medium high tech industry Actual 254 290 86 630 3 231 

 Expected 279 171 142 592 3 231 

Medium low tech industry Actual 24 296 191 511 2 772 

 Expected 114 157 134 405 2 772 

Low tech industry Actual 54 75 265 394 1 077 

 Expected 92 69 94 255 1 077 

Utilities Actual 3 9 82 94 237 

 Expected 6 12 35 53 237 

Construction Actual 14 4 110 128 198 

 Expected 11 14 38 63 198 

Retail (en gros) Actual 29 164 183 376 710 

 Expected 24 175 198 397 710 

Transportation Actual 0 43 54 97 208 

 Expected 5 31 39 75 208 

ICT Actual 45 2 544 1 863 4 452 6 552 

 Expected 131 1 076 2 926 4 133 6 552 

Finance, insurance Actual 0 189 928 1 117 1 390 

 Expected 32 117 597 746 1 390 

Professional, scientific and technical 
services 

Actual 15 1 189 911 2115 3 612 

 Expected 63 624 1 111 1 798 3 612 

Other business services Actual 0 5 35 40 71 

 Expected 0 5 30 35 71 

Source: Statistics Norway 

5.2 R&D performance 
In terms of R&D perfomance indicators, both Oslo and Akershus tend to perform  above 

the national average among the Norwegian counties, while Østfold  performs well below 

average. In 2015, Oslo scored above the national average on all key R&D and innovation 
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performance indicators while Akershus scored below average on two of the eight 

indicators: 

Figure 5.2: key R&D and innovation performance indicators, OAØ (2015). Nat. average =1 

 
Source: Statistics Norway/ NIFU 

 

5.3 Entrepreneurship performance 
OECD statistics display that Norway have relatively few entrepreneurs compared to other 

OECD countries. Norway are among the countries that proportionally have the lowest 

number of self-employed in the workforce. At the same time, self-employment is 

negatively associated with educational levels in most OECD countries. This is particularly 

prominent in Oslo and Akershus, which together with inner London can boast having the 

highest proportion of 30-34 year olds with higher education among alll OECD regions. 

When entering the labour market, young individuals holding a bachelor or master’s degree 

are oriented towards large employers (are more career-oriented) to a larger degree than 

youths with less formal skills. 

In Norway, upper secondary schools offer courses in enterpreneurship and business 

development. The courses are widely available in upper secondary schools in Oslo, 

Akershus and Østfold. A 2015 evaluation found that there is a slightly higher probability 

that students in Oslo, Akershus and Østfold who have taken such courses aim for self-

employment, and assess their entrepreneurial capabilities more positively, than similar 

students from other parts of Norway. There is also a slightly higher probability that upper 

secondary school students from Oslo, Akershus and Østfold have had entrepreneurial 
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experiences of their own, than if they should come from other parts of Norway.7  

In 2009-2014, Oslo and Akershus had the highest frequency of new business start-ups in 

Norway, defined as the number of start-ups measured as the percentage of existing 

enterprises at the start of the year. In every year since 2000, Oslo has had the highest 

frequency of new business start-ups among all the Norwegian counties. This is largely 

due to the diversified economic structure in the Norwegian capital region. Adjusting for the 

regional economic structure, the frequency of new business start-ups in Akershus 

resembles the national average in Norway. Enterprise growth (defined as the frequency of 

new business start-ups less the frequency of business closures) has also remained higher 

in Oslo and Akershus than in other Norwegian counties 2009-2014. 

Since 2000, Østfold has had a lower frequency of new business start-ups than most of the 

Norwegian counties. Since 2009, the relative frequency has been improving, so that in 

2015 the frequency of new business start-ups in Østfold was higher than average among 

the 19 Norwegian counties. Adjusted for the regional economic structure, the frequency of 

new business start-ups in Østfold is currently at the national average. 

5.4 Innovation practices 
Economic globalisation has laid the foundation for new global production- and innovation 

networks. Regional development doesn’t necessarily require regional cooperation, but 

might just as well require substantial contact networks internationally – to suppliers, 

significant customers and larger markets. 

Recently, research has been published that identifies some of the particular challenges 

facing the regional innovation system in the Oslo region. In a survey of 1600 enterprises in 

the private sector in the six largets cities in Norway, the collaboration relationships in 

innovation activities were explored. Although the level of innovation activities was high 

among the Oslo region respondents, they proved to have a weak local and regional 

orientation (Fitjar et al. 2010), compared to the respondents in the other major cities of 

Bergen, Trondheim, Stavanger, Kristiansand and Tromsø.8 Fitjar and Gjelsvik (2012) 

delve further into this material, concluding that it would seem that the Oslo enterprises 

“display an effective and consistent performance, they have the highest level of innovation 

activities at the same time as they apply the most effective form of innovation 

collaboration: strengthening international innovation relationships”.9 Fitjar and Rodríguez-

Pose (2014) associate the extensive use of international innovation collaboration in Oslo 

enterprises with the high education level in the labour force in Oslo and Akershus.10 Fitjar 

                                                
7 O. Spilling et al. (2015), Entreprenørskapsutdanning i Norge – status og veien videre: Sluttrapport fra 
følgeforskningsprosjektet om entreprenørskap i utdanningen. NIFU report 2015-2. Nordic Institute for Studies 
in Innovation, Research and Education (NIFU), Oslo. 
8 R.D. Fitjar and A. Rodríguez-Pose (2010), Culture, cooperation, and innovation in Norwegian city regions. 

Paper presented at the fifth international seminar on regional innovation policies in Grimstad, Norway October 
14-15 2010.  
9 R.D. Fitjar and M. Gjelsvik (2012), Innovasjonsnettverk i norske storbyklynger (Innovation networks in 

Norwegian metropolitan clusters) . Magma nr. 7/2012, s. 73-83. <URL> 
http://www.magma.no/innovasjonsnettverk-i-norske-storbyklynger 
10 R.D. Fitjar and A. Rodríguez-Pose (2014), The geographical dimension of innovation collaboration: 

Networking and innovation in Norway. Urban Studies vol. 51 no. 12, p. 2572-2595. 
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and Huber (2015) find that high innovation activities primarily is produced as radical 

innovations when Norwegian enterprises take part in international innovation 

collaborations.11  

To some extent, firms in metropolitan Oslo can thus be described as only weakly 

integrated in domestic regional innovation networks. Herstad, Pålshaugen and 

Ebersberger (2011) describes it as rather striking that Oslo firms is not more innovative 

than firms in other parts of Norway.12 They argue that there is a high probability that Oslo 

firms are provided with new knowledge through other mechanisms than formal innovation 

cooperation relationships. For instance, for knowledge-intensive business service (KIBS) 

firms, Ebersberger and Herstad (2015) have argued that enterprises based in Oslo are 

characterised by particularly complex relations with other knowledge agents.13 They find 

some proof for this in the KIBS clustered in downtown Oslo and neighbouring Asker and 

Bærum, while no such pattern emerges among KIBS firms located north-east of the Oslo 

central business district.  

Herstad et al. (op.cit.) also imply that when firms enter into regional innovation 

collaborations much more frequently in other parts of Norway than in Oslo, this is mainly 

due to the fact that these firms experience resource limitations to a much greater extent. 

Therefore, firms in Bergen, Trondheim and Stavanger are more actively engaged in 

partner searches locally and regionally than firms located in Oslo. 

Gulbrandsen and Solesvik (2014) have made attempts to expand this line of argument 

based on analyses of data fro, the Community Innovation 2010 Survey (CIS 2010).14 

While Herstad et al. adress innovation as a generic term, Gulbrandsen and Solesvik 

differentiate between product- , process-, market- and organisational innovations. 

Comparing the innovation activities of firms in the six major Norwegian cities in this way, 

they argue that in Oslo and Akershus there is a very broad resource base in Oslo with a 

large concentration of highly educated manpower as well as R&D institutions. This is 

particularly beneficial to local firms, who does not have to search very intensively in order 

to identify prospective innovation partners locally. Local collaboration is not significant for 

all forms of innovations – it is only for product innovations that there is a significant 

positive triple helix effect in the Oslo regional innovation system.  

Eberberger and Herstad (2012) explored whether multinational companies worked as 

gatekeepers in the Norwegian national innovation system.15 They found that subsidiaries 

of foreign MNCs that were established in Norway did not work as gatekeepers, while 

                                                
11 R.D. Fitjar and A. Huber (2015), Global pipelines for cooperation: insights from the case of Norway. Journal 

of Economic Geography vol. 15 no. 3, p. 561-583. 
12 S.J. Herstad, Ø. Pålshaugen and B. Ebersberger (2011), Industrial innovation collaboration in a capital 

region context. Journal of the Knowledge Economy vol. 2 no. 4, p. 507-532. 
13 B. Ebersberger and S.J. Herstad (2015), On the link between urban location and the involvement of 

knowledge intensive business services firms in collaboration networks. Regional Studies vol. 49 no. 7, p. 
1160-1175. 
14 M. Gulbrandsen and M. Solesvik (2014), Interaction for innovation: comparing Norwegian metropolitan 

areas. Journal of Enterpreneurship Management and Innovation, vol. 10 no. 3, p. 5-28. 
15 B. Ebersberger and S.J. Herstad (2012), Go abroad or have strangers visit? On organizational search 

spaces and local linkages. Journal of Economic Geography vol. 12 no. 1, p. 273-295.  
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subsidiaries of Norwegian MNCs that were set up abroad did provide the Norwegian 

innovation system with new knowledge to a much greater degree. 

5.5 Patenting and research-based commercialisation 
Patenting statistics from the Norwegian Industrial Property Office (NIPO) reveal that in 

2015 37.4% of all patent applications in Norway were filed from applicants in Oslo, 

Akershus and Østfold, with half of this volume originating from Oslo applicants. The long-

term patenting application trend shows that the IPC classes covered by this patent 

application activity differ in the three counties. While Oslo dominate among patent 

applications in human necessities and chemistry/metallurgy, Akershus is stronger 

positioned in fixed constructions and mechanical engineering: 

Table 5.5: Total number of patent applications 1995-2015 by IPC class and county 

IPC CLASS OSLO AKERSHUS ØSTFOLD TOTAL OAØ 

A: Human necessities 444 217 38 699 

B: Performing operations, transportation 405 401 88 894 

C: Chemistry, metallurgy 354 100 19 473 

D: Textiles, paper 11 5 4 20 

E: Fixed constructions 179 365 32 576 

F: Mechanical engineering, lighting, heating, weapons 206 335 50 591 

G: Physics 421 364 36 821 

H: Electricity 161 249 35 445 

Total 2 181 2 036 302 4 519 

Source: NIPO: Applies to national applications, PCT applications and EP validated. 

This can be attributed to the fact that many of the major patenting applicants have their 

HQ location in Oslo or Akershus. Norsk Hydro (Oslo; chemistry/metallurgy) has 

singlehandedly filed 326 patent applications 1995-2015, while Aker Subsea AS (Akershus; 

fixed constructions) filed 160 patent applications 1995-2015.  

In 2015, four of the ten top Norwegian patenting applicants were located in Oslo, 

Akershus or Østfold: 
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Table 5.6: Top PCT applicants in Norway (2015). OAØ applicants in cursive 

APPLICANT NO. OF PCT APPLICATIONS 

Statoil Petroleum AS 50 

Aker Subsea AS 17 

Navico Holding AS 15 

MH Wirth AS 11 

Yara International ASA 11 

Kverneland Group AS 10 

Norw. University of Science and Technology (NTNU) 10 

PGS Geophysical AS 10 

University of Oslo 10 

FMC Kongsberg Subsea AS 9 

Source: www.wipo.int 

The regional economy of Oslo and Akershus is characterised by a high number of R&D-

intensive enterprises, primarily located in Oslo and its western neighbouring municipalities 

(Asker and Bærum). However, the concentration of R&D activities in the private sector in 

these three municipalities is not much higher than could be expected by the local 

economic structure alone. 

SkatteFUNN is a Norwegian government R&D tax incentive scheme, introduced in 2002. 

Under the SkatteFUNN scheme, business enterprises engaged in R&D activity on their 

own, or in collaboration with others, may apply for a tax deduction. The scheme is 

qualification-based and regulated in the statutory framework, and is open to all branches 

of industry and all types of companies - regardless of size. In 2015, more than 1/3 of all 

the budgetet costs of this scheme in Norway benefited enterprises in Oslo, Akershus and 

Østfold (table 5.7) 

Table 5.7: Proportion of national funding by funding scheme (2015) 

 OSLO AKERSHUS ØSTFOLD OAØ 

Norw. Research Council 29.0% 13.4% 0.9% 43.3% 

SkatteFUNN Tax Incentive Scheme (budgeted costs) 22.7% 10.3% 2.8% 35.8% 

Net commitments, Innovasjon Norge 4.9% 3.8% 3.8% 12.5% 

Source: NIFU/Statistics Norway (2016)  

A survey of the commercialization activities at the Oslo and Akershus HEIs and research 

institutes 2010-2014 displays that the university of Oslo has a remarkably high (in the 

Norwegian context) number of commercial initiatives and ideas, patent applications and 

licensing agreements. During the same period, the OAØ-located research institutes 

Institute for Energy Technology (IFE) and the Norwegian geotechnical Institute (NGI) were 

able to boast significant income from licensing activities. In Norway, prohibitive start-up 

and development costs, and differences in academic fields, have led the HEIs as well as 

http://www.wipo.int/
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the research institutes to prefer patenting and licensing to new business start-ups as a 

commercialization strategy.16 

Assessments such as these displays that the regional R&D support institutions in OAØ 
can perform better in terms of mobilizing R&D resouces, given the relatively beneficial 
context of a high density of R&D-intensive enterprises, research institutes and HEIs. The 
regional organisation of private sector R&D networks as displayed by the SkatteFUNN tax 
reduction scheme (2015) illustrate that such relations were only weakly localized. 27 per 
cent of the R&D collaborations of Oslo and Akershus enterprises were with R&D 
institutions located in Oslo and Akershus. In other words, 73 per cent of the R&D 
collaborations made by metropolitan Oslo enterprises were with R&D institutions located 
outside of Oslo and Akershus.  

At present, there are a number of national funding schemes aimed at easing R&D based 
commercialisation. While R&D is well funded, the funding available for commercialization 
is severely limited. Main activities are geared towards technology transfer offices (TTOs), 
network projects, project development programmes funded by the Norwegian Research 
Council (FORNY), business and incubator support, and some seed funding.  

Table 5.8: TTOs and R&D commercialization units operating in OAØ 

UNIT LOCATION TTO KP/SP BUSINESS 
INCUBATOR 

HEI COLLABORATION CLUSTER 
AFFILIATION17 

Smart 
Innovasjon 
Østfold AS 

Østfold  Yes Yes Østfold Univ. College NCE Smart 
Energy Markets 

Kjeller 
Innovasjon 
AS 

Akershus Yes Yes Yes R&D institutes at Kjeller, 
O&A Univ. College, Norw. 
Univ. of Life Sciences 

 

Inkubator Ås Akershus   Yes Norw. Univ. of Life 
Sciences 

 

Inven2 Oslo Yes   Univ. of Oslo, South-
Eastern Norway Reg. 
Health Authority 

 

Oslotech AS Oslo  Yes  Univ. of Oslo  

Startuplab 
AS 

Oslo   Yes   

Oslo Cancer 
Cluster 
Incubator 

Oslo   Yes  NCE OCC 

Oslo 
MedTech 

Oslo     Cluster project 

Source: Siva (2015). KP/SP: knowledge park/ science park 

 

                                                
16 Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research (2015), Forskningsbarometeret 2015, chapter 3. 
17 See the Appendix for a full presentation of Norwegian Cluster Programmes. 
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6 INCLUSION, HUMAN CAPITAL AND 
EDUCATION 

6.1 Social inclusion and marginalisation 
The economic restructuring of the Norwegian economy has led to a reduction of 

employment opportunities in the primary sector (agriculture and forestry), and in 

manufacturing. There is still a strong urban-rural dimension to this economic restructuring. 

This is particularly evident in Oslo, Akershus and Østfold where the individual risk of 

falling out of the work force is the highest in the Østfold interior and other municipalities 

bordering Sweden, and the lowest in Oslo and its neighbouring municipalities:  

Figure 6.1: The proportion of 18-66 year olds registered as unemployed, or as a recipient 
of disability benefits or work assessment allowances (2016) 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Statistics Norway and the Norwegian Labour and Welfare Administration (NAV) 
 

Persistent low income households 

In Norway, 10 % of children live in households with persistent low income. Children from 

immigrant backgrounds make up over half (53 %) of those in the group classified as 

growing up under conditions of ‘persistently low income'. 

Figures from Statistics Norway (SSB) show that only 5.4 % of children without an 

immigant background lived in a household with a persistent low income in 2015. Among 

immigrant children, the figure rose to 38 %. Children who come from Somalia, Syria, 

Afghanistan, Iraq, and Eritrea are particularly vulnerable. 

There are major differences between the various municipalities within individual 

counties. At the county level, Oslo has the highest percentage of children living in poor 

families. Although the percentage is 17.5 % for the entire city, the percentage varies from 

5.4 % in the well-off district of Vestre Aker to 34.1 % in the inner city district of Gamle 

Oslo. 

In Østfold, the percentage of children living in poor families is 14.1 %, second only to 

Oslo. Here, the percentage of children growing up in relative poverty varies at the 

municipal level from 5.1 % in Våler, to 16.9 % in Eidsberg. 
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In Akershus, relative poverty is less proficient and remains well below the national 

average. Here, the proportion of children living in relative poverty is the highest in the 

municipalities Hurdal (13.2 %) and Skedsmo (10.3 %). 

Figure 6.2: Proportion of children living in persistent low income households (EU scale, 
60% of median income). Three-year moving averages in OAØ, percent. 

 

  

6.2 HEIs, educational policy and governance in higher 
education 

Norwegian universities receive public funding on an annual basis. They can keep any 

surplus generated up to a maximum percentage, and are not allowed to borrow money. 

Some universities own their buildings, but the approval of an external authority is 

necessary to sell any historical buildings. Public universities may not charge tuition fees 

for students, whether from Norway or from abroad. 

The Norwegian government issued a white paper on educational quality in Norwegian 

tertiary education in early 2017. Human capital policy issues and challenges addressed in 

this context relate both to the capacity and the quality of the higher education system: 

 How come there are currently 270 000 students enrolled at Norwegian HEIs, while 

there are only 16 000 students enrolled at vocational schools in Norway? Does this 

provide for the production of a balanced skills set in the labour market of the 

future? 

 The last decade, the number of master programmes offered at Norwegian HEIs 

has increased rapidly, particularly at the regional university colleges. At the Oslo 

and Akershus university college for instance, the number of master programmes 

on offer increased from 13 in 2004 to 38 in 2014. This puts the current quality of 

tertiary education in some doubt. Over the same period, the number of registered 
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students in master programmes in Norway increased 73 %, from 25 800 in 2004 to 

47 700 in 2014.  

 Is there really a sufficient domestic demand in Norway for this volume of 

manpower with such academic qualifications? 

One way to adress these issues has already been to restructure the higher educational 

system institutionally. Norway is concentrating its academic, economic and administrative 

resources into larger and more competitive units through collaboration, alliances and 

mergers. The current “transparent binary HE-system”, with universities (including 

specialized universities) on the one side, and university colleges (‘høgskole’) on the other 

side, is being phased out. Since 2015, several of the regionalised university colleges have 

been merged with universities, creating new, multi-campi HEIs. None of the HEIs merged 

in 2015-2016 incorporate institutions in the Norwegian part of the megaregion (figure 6.3). 

Figure 6.3: Restructuring of Norwegian HEIs 2015-2016 by their main campuses18  

 
Category 1 HEIs: merged (light blue circles)  
Category 2 HEIs: mergers to be assessed (yellow)  
Category 3 HEIs: institutional affiliation to be determined (pink) 

                                                
18 The university colleges of Lillehammer and Hedmark merged in 2017. 
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The OECD and Norway have been collaborating on a cross-ministerial project to build an 

Effective Skills Strategy for Norway. In early 2017 the government followed up with the 

implementation launch of a Norwegian Skills Strategy based on the strategic approach for 

developing, activating and using skills that the project has already provided. Østfold 

county council is currently piloting the development of a regional skills strategy, a work 

which Akershus county council embarked upon in late 2016. For the 2014 OECD Skills 

Strategy Diagnostic Report: Norway, Oslo was one of three counties that provided 

regional case study materials for the OECD. 

6.3 Skills mismatches in regional labour markets 
In Norway, there are a number of competing regional skills surveys available that aim to 
identify skills mismatches in the regional labour markets. There are some general findings 
that applies to all Norwegian counties for the next 10-20 years. Projections made by 
Statistics Norway of the future demand for skills in the Norwegian economy towards 2030 
displays that 

 the demand for skilled labour (ISCED 3-5) will persist, 

 there will continue to be some oversupply of highly educated manpower on 

humanistic and social science fields, 

 the demand for unskilled manpower will continue to decline, and 

 there will be an increase in demand for various combinations of highly 

educated manpower 

The Confederation of Norwegian Enterprise (NHO) is the largest employer organisation in 

Norway. Since 2014, it has made an annual survey of the short-term skills requirements 

and –mismatches among its 25 000 member enterprises. The NHO surveys display that 

there is a general shortage of labour with manufacturing, artisinal arts and crafts skills and 

vocational training (at the ISCED 3-5 level) across all industries, regions and firms sizes. 

The requirements for labour with higher education skills (ISCED 6-8) increases 

significantly with increasing firm size. 

In terms of spatial skills mismatches in regional labour markets in Norway, the 

mismatches has been somewhat less prononuced from 2014 to 2016. The skills 

requirements of the regional workforce is currently being met the best among NHO 

member firms in the county of Rogaland, while the skills mismatches/regional imbalances 

remain the highest in the counties of Troms, Sogn and Fjordane – and in Oslo/Akershus. 

The improvement in the provision of workforce skills in the Rogaland labour market is due 

to the downturn in the oil and gas industry, which has made new skills sets available to 

other parts of the regional economy. Østfold are also among the counties where the skills 

mismatches in the regional labour market(s) remain low, according to the recent NHO 

skills surveys. 

The need for a workforce with skills at the ISCED 8 level (PhD and beyond) appears to be 

concentrated to firms in the major metropolitan areas. In Norway, half of all NHO member 

firms with a considerable need for workforce skills at the ISCED 8 level are located in Oslo 

and Akershus. Oslo and Akershus are also the two counties where NHO member 

enterprises most frequently (around 50% of all enterprises) are in demand of manpower 

with higher education at the master level. This is probably associated with the high 
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concentration of large firms and public sector institutions/ authorities in the Oslo capital 

region.  

The NHO enterprise surveys of spatial mismatches in the regional labour markets are 

confirmed by labour market register data (occupation statistics) of Statistics Norway. In 

Oslo, Akershus and Østfold the combined workforce grew with a net increase of 49 000 

jobs from 2011 to 2016. The expansion of the workforce was distributed unevenly 

between the different counties, and in different occupational groups with varying formal 

skills requirements. The imminent demand for highly educated manpower is currently 

most evident in Oslo and Akershus: 

Figure 6.4: Skills requirements in net new jobs 2011-2016 by home county of job holder 
(thousands) 

 
Source: Statistics Norway 
 

The labour market in Oslo, Akershus and Østfold is currently almost completely being 

expanded with jobs in metropolitan Oslo that require higher education. From 2011 to 2016 

the workforce increased with 30 000 individuals in Oslo, while it grew with 21 000 in 

Akershus and declined with 2 000 in Østfold. There was no job growth in low skills jobs in 

Oslo and Østfold, and a net job loss in occupations not requiring higher education. 

6.4 Brain gains and brain drains 
In such a context, brain gains and brain drains becomes a regional issue. In the 

Norwegian context, Oslo and Akershus is a particularly attractive region, as it constitutes 

an escalator region (Fielding 1992, Russo and Smith 2012).19 The concept of escalator 

                                                
19 A.J. Fielding (1992), Migration and social mobility: South East England as an escalator region. Regional 
Studies vol 26.1, p. 1-15. A. P. Russo and I. Smith (2012), Attractive regions: for whom? And how does that 
matter? Paper presented at the 52. ERSA conference in Bratislava, Slovakia August 21-25 2012. 
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regions has been applied to describe how youths entering the labour market goes through 

three distinct phases:  

(1) An escalator region attarcts a disproportionate amount of young job-seekers as 

they represent thich labour markets with a diverse chouce of occupations. This 

provides for multiple wyas of improving individual skills sets, and to build up 

individual careers by ‘entering the escalator’. 

(2) The escalator region is a context that enable young workers to improve their 

economic and social mobility. They are ‘lifted by the escalator’.  

(3) As individuals who are able to improve their economic and social mobility become 

more established, many choose to leave the escalator region to take advantage of 

other regional amenities, for instance improved housing conditions. The ‘leave the 

escalator’.  

The Swedish labour immigration to Norway illustrates the two first phases of this 

phenomenon: 

Labour market integration 1: Swedish youth labour immigration (17-25 year olds) to 
the Oslo metropolitan region 1992-200920 

The majority of Swedish labour immigrants that arrived in Norway 1992-2009 were in their 

early or mid-twenties. This might indicate that younger Swedes are perfect substitutes for 

Norwegian youths, as the education, language and culture is broadly similar in both 

countries. This similarity might also explain why most Swedish labour immigrants spend 

more than six months in Norway in total, although seldom more than 3-4 years. The 

Swedish labour immigrants that stay for 3-4 years in Norway work 150-200 days annually 

on average, which corresponds to somewhat less than full-time employment. For the 

Swedish youths that stay in Norway for less than a year, their gainful employment totals 

on average some 120 working days. Of these Swedish in-migrants, 71 % choose not to 

take up official residence in Norway for tax purposes (register with the Norwegian National 

Register – Folkeregisteret).18 % choose to take up residence in Norway before they start 

their employment, while 11 % start to work in Norway before they register as settled in 

Norway with the Norwegian National Register.  

Oslo had the largest increase in the number of Swedish youth immigrants from 1992 to 

2009. In 1992, 419 Swedish youths were registered as living in Oslo. In 2009 the 

corresponding number of Swedes settled in Oslo was 12 296. 

This can in part be explained by the establishment of the Swedish Association (Svenska 

Föreningen) in Oslo in 1998. The association provides assistance on how to find dwelling 

and job opportunities in Oslo, in addition to give advice on how to obtain tax deduction 

card as a foreign national in Norway. Swedish nationals are fortunate with respect to the 

                                                
20 Camilla S. Sundt (2012), Den svenske arbeidsinnvandringen: Fortrenges norsk ungdom i 

arbeidsmarkedet? En empirisk analyse av ungdomsarbeidsinnvandringen fra Sverige (The Swedish labour 
immigration: Are Norwegian youths being supplanted from the labour market? An empirical analysis of youth 
labour immigration from Sweden). MSc thesis, Department of Economics, University of Oslo (spring 

semester).  
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number of social networks available to them in Oslo, and the ease of establishing new 

ones. This makes it particularly attractive for Swedish youths to move to Oslo.  

There are other, geographical aspects that also constitute pull and push factors for young 

Swedes that are considering a move to Oslo. Oslo is one of the few metropolitan parts of 

Norway that is easily accessible from Southern Sweden, where you find the major 

concentrations of the Swedish youth. Oslo is served by long-range coach (bus) and rail 

services from many Swedish urban destinations.  

In 2009, the Swedish youth labour immigrants in Norway were to a large part to be found 

in recruitment agencies, the hospitality industries and in retail trade. A considerable part of 

Swedish youths are recruited to the Norwegian labour market through recruitment 

agencies (in Sweden as well as in Norway).  

Figure 6.5: The estimated number of Swedish youths (17-25 year olds) 1992-2009 in a 
selection of Norwegian counties. Note the differences in scales on the vertical axes. 

 
Estimations: Camilla S. Sundt (2012) 

 
 
Labour market integration 2: recruitment obstacles and labour mismatches in five 
Nordic growth industries 

To ensure continued growth in Western Scandinavia, it is essential that companies can 

get the competencies they demand. Therefore, it is important to develop knowledge about 

whether companies' demand for labour is sufficiently covered by the supply of labour and 

whether there are mismatch problems on the Western Scandinavian labour markets.  

The purpose of a recent Nordic study21 has been to map the current differences and 

similarities in the recruitment challenges in a number of growth industries in Sweden, 

Denmark and Norway. Among the main questions which the study have attempted to 

answer are questions about whether companies can obtain the necessary manpower, the 

consequences of any recruitment challenges, and how the enterprises try to meet these 

challenges.  

                                                
21 Nordic Council of Ministers (2017), Mismatchproblemer i Norden. En kortlægning af rekrutteringssituationen 

i nordiske væksterverv. NCM, Copenhagen (January).  
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The 2017 report from the Nordic Council of Ministers focuses on five selected growth 

industries: Information and Communication Technology, Digital and Automated 

Production, Creative industry and Design, Green Technology and Life Science. These are 

industries where Scandinavian countries have traditionally done well in the global 

competition. These industries are characterised by being highly specialised, having a 

position of strength in Scandinavia and a relatively high trade in exports. They are also 

industries which, to a large extent, depend on highly specialised labour.  

The findings presented in the report are based on a questionnaire survey in which 1 723 

responses were obtained from companies in Sweden, Denmark and Norway. For the first 

time, a statistical analysis of on-line job advertisements is used to single out companies 

that have tried to recruit labour within the selected growth industries.  

The study provides new insight into the extent of the recruitment challenges in 

Scandinavian countries, and how the companies try to overcome these challenges in 

practice. The study generally indicates that the recruitment challenges and mismatch 

between supply and demand on the labour market are actual financial growth barriers in 

the five growth industries in the Scandinavian countries. The lack of labour has 

consequences for the companies for several reasons. In part, the study indicates that 

there is a production limitation because, in many cases, the companies need to postpone 

activities and, partly, that it can mean lower productivity as the companies need to recruit 

employees who are not their first choice in terms of competence. 

About one in four companies surveyed had made attempts to recruit employees from 

other Nordic countries. In Norway, more than 40 percent of the companies have made 

such attempts, which is twice as frequent as similar Swedish or Danish companies. Family 

considerations and language barriers are most commonly identified as obstacles when 

companies attempt to recruit employees from other Nordic countries. Companies in Green 

Technology and Life Science are most prone to search abroad in their recruitment 

process, while companies in Creative industry and Design and Digital and Automated 

production, are most hesitant in this respect. 

6.5 Student mobilities within the megaregion  
The information provided in this section has been extracted from various reports from SIU 

– Senter for Internasjonalisering av Utdanning (Norwegian Centre for International 

Cooperation in Education). SIU provide regionalised data at the institutional level for 

Norwegian schools and HEIs, but only national data with regard to the foreign student 

population in Norway. 

Student exchange programmes in upper secondary schools: Oslo and Akershus 
schools most active in Norway  

Among Norwegian upper secondary school students that take their entire upper 

secondary school education abroad and are funded by the The Norwegian State 

Educational Loan Fund – some 150 upper secondary school students per year - Sweden 

and Denmark are the most popular host countries. Apart from these two Nordic countries, 

the Norwegian upper secondary school students are distributed among many different 

countries, probably because they are accompanying parents who are working abroad. 
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Norwegian upper secondary school students at home that want to spend a school year 

abroad have a long list of possible destinations available. Student exchange programmes 

are typically applied for upper secondary school students in their 12th grade (Vg2).  

The last four years somewhere between 2 000 and 2 500 Norwegian exhange students 

have recieived funding from The Norwegian State Educational Loan Fund. In a 2015 

survey among 1 885 Norwegian exchange students, almost 80 % of the participants of 

such student exchange programmes chose to spend the school year at a upper 

secondary school in the US or in Great Britain – and none reported to have chosen a 

upper secondary school in Sweden.  

In absolute numbers, the upper secondary schools in Oslo and Akershus are the most 

active in sending upper secondary school students abroad for a year, while upper 

secondary schools in Østfold provide much lower volumes. Akershus is currently the 

Norwegian county with the highest number of upper secondary school incoming exchange 

students (as well as being the county with the highest number of upper secondary school 

students in Norway – more than Oslo, although Oslo has a larger population).  

Figure 6.6: Upper secondary school exchange students to/from Norway. Outgoing: school 
year 2015-2016, incoming: school year 2014-2015 

 

Source: SIU student mobility report (SIU report 3/2016) 

 

A third of all Norwegian upper secondary school students that went abroad on student 

exchange programmes the 2015-16 school year came from Oslo, Akershus or Østfold. In 

total, the Norwegian part of the megaregion sent 685 upper secondary school students 

abroad on student exhange programmes 2015-16, while upper secondary schools in 

these three Norwegian counties hosted only 69 upper secondary school students from 

other countries 2014-15. 

Student exchange volumes and –balances at the HEI level 

In 2015, 15% of all graduates from Norwegian HEIs had participated in student exchange 

programmes as a part of their training. Amongst the HEIs located in Oslo, Akershus and 
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Østfold only two instutions could boast a student exhange programme participation rate 

above the national average: NMBU (Norwegian University of Life Sciences) with 20 % of 

the graduates, and the University of Oslo with 19% of the graduates.  

From 2006 to 2015 the number of Norwegian students participating in student exchange 

programmes and choosing to study at Swedish HEIs never surpassed 160 students 

annually, and remained stable during the whole period (2006: 127 Norwegian exchange 

students; 2015: 130 Norwegian exchange students).  

The foreign HEI which has the largest number of Norwegian students enrolled is at the 

outskirts of the megaregion. Copenhagen Business School (CBS) in Denmark currently 

has more than 750 Norwegian students enrolled. The current Norwegian enrolment at 

CBS alone corresponds to the total number of Norwegian students enrolled at all Swedish 

HEIs at any one time during the last fifteen years. The most popular academic fields taken 

by Norwegian students enrolled at Swedish HEIs are currently within health and medical 

therapies. 

Growth in the number of Swedish students in higher education in Norway 

From 2003 to 2009, the number of Swedish students in higher education in Norway 

hovered between 550 and 750 students per school semester. The number of Swedish 

citizens enrolled at Norwegian HEIs has since then increased fourfold from 2009 to 2015. 

The recent growth in the number of Swedes studying at Norwegian HEIs correlates with 

the increase in labour mobility from Sweden to Norway. As of 2015, 58 % of Swedish 

students enrolled at Norwegian HEIs reported to already be residing in Norway when they 

took up their studies here. 

Management and business administration studies are particularly popular fields of study, 

and the private Norwegian Business School (BI) in Oslo has been a frequent choice 

amongst young Swedes that extend their temporary stay in Norway by entering higher 

education after a stint in the Oslo labour market.  

The downturn in labour immigration from Sweden to Norway since 2015 is also associated 

with a reduction of the number of Swedish students enrolled at Norwegian HEIs. Since 

2012, Sweden has been the foreign country with the largest number of students studying 

at Norwegian HEIs, with a preliminary maximum of 2 302 Swedish students enrolled in the 

autumn of 2015. From the autumn semester of 2015 to the autumn semester 2016, the 

number of Swedish students enrolled at Norwegian HEIs declined with almost 150: 

Figure 6.7: The number of foreign 
students enrolled at Norwegian HEIs 
2012-2016 (autumn semester; top 8 
countries) 
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7 HOUSING 

7.1 The housing stock 
According to the most recent population and housing census (2011), there were 660 000 

occupied dwellings in Oslo, Akershus and Østfold on census day, 19 November. A total of 

42.8 per cent were block apartments, while 32.9 per cent were detached houses. 

Almost 30 per cent of the entire stock of occupied dwellings in Norway 2011 was to be 

found in the Norwegian part of the megaregion. 56.4 per cent of all Norwegian block 

apartments were located here, yet only 18.6 per cent of the stock of Norwegian detached 

houses. Detached houses predominate in Østfold and Akershus with more than half of the 

housing stock in each county.  

Table 7.1: Occupied dwellings by type of housing (2011)   

 OCCUPIED 
DWELLINGS 

DETACHED 
HOUSE 

HOUSE 
WITH 2 

DWELLINGS 

ROW HOUSE, 
LINKED 

HOUSE OR 
HOUSE WITH 
3 DWELLINGS 

OR MORE 

MULTI-
DWELLING 
BUILDING 

COMMUNITY 
RESIDENCE 
AND OTHER 
BUILDING 

Østfold 124 011 70 934 13 765 16 990 17 610 4 588 

Akershus 230 111 116 436 24 392 37 508 45 102 6 673 

Oslo 305 715 29 654 20 177 29 960 219 503 6 420 

OAØ 659 837 217 025 58 334 84 458 282 215 17 682 

Proportion 
OAØ 

1 0.329 0.088 0.128 0.428 0.027 

Source: the Norwegian population and housing census (2011) 

 

Oslo has by far the lowest portion of dwellings in detached houses, with less than 10 per 

cent. Most municipalities with a low portion of dwellings in detached housesare in urban 

areas. These types of municipalities also have the highest portion of dwellings in houses 

with two dwellings, row houses and other small houses. 

In Oslo, as much as 72 per cent of all dwellings in 2011 were block apartments, meaning 

that 62 per cent of all residents in the capital lived in a block of flats. However, there were 

large differences between urban districts. In the inner city, between 85 and 95 per cent 

lived in a block of flats, while in the suburban districts of Oslo this was much less 

common. 

In OAØ, the number of dwellings in blocks of flats increased by 30 per cent from 2001 to 

2011, while the number of dwellings in detached houses increased by only 4 per cent in 

this period. The percentage of block apartments increased most in the Akershus. The 

increase in Oslo was below the national average. The future increase in the housing stock 

in Oslo and Akershus is expected to come primarily as multi-dwelling buildings. 
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In total, 28 per cent of all dwellings in Norway in 2011 had a utility floor space of less than 

80 square metres. In Oslo, as much as 58 per cent of all dwellings belonged to this size 

group. In the urban districts in the inner city east, the percentage of small dwellings was in 

fact very high, approximately 85 per cent. Out of 18 municipalities with a portion of small 

dwellings above the national average, 17 were cities or municipalities in the surroundings 

of Oslo. 

7.2 Housing policies 
Though Norway and Sweden are often considered to represent a shared Scandinavian 

model of welfare, their welfare arrangements differ from each other in a number of specific 

policy fields, not least in housing policy. In Norway, housing policy is based on home 

ownership, while in Sweden it is based in both renting and home ownership. Accordingly, 

the position of owner occupation varies across the megaregion. However, both in Norway 

and Sweden, there is a high percentage of indirect home-ownership, that is, tenant-

ownership and co-operative tenures. In both countries these forms of tenure have 

gradually evolved from being housing sectors partly decommodified by regulation of prices 

and transactions into ones that more and more resemble direct ownership.  

Traditionally, housing has not really managed to be part of the Norwegian welfare policy 

discourse, and housing is not a fundamental right by law in Norway. The municipalities 

have an obligation to assist people with trouble in the housing market, but the 

responsibility for the housing itself lies with the individual household. The only exception is 

direct assistance to people in situations of sudden/acute distress, who can obtain shelter 

for a few nights (Law on social services). 

Until the 1980s, Norway had strong state control with housing finance with supply 

subsidies for all kinds of tenures, but needs tests were extensive. Such controls were 

abolished in the 1990s. From then on, housing supply, demand and distribution has been 

determined by market reuirements. An important consequence of the trust in the housing 

market is that the volume of social housing in Norway is minimal. Only about 5 per cent of 

the housing stock consists of municipal, social housing. Thus, the housing policy includes 

the private market in solving housing problems for disadvantaged groups and households. 

Municipal housing policy has to take this option into account. As a consequence, many 

municipalities co-operate with the private rental market, on market conditions, to provide 

housing for disadvantaged households. 

The primary vision for the Norwegian housing policy is currently adequate and secure 

housing for all. The Housing and Building Department of the Ministry of Local Government 

and Modernization is responsible for implementing the government’s housing and building 

policy. Housing and building policy objectives are achieved through financial and 

legislative instruments, competence development, guidelines and information. The 

Norwegian State Housing Bank work closely with the Department. 

The overall objectives of the government’s housing and building policy are to seek to 

ensure that a) everyone has an adequate, secure place to live, b)  building matters are 

dealt with in an efficient and user-friendly manner, and c) homes, buildings and outdoor 

spaces are environmentally friendly and based on universal design principles.  
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The Department seeks to achieve these objectives by  

 ensuring favorable conditions for a well-functioning housing market,  

 providing homes for those who have difficulty entering the housing market,  

 ensuring sustainable quality, security and high aesthetic standards in the built 

environment, and 

 encouraging the building of more homes and buildings based on universal design 

principles.  

The main instruments for implementing housing policy are housing legislation (the House-

building Cooperatives Act, the Housing Cooperatives Act, the Joint Housing Ownership 

Act, the Landlord and Tenants Act, and the Act relating to the municipal right of pre-

emption with regard to apartment blocks) and the loans, subsidies and other support 

provided by the State Housing Bank. 

Another task for the Housing and Building Department is combating poverty and 

homelessness by providing homes for those who are unable to gain access to the housing 

market.Thus it assists persons with low incomes, such as refugees and persons with 

disabilities in setting up a home. 

The Norwegian State Housing Bank (NSHB) is the government’s main implementing 

agency for housing policy, and uses financial measures to facilitate the achievement of 

housing policy goals. The most important financial measures are basic loans, start-up 

loans, housing grants and housing allowances. The NSHB administers the government 

compensation scheme for renovation of schools and churches, and provides loans to day-

care centres and subsidises student housing. 

Since the mid-1990s there have been significant changes to the Norwegian housing 

policy. The main revisions have been towards a more selective policy: 

 An increased concern for the challenges of distinct sections of society (youth, the 

elderly, the poor, immigrants, homeless people), 

 The state as an enabler for well functioning housing markets, 

 A change from general subsidies to more targeted housing policy measures, 

 A new role for the NSHB: from housing bank to an instrument in the state’s welfare 

and housing policy directed at the poorest and/or most marginalized households, 

 The municipalities have gone from being enablers of housing for the general public 

to focusing more on the concern for disadvantaged groups, and 

 Housing policy is currently identified as being a part of national welfare policy and 

the state’s strategy for preventing and combating poverty. 

Trends in the Norwegian housing market, combined with the characteristics of the 

Norwegian wage formation processes, may lead to a lack of certain workers in the public 

sector. There are signs that increasing differences in the housing-price-to-salary ratio in 

the Oslo metropolitan area may lead to recruitment challenges within some public 

services, in particular health- and childcare. 
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A recent survey of regional differences in housing prices and housing debt from the Bank 

of Norway22 displayed that homebuyers in the large urban municipal centres in Oslo, 

Akershus and Østfold were more indebted than new homeowners in more peripheral parts 

of the region: 

Table 7.2: Regional housing price and housing debt indicators in OAØ (2014) 

REGION MEDIAN 
PRICE M2 

(NOK) 

MEDIAN PRICE / 
HOUSEHOLD 

INCOME 

MEDIAN 
GEARING 

PROPORTION OF 
HOUSEHOLDS WITH 

GEARING > 5 

Asker munic. 
(Akershus) 

42 000 4.3 3.3 20 % 

Bærum munic. 
(Akershus) 

42 000 4.2 3.3 20 % 

Follo (Akershus) 33 000 3.9 3.2 17 % 

Fredrikstad 
munic. (Østfold) 

22 000 3.2 2.9 13 % 

Moss munic. 
(Østfold) 

28 000 3.4 3.0 13 % 

Nedre Romerike 
(Akershus) 

30 000 3.7 3.1 16 % 

Oslo munic. 48 000 4.1 3.5 23 % 

Sarpsborg 
munic. (Østfold) 

17 000 3.0 2.8 13 % 

Rest of Østfold  19 000 2.9 2.6 11 % 

Øvre Romerike 
(Akershus) 

26 000 3.4 3.0 14 % 

Source: A. Kallåk Anundsen and S. Mæhlum (2017) 

While overall, the median price/household income has been somewhat reduced from 

2009 to 2014 in Norway, the median gearing has increased over the same time period. 

This displays that new Norwegian homeowners are becoming more vulnerable to reduced 

household income and raised interest rates. 

7.3 Holiday homes, regional interaction and commuting 
Commuting and travels to holiday homes constitute the main elements of regional 

interactions at the individual level in the Norwegian part of the megaregion, and in cross-

border relations with Västra Götaland. In one sense, second homes can be regarded as a 

recreational version of urban sprawl. In another sense, regional interactions due to second 

home usage, such as ‘recreational commuting’, can be approached as a way of 

negotiating regional identities. 

                                                
22 A. Kallåk Anundsen and S. Mæhlum (2017), Regionale forskjeller i boligpriser og gjeld. Norges Bank 
Aktuell kommentar nr. 4/2017. 
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The recreational hinterland of the Oslo metropolitan area is defined by a 200 kilometre 

radius from Oslo, which corresponds to being within a 4 hours driving distance from 

downtown Oslo by car. Large swaths of Västra Götaland and Värmland in Sweden is 

included into this hinterland. 

In the megaregion the border municipalities of Halden (NO) and Strömstad/Tanum (SE) 

constitute an emerging cross-border travel-to-work labour market, while Västra Götaland 

is integrated with Norway mainly by being where Norwegian households have second 

(holiday) homes. The price levels in the Swedish housing market makes real estate 

investments attractive to Norwegian citizens, not least since large parts of Västra 

Götaland (and Värmland) are within easy reach of residents of the Oslo metropolitan 

region in a 2-3 hours drive by car. Road improvements (and comfortable Swedish real 

estate price levels) have increasingly made Västra Götaland locations more accessible to 

Norwegian holiday homeowners. 

Figure 7.1: The proportion of holiday homes in Västra Götaland municipalities owned by 
Norwegian residents (left), and location of all holiday homes in Sweden owned by 
Norwegian residents (right) 2012 

 
Source: Statistics Sweden (2013) 

The number of holiday homes owned by foreign nationals in Sweden has more than 

doubled since the year 2000, mainly due to investments made by Danish and Norwegian 

citizens. The Norwegian owners of these second homes are mainly looking for real estate 

in Swedish läns bordering Norway – Västra Götaland, Värmland, and more recently 
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Jämtland as well, while Danish residents are focussing on obtaining second homes 

located in neighbouring Skåne and Halland.  

Since 2007, the number of holiday homes owned by Norwegians in the Swedish part of 

the megaregion have more than doubled, from almost 2000 in 2007 to 4821 in 2016. The 

entire growth in these household investments has come in areas close the Norwegian-

Swedish border. The number of holiday homes owned by Norwegians located south of 

Gothenburg remains negligible.  

Figure 7.2: The number of holiday homes owned by Norwegian residents in Västra 
Götaland, Halland and Skåne 2007-2016 

 
Source: Statistics Sweden 

 

By 2016, 40.1 per cent of all Swedish holiday homes owned by Norwegian residents were 

located in Västra Götaland, mostly in the coastal zone. Accessibility is essential – in 2016, 

72.3 per cent of all Swedish holiday homes owned by Norwegian residents were located 

in the two southernmost Swedish regions bordering Norway (Västra Götaland and 

Värmland). In Värmland, almost ¼ of the total stock of second homes are currently owned 

by Norwegian residents. 

A major caveat: as of 2016, approximately 23.1 per cent of holiday homes owned by 

Norwegian residents in Västra Götaland, Halland and Skåne were in fact owned by 

Swedish nationals living in Norway. This proportion has remained stable throughout the 

2011-2016 period. 

Swedish-owned holiday homes in Norway  

Statistics Norway published statistics on the nationality of holiday home owners in Norway 

for the first time in April 2017. While 6 % of all holiday homes in Sweden are foreign-

owned, only 2.5 % of the holiday homes in Norway are owned wholly or in part by citizens 

of other countries as of 2016. Of the stock of 10 630 foreign-owned holiday homes in 

Norway, about 1 in 4 (2 700 holiday homes) are owned by Swedes.  

The highest number of foreign-owned holiday homes in Norway are concentrated in rural, 

mountainous municipalities with or proximate to major ski resorts in the Hedmark, 

Oppland and Buskerud counties. A particularly high number of holiday homes owned by 
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Swedish nationals are concentrated in the Norwegian border municipality of Trysil (in 

Hedmark), a municipality in which the Swedish multinational SkiStar AB  is a major ski 

resort operator.23  

As of January 1st 2017, only 10.8 % of all the foreign-owned holiday homes in Norway are 

located in OAØ, with 533 foreign-owned holiday homes located in Østfold, 578 located in 

Akershus and a mere 17 located in Oslo. Akershus is currently the Norwegian county with 

the highest proportion of holiday/second homes owned by foreign nationals (4 per cent of 

all holiday homes), and Oslo has the lowest (0.7 per cent of all holiday homes). 

Using the same definition as Statistics Sweden (holiday homes owned by individuals 

residing abroad and not registered in the national/domestic population register), the 2016 

number of foreign-owned holiday homes in Norway is reduced to 2 957, of which more 

than a third (1 098 holiday homes) are owned by Swedish residents. By this measure, 

Norwegian holiday home-owners in Sweden outnumber their Swedish counterparts 

(Swedish holiday home owners in Norway) 10 to 1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
23 In 2016, their subsidiary SkiStar Norway AS had a total annual turnover of NOK 517 mill. and 664 (mostly 
part-time) employees, with resort operations in the two mountain municipalities Trysil and Hemsedal. 
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8 URBAN DEVELOPMENT, LAND USE 
AND PLANNING 

Digital maps of all urban areas (‘tettsteder’) in Norway may be downloaded from Statistics 

Norway at http://www.ssb.no/natur-og-miljo/geodata . The maps are available for all years 

2003 – 2016, and compressed as Winzip files. The compressed data are in SOSI and 

Shape formats, using the projection UTM zone 33 with datum WGS 84. Each annual, 

compressed file is about 65 MB. NB!: note that there is a break in the time series 2012-

2013 as the Statistics Norway definition of urban areas was revised between these two 

years. Following the new definition, the total urbanized area in Norway was reduced with 

some 12 per cent from 2012 to 2013, from a total of 2 423 km2 to 2 128 km2. 

In the OAØ territory, urban expansion has been most significant in Oslo and Jessheim. In 

the latter, this is mainly due to the opening of the main national airport at Gardermoen 

(Ullensaker) in 1997. Jessheim is the town closest to the airport (and the municipal centre 

of Ullensaker). The major urban areas of Oslo and Akershus have the most densely 

populated settlements, while urban sprawl remains a challenge in Halden, close to the 

Swedish border. 

The most rapidly urbanising part of the megaregion is Romerike in northern Akershus, 

mainly driven by the favourable and expanding local and regional labour market created 

by the opening of the Gardermoen airport in 1997. 

Table 8.1: Population and population densities 2000-2016 in major urban settlements in 
the megaregion 

URBAN 
AREA 

NAT. 
RANK 
(2016) 

NO. 
OF 
MUNI-
CIP. 

2000 2012 2013 2016 

Pop. Density 
(inh./km2) 

Pop. Density 
(inh./km2) 

Pop. Density 
(inh./km2) 

Pop. Density 
(inh./km2) 

Oslo (O, A)* 1 12 773498 2874 925242 3192 925228 3481 975744 3673 

Sarpsborg / 
Fredrikstad 
(Ø) 

6 2 93273 1493 105545 1568 106758 1867 109907 1889 

Moss (Ø, A) 11 3 33081 2023 43553 1893 44449 2120 46158 2121 

Halden (Ø) 18 1 21294 1704 23897 1553 24410 1755 25113 1767 

Ski (A) 27 2 12055 1920 13891 1990 14114 2223 18960 2021 

Jessheim 
(A) 

30 1 9522 1502 17319 1903 15367 2277 17221 2471 

Source: Statistics Norway. O: Oslo, A: Akershus, Ø: Østfold. *: the Oslo urban area incorporates areas in 
municipalities beyond Oslo and Akershus. 

 

Akershus and Østfold counties are the two top-producers of grain crops in Norway, with 

high-yield agricultural land bordering urban areas.  

The Oslo and Akershus counties introduced a joint regional land-use and transport plan in 

2015 to combat urban sprawl. Østfold county is in the process of developing a regional 

http://www.ssb.no/natur-og-miljo/geodata
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master plan (fylkesplan), with the aim of having a legally binding planning document 

available by 2018. 

The Norwegian part of the megaregion consist of 41 municipalities. In Oslo/Akershus, all 

municipalities have had population growth in the 2006-2016 period. In inner Østfold, the 

sparsely populated municipalities bordering Sweden have seen practically no population 

growth during the past decade (2006-2016). Aremark in southeastern Østfold is in fact the 

only municipality in the Norwegian part of the megaregion that saw population decline 

from 2006 to 2016. 

In a recent report on urban sprawl in Europe and its driving forces at the NUTS 2 regional 

level,24 the European Environmental Agency concluded that between 2006 and 2009 the 

levels of urban sprawl were particularly high in the Megaregion Western Scandinavia, both 

in absolute and relative terms. The EEA assessment was based on weighed urban 

proliferation (WUP) measures. The WUP measures the level of urban sprawl based on 

three components: 

 The size of the urban built-up area, 

 The spatial configuration (dispersion) of the urban built-up area, and 

 The uptake of the urban built-up area per inhabitant/job 
 

Of the 284 NUTS 2 regions assessed at the 1-km2 grid level, the relative change to WUP 

2006-2009 was in fact the highest in Oslo/Akershus – representing a major increase in 

urban sprawl albeit from a very low initial level. From 2006 to 2009, very large increases in 

WUP vere noted on the northern fringe of Oslo. The absolute increase in urban sprawl 

remains modest in Norway, where low levels of infrastructure, low population densities 

and large inland areas unsuitable for construction continue to hamper the spread of built-

up areas. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
24 European Environmental Agency (2016), Urban sprawl in Europe. EEA report no. 11/2016. 
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Figure 8.1-2: Changes in WUP values 2006-2009 at the NUTS 2 region level 

 
Source: European Environmental Agency (2016). Map 3.6, p. 74 

 

Of the 18.43 km2 (1848.3 hectares) of cultivated and arable land converted for other uses 

in Oslo, Akershus and Østfold 2005-2015, only half of this area, 9.7 km2, was converted 

for specified purposes. Of these 9.7 km2, 42 % was converted to housing and dwelling 

purposes while 25 % of the agricultural area was converted to develop commercial 

properties and industrial production. 

The amount of arable and cultivated land converted for unspecified purposes 2005-2015 

(not included in the figure below), some 8.7 km2, include conversions of land to establish 

golf courses or new natural protection areas, land converted for combined technical 

purposes as well as new forestation areas.  
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Figure 8.2: Conversion of cultivated and arable land for non-agricultural purposes in the 
Norwegian part of the megaregion (Oslo, Akershus, Østfold) 2005-2015 

 
Source: Statistics Norway/ KOSTRA (Municipality-State-Reporting) data base 
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9 ACCESSIBILITY AND TRANPORT 

9.1 Commuting 
The following presentation is based on data obtained through the latest Norwegian Travel 

Survey (2013-2014). In the Norwegian Travel Survey (NTS), two supplementary regional 

samples were obtained which covered the major urban parts of the Oslo-Akershus-Østfold 

territory: 

Table 9.1: Regional samples in the 2014-2014 Norwegian Travel Survey 

REGIONAL 
SAMPLE 

MUNICIPALITIES NO. OF 
INTERVIEWEES 

Glomma 
estuary 

Sarpsborg, Fredrikstad 1697 

Metropolitan 
Oslo 

Oslo, all Akershus municipalities, Hole and Røyken (Buskerud 
county), Lunner (Oppland county), Moss, Spydeberg, Askim and 
Hobøl (Østfold county) 

13 619 

 
Glomma estuary 

In the Sarpsborg and Fredrikstad conurbation, 2/3 of the commuting trips take place within 

each municipality. Only 8 % of the commuting trips goes to Oslo (5 %) or Akershus (3 %). 

The bulk of the commuting trips in Sarpsborg and Fredrikstad goes by car, either as driver 

(73 %) or as a passenger (4 %): 

Table 9.2: Modes of transport in commuting trips (travel purpose: travel to work). Percent. 

MODE OF TRANSPORT SARPSBORG FREDRIKSTAD TOTAL (S+F) 

Pedestrian 6 9 8 

Bicycle 4 7 5 

Motorbike 0 1 0 

Car driver 78 69 73 

Car passenger 3 5 4 

Public transport 9 10 10 

Total 100 100 100 

No. of trips in survey 489 632 1 121 

 

Compared to the findings in the previous Norwegian Travel Survey (2009), there has been 

no major change in choice of transportation modes for commuting trips in Sarpsborg and 

Fredrikstad from 2009 to 2013/14. 

Metropolitan Oslo 

Table 9.3 and table 9.4 displays the mode of transport taken by commuters in various 

parts of the greater Oslo area, depending of the location of their dwelling/point of 

departure (table 9.3) or the location of their point of arrival/place of work (table 9.4). 
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The modes of transport selected for commuting trips varies greatly between different parts 

of the Oslo metropolitan area. About half of all commutes goes by car, and the other half 

by more environmentally-friendly modes of transportation: 11% of the travel-to-work trips 

are pedestrian, 6% are by bicycle, and 30% by public transport (excluding trips made by 

taxi or airplane). 

Those that live in Oslo municipality has a significantly larger proportion of pedestrian trips 

or commutes by public transportation than those living in Akershus or in peripheral parts 

of the Oslo metropolitan area (i.e. in counties other than Akershus). 

Table 9.3: Mode of transport selected for commuting trips by locations of travellers’ point 
of departure (dwelling). Percent. 

METROPOLITAN 
ZONE 

PEDESTRIAN BICYCLE PUBLIC 
TRANSPORT 

CAR 
DRIVER 

CAR 
PASSENGER 

OTHER 

Metropolitan Oslo 11 6 30 50 2 1 

       

Oslo municipality 16 9 41 31 2 2 

Akershus county 7 4 25 59 3 1 

Metro peripheries in 
other counties 
(Buskerud, Oppland, 
Østfold) 

7 3 13 73 3 1 

       

Oslo CBD and inner 
city area 

25 10 44 17 2 2 

Oslo west 13 16 34 32 2 3 

Oslo northeast 7 3 44 43 2 1 

Oslo south 8 6 37 47 2 1 

       

Asker and Bærum (Ak.) 10 5 30 51 2 1 

Nedre Romerike region 
(Ak.) 

6 4 24 63 3 1 

Øvre Romerike region 
(Ak.) 

5 1 15 75 2 1 

Follo region (Ak.) 8 5 29 53 3 2 

       

Southern Buskerud 8 4 15 70 2 1 

Ringerike, Hadeland 
and Odalen regions 
(Oppland, Hedmark) 

4 1 12 81 2 0 

Northern Østfold 5 4 9 76 4 2 
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Only 10% of all commuting trips to workplaces in the Oslo central business district (CBD) 

are made by car, while almost 2/3 of such commutes are made by public transport. 

Among the commutes that end in other parts of inner Oslo, 47% are made by public 

transport and less than ¼ are made by car. To workplaces located outside of the Oslo 

municipality, more than 60% of all commutes are made by car – either as a driver or as a 

car passenger. 

Table 9.4: Mode of transport selected for commuting trips by locations of travellers’ point 
of arrival (place of work). Percent. 

METROPOLITAN 
ZONE 

PEDESTRIAN BICYCLE PUBLIC 
TRANSPORT 

CAR 
DRIVER 

CAR 
PASSENGER 

OTHER 

Oslo CBD 17 6 65 10 1 1 

Oslo inner area 19 9 47 22 2 1 

Oslo west 10 12 39 36 2 1 

Oslo northeast 6 4 33 54 2 1 

Oslo south 10 7 34 47 2 0 

       

Asker and Bærum 
(Ak.) 

9 5 26 56 3 1 

Nedre Romerike region 
(Ak.) 

6 3 16 70 3 1 

Øvre Romerike region 
(Ak.) 

6 2 13 75 2 2 

Follo region (Ak.) 9 5 21 59 4 1 

       

Southern Buskerud 8 5 13 73 2 0 

Ringerike, Hadeland 
and Odalen regions 
(Oppland, Hedmark) 

5 2 8 84 1 0 

Northern Østfold 5 5 6 78 4 3 

Source: The Norwegian Travel Survey 2013 

9.2 Public transport services between the Oslo and 
Gothenburg/Malmoe  

Oslo, Gothenburg and Malmoe are served by several modes of public transport. While the 

direct train service Oslo-Copenhagen was terminated with the opening of the Øresund 

bridge in 2001, train services has to a large extent been replaced by a service of long-haul 

express coaches.  
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Figure 9.1: Number of daily departures Oslo – Gothenburg (left) and Oslo – Malmoe 
(right) by public transport provider. January 2017.  

*: via Copenhagen 

9.3 Transportation networks and infrastructure 
Beyond train scheduling, there has been limited cooperation in the field of rail 

infrastructure development in Norway and Sweden since the 1990s. Then, there were 

some top-level meetings held to discuss the development of cross-border 

infrastructure(s). National rail authorities, both in Sweden and in Norway, have 

commissioned rail development studies independently, as have regional bodies such as 

the Oslo-Gothenburg collaboration and The Scandinavian Arena, the latter which 

stretches territorially from Oslo to Copenhagen.  

Consequently, there is a lack of data on the modes of transport chosen by individuals in 

cross-border transportation between Oslo and Gothenburg. A 2007 assessment estimated 

the following distribution by passenger volume:  

 Travels by train  10-15 % 

 Travels by airplane  10 % 

 Travels by bus  15-30 % 

 Travels by private car 55-65 % 

In terms of personal transportation, the main challenge is due to the fact that travelling by 

car is a more rapid form of transportation between Oslo and Gothenburg than travelling by 

train. The Oslo-Gothenburg railway does not allow for high-speed rail travels. Half of the 

distance Oslo-Gothenburg is covered by single track railways, and there are currently no 

major infrastructural improvements planned for the Norway-Sweden railway bottleneck 

between Halden (Norway) and Öxnered (Sweden). 

There is a limited capacity of the transportation of goods in the Oslo-Gothenburg corridor. 

The number of freight trains crossing the Norway-Sweden border has been in a steep 

decline since 2009, while the number of passenger trains crossing the border has 

remained comparatively stable (see figure 9.2): 
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Figure 9.2: number of annual train border crossings at Kornsjö (Norway/Sweden) 2005-
2014  

 

Source: The Norwegian Rail Authority (2016) 

During the last decade, the number of Norwegians visiting Sweden has varied 

significantly. The financial crisis in 2008-2009 had a significant impact on mobility levels, 

both on the volume of business as well as vacation trips. Overall, the total number of 

Norwegians travelling to Sweden reached its lowest level in eleven years in 2016. The last 

five years the travel volume has been in decline, mainly due to a steep reduction in the 

number of vacation trips: 

 Figure 9.3: Total number of Norwegian travels to Sweden (1000s) 

 

Source: Statistics Norway, table 05717 

Road traffic flows  

Currently, more vehicles are crossing the bridges on the E6 at Svinesund (NO/SE) than 

the number of vehicles crossing the Øresund bridge between Sweden and Denmark. And 

while there are more than 20 000 vehicles crossing from Denmark to Sweden or vice 

versa at Øresund every day, daily more than 30 000 vehicles are crossing from Sweden to 
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Østfold or vice versa. And this number does not include the vehicles crossing the 

Norwegian-Swedish border at Magnor, in Hedmark county. 

Table 9.5: Traffic volume at border crossings as of Jan. 2017 

BORDER CROSSING DAILY NUMBER OF VEHICLES 

Svinesund 21 663 

Total at 6 minor crossings between 
Svinesund and Ørje/Töckfors 

1 986 

Ørje/Töckfors 6 522 

Total at 5 minor crossings between 
Ørje and Magnor/Eda 

768 

Magnor/Eda 7 500 

TOTAL 38 439 

Source: http://www.vegvesen.no/en/traffic/on-the-road/traffic-information 

 

With 1,5 persons in average in each vehicle, an estimated 57 000 persons cross the 

Norwegian-Swedish border by road through Magnor/Eda or at Østfold border crossings to 

the south of Magnor/Eda. In comparison, merely 800 passengers cross the border by rail 

daily at Magnor or at Kornsjø. The latter number is based on the Norwegian Rail 

Authorities, who reported 473 000 cross-border passengers by rail in 2014. Some 300 000 

of these passengers were estimated to pass through at Magnor or Kornsjø. 

Cross-border infrastructure and transportation 

The Swedish border areas have a stagnant population, while on the Norwegian side of the 

border the population is increasing. The population growth in Norway is in part due to the 

proximity to the Oslo metropolitan area. The stagnating population in the Swedish part of 

the territory is partly due to rural de-population as well as a lack of major urban centres. 

Commuting and border trade in inner Østfold 

More than 5000 individuals commute from Värmland to Norway. The cross-border 

commuting is particularly significant from Årjäng (Sweden) to the Oslo, Marker and 

Eidsberg municipalities in Norway. The two latter are border municipalities. If relative 

cross-border commuting flows are included, Årjäng could occasionally be included in the 

Oslo functional labour market area.  

Figure 9.4: a selection of daily commuting flows (both directions) through inner Østfold  

 
Source: Swedish road authority, 2017 

http://www.vegvesen.no/en/traffic/on-the-road/traffic-information
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While the commuting increased towards the urban center municipalities in Sweden 2004-

2014, commuting volumes from smaller towns (Kongsvinger, Askim) towards Oslo 

stagnated or even reduced somewhat during the same time period. Cross-border labour 

migration is mainly uni-directional, from Sweden to Norway, while retail shopping trips 

mainly go in the opposite direction. Labour commuting from Norway to Sweden is 

negligible, and there are few indications that these general flows are changing. The 

majority of male labour migrants from Värmland work in construction in the Oslo 

metropolitan area, whereas female commuters to Norway from Värmland are occupied in 

the hospitality industry, in health and in social care services. 

Nortura is the main employer of Swedish manpower in inner Østfold. Some 100 Swedes 

commute daily to the Nortura food production facility in Eidsberg municipality. This 

represents some 30% of all employees at the plant. The majority of the Swedes commute 

by car, typically by car-pooling arrangements. 

Cross-border retail trade is extensive, and has increased in value (nominally) by almost 

3,6 % annually from 2006Q3 to 2016Q3. In Värmland, almost 1/3 of total retail trade 

turnover is attributed to customers visiting from Norway. Töcksfors shopping center in 

Årjäng was established in 2005, and 5 % of their employees are in-commuting from 

Østfold. The bus service that previously ran from Mysen (the administration centre of 

Eidsberg) to Töckfors (a settlement in Årjäng municipality) had few passengers and was 

not profitable, and ceased its cross-border operations in 2013.  

 
Road and rail connections in the Østfold interior 

E18 is, together with E10, E14 and E6 one of the main road connections between Norway 

and Sweden. Oslo is a national logistics hub for traded goods. For the Norwegian 

business community, E18 southeastwards from Oslo is the second most important road 

connection linking Norway to foreign markets, and an estimated 300 lorries cross the 

border at Ørje/Töckfors (E18) every day. The E18 thoroughfare has been upgraded 

through Østfold. This has increased the number of car trips – with significantly larger 

amounts in Østfold than in Värmland. The Oslo-Mysen railway is in need of upgrading. 

The railway stations Ski-Mysen have recently been refurbished. 

The public transport market share is limited, both in inner Østfold and in Värmland. In 

Østfold, public transport stand at 6 % of all passenger transport and in Värmland public 

transport’s market share stands at 12 %. At present, the long-haul express service Oslo-

Karlstad-Stockholm is served by 3-6 daily departures with 5-10 halts on the way on the 

Swedish side (yet none between Oslo and Töckfors). On weekdays, Mysen and Ørje is 

served by a single bus service on the Norwegian side. On the Swedish side, the Karlstad 

700 bus service has its end destination at Töckfors. There is a ‘missing link’ public 

transport-wise across the national border.  

A 2014 feasibility study of improved public transport connections between Töckfors and 

Mysen concluded that a Töckfors-Mysen bus service still remains commercially unviable. 

Coastal Østfold 

The E6 at Svinesund is the most important road connecting Norway to other countries, 

both in terms of passenger numbers as well as freight transport volumes. On average, 
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some 50 000 individuals as well as 2 500 lorries pass through at Svinesund at any day. In 

total, approximately 5/6 of all individuals and ¾ of all loaded goods to/from Norway pass 

through the main road border crossings in southeastern Norway at Svinesund, Ørje or 

Magnor. The E6 is part of the TEN-T infrastructure. The road standard is good, and it 

provides a four-lane connection all the way from Oslo to Gothenburg.  

The western line of the railway through Østfold has a decent technical standard, but the 

overhead line between Fredrikstad and Sarpsborg is outdated and needs to be replaced. 

Transportation capacities are limited, even with double tracks between Oslo and Ski (in 

Akershus). Southwards from Moss (in Østfold), single tracks and few and brief crossing 

tracks are particularly delimiting for freight transport. The Østfold railway is served by 

regional and Intercity passenger services, local passenger services and freight services. 

Daily, three intercity services of the Norwegian State Railways are extended from their 

regular final destination at Halden to Gothenburg.  

In Norway, upgrades to the Østfold line is a national priority with the completion of the 

Follo railway tunnel (Oslo-Ski) in 2022, double tracks from Moss via Fredrikstad to 

Sarpsborg in 2026 and double track extensions all the way to Halden around 2034. From 

Sweden, no major railway improvements towards Norway have been scheduled until 

2027. 

In the longer term, the challenge of this railway connection remains its ability to take a 

share of the continuously increasing road transportation volumes on E6. In order for this to 

take place, rail improvements must be prioritised rather than new capacity improvements 

to the regional road network. A double track to Halden will improve rail capacities, but the 

bottleneck from Halden (NO) to Dals Rostock (SE) will remain. Rail improvements will be 

significant for freight transport, but will also enable more frequent passenger transport 

services by train between Oslo and Gothenburg (with extensions towards Malmoe and 

Copenhagen). Increased traffic volumes are contingent upon a willingness to provide 

subsidies for cross-border services from the part of the buyer (national or regional 

authorities), since these rail services will not be commercially viable from the outset. 

The Oslo-Gothenburg corridor in the Norwegian National Transport Plan (2018-
2029) proposal 

In April 2017, the Norwegian government presented its proposal for a national transport 

plan for the 2018-2029 period (NTP 2018-2029). In NTP 2018-2029, the government 

propose to use 1 064 billion NOK over the coming 12 years on modernising the 

transportation infrastructure and on the development of safer, more efficient and greener 

transport solutions. 

In the Oslo-Gothenburg corridor (the stretch from Oslo to the Swedish border at 

Svinesund), improvements to the rail infrastructure constitute the bulk of new investments 

in the beginning of the planning period. When the double rail from Oslo to Ski is 

completed in 2021, rail services between Oslo and Follo in Akershus will be much 

improved. Intercity development will then proceed gradually southwards, with new double 

track segments to be completed in 2024 (Sandbukta-Såstad; Haug-Seut), and completed 

all the way to Sarpsborg in 2026. The Intercity double track development will eventually be 

completed all the way to Halden in 2034. When completed, these rail projects will improve 
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rail services domestically and reduce travel times between Oslo and Gothenburg, as 

travel time between Oslo and Halden should be reduced with 40 minutes. 

Table 9.6: major OAØ rail and road projects proposed in NTP 2018-2029 (investments in 
mill. NOK) 

PROJECT TYPE DISTANCE 
(KM) 

GOV’T INVESTMENT 
2018-2023 

GOV’T INVESTMENT 
2024-2028 

Sandbukta-Moss-
Såstad 

Rail 9 6 968 780 

Haug-Seut Rail 16 3 778 990 

Seut-Sarpsborg Rail 18 300 7 478 

Outer IC Østfold Rail 23  363 

E18 Retvet-Vinterbro Road 17 1285 3 315 

Oslo-Ski 
(completion) 

Rail 19 11 027 620 

 

The corridor from Oslo to Sweden through the Østfold interior will benefit from both minor 

road and rail improvement projects, as well.  

Cost-benefit estimates of high-speed rail Oslo-Gothenburg (2012-2013) 

In 2010, the Norwegian ministry of transportation commissioned the Norwegain Rail 

Authority to assess the potential for high speed rail in Norway. The findings were 

presented in 2012-2013. A range of domestic and international connections were studied: 

1. Oslo – Kristiansand – Stavanger 

2. Oslo – Bergen 

3. Oslo – Trondheim 

4. Oslo – Gothenburg 

5. Oslo – Stockholm 

6. Bergen – Haugesund – Stavanger 

Only the Oslo-Trondheim and Oslo-Gothenburg connections were subject to a full cost-

benefit analysis. The assessments regarding a Oslo-Gothenburg connection are 

presented in the following. With respect to the cost-benefit analysis, only costs and 

benefits incurred from Oslo to the Swedish border were calculated for the Oslo-

Gothenburg connection. 

The Norwegian Rail Authority commissioned a German consortium (VWI) to analyse the 

potential of Norwegian high speed rail connections. In addition, a Norwegian consortium 

was asked to provide complementary cost-benefit analyses, based on the methodology of 

the Norwegian Rail Authority (JBV) on making investment decisions under uncertainty. 

The concept proposed by VWI would require a single track high speed rail between Råde 

(south of Moss) to the Norwegian-Swedish border south of Halden. Of the 313 km. 

connection Oslo-Gothenburg, 65 km. of new high speed rail tracks would be required in 

Norway, and 170 km. of new high speed rail tracks would need to be installed in Sweden. 
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Between Oslo and Gothenburg there would be stops in Moss, Sarpsborg/Fredrikstad, 

Halden and Trollhättan. The connection could be served by hourly departures Oslo-

Halden, and departures Oslo-Gothenburg every second hour.  

The passenger volume would expect to increase, and by 2020 the total passenger volume 

Oslo-Gothenburg was estimated to be 14 400 daily passengers (in both directions), of 

which high speed rail would constitute 6 100 passengers (34 per cent of all passengers). 

More than half of the increase in total passenger transports would come by car or express 

coach services, but 46 per cent would come as an increase in rail transport. Increased air 

transport Oslo-Gothenburg would be negligible. 

The two cost-benefit assessments produced very different results. Half of the difference in 

outcomes was due to the fact that VWI quantified employment effects and included these 

in the gross benefits. The two methods also differed in terms of their environmental impact 

assessments, reductions in travel time costs and operator costs. 

Table 9.7: Cost-benefit assessments of a Oslo-Gothenburg high speed rail (2012; millions 
NOK) 

 NORW. RAIL AUTHORITY (JBV) VWI DIFFERENCE 

Gross benefit 7 381 22 633 15 252 

Investments -10 617 -12 724 -2 107 

Tax funding of investments -2 123 0 2 123 

Net benefit -5 359 9 909 15 268 

 

Complementary market analyses and expected revenue estimates of a Oslo-Gothenburg 

high speed rail connection assessed two alternatives - one alternative with a connection 

by Moss and Fredrikstad in Østfold (alternative A) and another with a direct connection 

from Ski (Akershus) to Sarpsborg (in Østfold) (alternative B).  

Alternative A, via Moss og Fredrikstad, was estimated to carry 4.67 million passengers in 

2024, increasing to about 5.8 million passengers in 2043. Estimated travel time Oslo-

Gothenburg would be 2 hrs. 18 min. The largest number of boarding passengers were 

expected to board and disembark in Oslo, Fredrikstad and Gothenburg. In general, the 

number of passengers travelling the whole distance of the Oslo-Gothenburg connection 

were expected to be lower than for any of the domestic high-speed connections explored 

in Norway, although this is somewhat countered by the higher number of passengers on 

the high speed inter-city connections on the Norwegian side (Oslo-Fredrikstad-Sarpsborg) 

as well as between Trollhättan and Gothenburg in Sweden. Total investments required for 

the alternative A connection was estimated to be 66 billion NOK (360 million NOK per 

kilometer of high speed rail). The investment analysis displayed a negative net present 

value of -59 billion NOK.  

Ignoring the investement costs, and regarding a business case where the income merely 

should cover operation and maintenance costs of the rail operator, the net income over a 

25 year period was estimated to amount to 1.1 billion NOK, which would correspond to an 

annual operating profit of 10.5 per cent for the rail operator.  
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Alternative B, which would require a direct high speed rail between Ski and Sarpsborg, 

would yield 3.72 million passengers in 2024 increasing to 4.3 million passengers in 2043. 

In alternative B, the travel time Oslo-Gothenburg would be 1 hr. 40 min. The highest 

number of boarding and disembarking passengers would be in Oslo, but there would be 

significant demand for passenger transport in Gothenburg, Trollhättan and Sarpsborg as 

well. Total investments for this alternative was estimated to be somewhat higher than for 

alternative A (69 billion NOK), although somewhat lower per kilometer of high speed rail 

(354 million NOK). The investment analysis displayed a negative net present value of -

48.5 billion NOK for alternative B.  

Ignoring the investement costs, and regarding a business case where the income merely 

should cover operation and maintenance costs of the rail operator, the net income over a 

25 year period for alternative B was estimated to amount to 978 million NOK, which would 

correspond to an annual operating profit of 11 per cent for the rail operator. 
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10 ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY 

10.1 Air, water quality and greenhouse gas emissions 
There has been a general improvement in local air quality in Norway since the 1990s, but 

there are still temporary problems in several towns due to local weather conditions, 

particularly in wintertime. Particulate matter (PM10 and PM2.5) and nitrogen dioxide (NO2) 

are the most important components of local air pollution, and the limit values for NO2 

concentrations are regularly exceeded in the major cities: 

Figure 10.1: Hours of NO2 exceedances in major Norwegian cities 2009-2015 

 
Source: NLOD, national database for air quality surveillance 
 

Road traffic is the dominant source of local air pollution, including both exhaust emissions 

and asphalt dust generated by studded tyres. Fuelwood use is another important source 

of particulate matter. Since 1998, new wood-burning stoves have had to meet legal 

standards for emissions of particulate matter. To encourage the replacement of old, 

polluting stoves, Oslo has introduced a system of partial rebates.  

In addition to air pollution, traffic noise is increasingly being acknowledged as an 

environmental problem in Norwegian cities. Noise pollution is currently the environmental 

problem that affects the largest number of people in Norway. 

Water quality 

The state of the environment along the Norwegian coastal waters is for the most part 

good, but several areas are heavily influenced by human activities. The southern half of 

the Norwegian coastline is most strongly affected, especially along the Skagerrak coast, 

which includes the Østfold, Akershus and Oslo coastal zone.  

The main part of Oslo, Akershus and Østfold belongs to the Glomma river basin district. 

Freshwater management in the river basin is coordinated in a joint regional plan, which 

came into effect in 2016. The ecological condition of freshwater resources in the Glomma 

river basin is generally assessed as good or very good, although the main ecological 

challenges are to be found in the coastal areas, where most of the population live: 
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Table 10.1: The ecological status of surface waters in the Glomma river basin (2015) 

 RIVERS LAKES COASTAL AREAS 

Number % Length 
(km) 

Number % Area 
(km2) 

Number % Area 
(km2) 

High 194 13.2 9 371 91 18.9 124 1 2.8 240 

Good 705 47.7 30 130 238 49.5 850 4 11.1 1 016 

Moderate 423 28.6 11 107 107 22.2 246 29 80.6 433 

Poor 102 6.9 24 230 23 4.8 51 2 5.6 10 

Bad 36 2.4 638 11 2.3 10 0 0 0 

Unclassified 17 1.2 436 11 2.3 2 0 0 0 

Source: Regional plan for water management in the Glomma river basin 2016-2021 

 
Greenhouse gas emissions 

In Norway, the main sources of greenhouse gas emissions are oil and gas production, 

road traffic and manufacturing industries. Norwegian emissions from oil and gas 

production has increased 83 % since 1990, and emissions from transport has increased 

with a third since 1990.  

In Oslo, Akershus and Østfold transport emissions constitute the bulk of all greenhouse 

gas emissions. In 2015, 58.9 % of all greenhouse gas emissions from the three counties 

was due to road traffic. Both in relative and absolute terms, local GHG emissions from 

road traffic has been on the increase 2009-2015, although total GHG emissions have 

declined slightly: 

Table 10.2: Sources of greenhouse gas emission to the air (1000 tonnes CO2 equivalents) 
in Oslo, Akershus and Østfold 

  2009 2011 2013 2015 

All sources 4 686 4 685 4 826 4 455 

Manufacturing industries and mining 463 435 330 268 

Energy supply 314 428 428 413 

Heating in other industries and households 699 500 493 284 

Road traffic 2 445 2 510 2 574 2 616 

Aviation, navigation, fishing, motor equip. etc. 228 247 451 342 

Agriculture 300 300 295 319 

Other 239 264 255 213 

Source: Statistics Norway, table 10608 
 

The map below visualises CO2 emissions from power and heat, transport (excluding 
aviation and shipping) and industry (excluding oil and gas production) in the megaregion 
Western Scandinavia. Power/heat production is distributed by population density, while 
transport emissions have been allocated to the road network based on actual emissions. 
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Industry sources are located to actual sites (for instance chemicals and refining north of 
Gothenburg in Västra Götaland). 
 

Figure 10.2: Energy-related CO2 emissions in the megaregion 2013 

 
Source: IEA, Nordic Energy Research (2016), Nordic Energy Technology Perspectives 2016. Source data 
available at www.iea.org/etp/Nordic. 

10.2 Climate and energy measures in Oslo 
The city of Oslo has in recent years worked towards ambitious climate targets: to ensure 

public transport is climate neutral by 2020; to reduce CO2 emissions from fossil energy 

sources by 50 % by 2020; and to become carbon neutral by 2050. The current city 

council, which was elected in September 2015, updated the climate targets in early 2016 

to become even more ambitious: to reduce GHG emissions by 50 % by 2020, and by 95% 

by 2030 (compared to 1990 levels). 

The city of Oslo has developed a climate and energy strategy, which was recently 

strengthened. The strategy focuses on urban development through the planning of urban 

areas around public transport hubs, the building of new infrastructure for renewable 

transport fuelling (battery charging, hydrogen and biofuels), preparing for fossilfree 

transport (freight, public and private transport), increasing the use of public transport, 

cycling and walking, contributing to the increased utilisation of local energy resources, 

both for heating and electricity, and implementation of energy efficiency measures. 

In recent years, the city has seen the large-scale rollout of charging stations for electric 

vehicles (EVs). As of March 2016, Oslo had 1996 public EV charging points, a quarter of 

the national total and one for every 330 residents in the city. 

The transport sector is the end-use sector that must undergo the greatest changes to 

meet the GHG emissions target for 2050. To reduce or eliminate dependence on fossil 
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fuels in road freight,deployment of alternative technologies is needed, such as plug-in 

hybrids, sustainable biofuels, compressed natural gas or hydrogen fuel cells. The latter is 

the only of these alternatives that has the potential to totally eliminate fossil-fuel 

dependence. The number of battery electric vehicles in Oslo has increased from less than 

1 000 in 2010 to around 15 000 in 2015. This increase will need to continue so as to meet 

the future emissions targets. 

Figure 10.3: Public EV charging points in inner Oslo as of March 2016 

 
Source: www.ladepunkter.no 
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11 REGIONAL GOVERNANCE 

11.1 Multi-level distribution of responsibilities 
In Norway, the distribution of responsibilities among different levels of multilevel 

governance is a policy field in motion. Since the current Conservative/Progress party 

government took office in October 2013, it has initiated reform processes both addressing 

the municipal as well as the regional governance structure. The stated objective has been 

to improve the efficiency as well as the effectiveness of public sector service provision, 

and to improve spatial planning by territorial restructuring at the county as well as the 

municipal level. The long-term aim is to reduce both the number of municipalities as well 

as the number of counties in Norway. 

A government bill with proposals both on a new multilevel governance structure as well as 

a new distribution of responsibilities to new, larger municipal and regional administrative 

entities was presented in the spring of 2017, with the revisions to the multilevel 

governance structure in Norway to be implemented by January 1st 2020. 

In Norway, public management is based on the subsidiary principle, which indicates that 

responsibility for social affairs shall be placed on the lowest effective administrative level. 

Norwegian municipalities are generally small, and the span bewteen the national and the 

local level is often too large for effective public management. Many tasks are therefore left 

for the municipalities and the county councils to deal with.  

Most state agencies are divided into regional units with considerable autonomy. This 

allows for flexibility to adapt policies to specific regional conditions, but also for planning 

and implementation of necessary restructuring processes in which some communities 

may fare better than others. 
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Table 11.1: The multi-level distribution of responsibilities in Norway 

RESPONSIBILITY COUNTY COUNCILS MUNICIPALITY OTHER/SECTORAL 
AUTHORITIES  

Economic development Regional development, 
tourism 

Tourism Trade and industry 
subsidies 

Employment  Integration and language 
education for immigrants 

Unemployment 
insurance, labour 
inspections, employment 
policies (local job 
centres) 

Social policy Certain social services 
(e.g. foster homes) 

Shared responsibility 
with state authorities 
regarding child welfare, 
specialized social 
services, social welfare, 
kindergartens, care for 
the elderly 

Sick pay, child benefits, 
elderly pensions, shared 
responsibility with 
municipalities regarding 
child welfare  

Transport Public transport Transport  

Spatial planning Regional planning Municipal planning 
(physical and socio-
economic) 

 

Housing  Disadvantaged groups Start-up loans, housing 
grants to marginalised 
groups 

Education Secondary education Education (1st to 10th 
grade) 

Higher education, 
research policy 

Vocational training Shared responsibility 
with state authorities 

 Shared responsibility 
with county councils 

Environment Environment Environment  

Culture, recreation, sport Culture Culture, sports Certain cultural activities 

Public health, health Dental health Public health Food control, hospitals 

Public order and safety  Civil protection  

Public administration  Citizen services 
regarding taxation and 
tax collection in 
cooperation with state 
authorities 

Citizen services 
regarding taxation and 
tax collection in 
cooperation with 
municipalities, public 
administration over and 
above administrative 
responsibilities exercised 
at regional or local levels 

Public utilities County roads Municipal roads National roads 

 
Regional and municipal reforms in Norway (2017) 

From 1980 and onwards the Norwegian county councils ran the hospitals, while local 

medical services has been operated by the municipalities. The county councils are 

responsible for public dental care and secondary education. They are also important 
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bodies in the sector of transportation with a responsibility for regional roads and public 

transport in their area, for regional development and special instruments for rural 

development, and they are responsible for regional planning.25 

The first reform that fundamentally changed the Norwegian regional level after 1976 took 

place in 2001, when the hospitals were taken over by the state. The county councils had 

for several years been criticised for a lack of regional priorities and weak budget control in 

the health sector. The new reform aimed at improving these conditions. 

When comparing the type of county council Norway had in 1980 with the present situation 

(2017), the differences are striking. Most importantly, the former role as service provider 

has partly been replaced by that of a coordination function or a network node.  

The coordination functions are most visible in three areas. First, in the area of regional 

development, in which county councils traditionally have had a coordinating role, a 2010 

reform transferred additional responsibilities to the local and regional levels to strengthen 

growth, employment and coordination by building on qualities of places, regional and local 

opportunities and preferences. New and vitalized planning tools were assigned to the 

county councils with the revision of the Norwegian Planning and Building Act in 2008. 

Secondly, the counties has been assigned a coordination role as River Basin District 

Authorities in the implementation of the EU Water Framework Directive. Thirdly, county 

councils has been given the new task of promoting public health through their own policies 

and activities, yet in collaboration with local governments/municipalities in the region. 

However, the political and administrative structure of the Norwegian county councils has 

not been changed during this period. Direct political elections and the separate tax 

income, both celebrated as main pillars of regional self-governance in a 1976 reform, 

have been retained. So has the geographical division into 19 counties. However, it is hard 

to predict for how long this model will persist: 

In April 2017 the Norwegian government issued a proposal to transform Norway’s 19 

counties into 10 or 11 new counties plus Oslo. This include a proposed merger of the 

Østfold, Akershus and Buskerud county councils into a single new administrative regional 

entity surrounding Oslo. 

At the same time, the government introduced a reform of the municipal structure, which 

would reduce the number of Norwegian municipalities from 428 to 358. In the OAØ 

territory, the number of municipalities will be reduced from 41 to 33. The required 

municipal mergers are a combination of both voluntary and forced ones, and include some 

voluntary municipal mergers across county boundaries (both Østfold/Akershus and 

Akershus/Buskerud borders). The government reform proposal was confirmed in its 

entirety by the Norwegian parliament on June 8th 2017.  

The coordinated regional and municipal restructuring is set to be put into effect from 

January 1st 2020. As a part of the forthcoming Norwegian parliamentary elections on 

September 11th 2017, the current parliamentary opposition parties (the social democrats, 

the agrarian party and the socialist left) have indicated that with them in government, parts 

                                                
25 J. Torfing et al. (2015), The Scandinavian regional model: accounting for the shift from convergence to 
divergence. Scandinavian Journal of Public Administration vol 19. no. 4, p. 7-28. 
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of the recently proposed regional and municipal reforms might be put into reverse, in 

particular those involving forced mergers of municipalities.  

As a part of the regional and municipal reforms, the government has also proposed 

revisions in the distribution of responsibilties between the county councils and the 

municipalities. The main foreseen transfers of responsibilities to/from and between the two 

administrative levels include: 

 Dental care (to be tranferred from the county councils to the municipalities) 

 Some additional welfare services to the municipalities (child care, social housing) 

 Public transport (to be conditionally transferred from the county councils to some 

metropolitan municipalities) 

 Procurement of domestic aviation services (to be transferred from state to county 

councils) 

 Funding of selected cultural institutions and events (to be transferred from state to 

county councils effective from 2018) 

 Cultural heritage responsibilties (to be transferred from state level to county 

councils) 

A government expert committee was appointed in mid-June 2017, mandated with the task 

of proposing a revised set of task and responsibilities for the reformed county level. The 

committee proposals are to be reported by February 1st 2018.  

11.2 Budget and finances 
Revenues 

Municipalities are subject to strict regulation under the current governance system in 

Norway, and have limited scope for influencing their own revenues, with the exception of 

some leeway with regard to property taxation. This governance regime is primarily the 

result of the large gap between small and large municipalities – these have the same 

responsibilities, but very different resources.  

The general, lump-sum funding of municipalities generally works well, but it remains 

challenging to ensure fiscal discipline and control of debts and pension liabilities. There is 

excessive central government intervention in how the local government sector shall solve 

its statutory duties, despite the lump-sum funding. This results in unclear responsibilities 

for service offerings.  

The organization and financing of the local public sector in Norway attempt at combining 

local democracy with an agency role in welfare services. Local governments are an 

integrated part of the welfare state and run about half of public service production. Since 

equalization of services is a central goal of the welfare state, service provision and 

financing are subject to central regulation. The local governments have been integrated in 

the welfare state by national laws, and the legal and financial framework established for 

the local public sector should be understood in this context.  

Total local government revenue amounts to around 17 percent of GDP, and the table 11.2 

provides an overview of the major revenue sources as of 2008 of both municipalities and 

county councils. Local revenues (taxes and user charges) amounted to 55 percent of total 
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revenues in the local public sector. Block grants and earmarked grants were then of 

roughly the same magnitude, and accounted for nearly 20 percent each. Interest and 

dividend amounted to nearly 5 percent of total revenues. The significant role of financial 

revenues reflects the local governments’ historical role as owners of hydropower 

companies.  

Variation in revenues among Norwegian local governments (both counties and 

municipalities) can in part be explained by the revenues collected from hydropower 

production. This revenue item is insignificant for most municipalities in the Norwegian part 

of the megaregion Western Scandinavia, but remains very significant for many rural 

municipalities (figure 11.1). 

Figure 11.1: Average hydropower revenues 1995-2012 (% of total revenue) 

 

After the deregulation of the electricity market in the early 1990s, many local governments 

reduced their ownership in power companies and increased their holdings of financial 

assets. This has exposed these municipalities to increased financial volatility, in particular 

following the 2008-2009 financial crisis. 



Towards a Megaregion of Western Scandinavia 

83 AKERSHUS FYLKESKOMMUNE 

Table 11.2: Local public sector finance 2008 (%) 

REVENUE SOURCE TOTAL MUNICIPALITIES COUNTIES 

User charges 12.9 14.3 4.4 

Taxes 41.5 41.8 39.3 

Block grants 19.9 17.2 36.0 

Earmarked grants 19.0 20.0 13.1 

Interest and dividend 4.8 4.7 5.1 

Other 1.9 2.0 2.1 

Total 100 100 100 

In the figures, Oslo has been included as a municipality, although it is both a municipality and a county. VAT-
compensation has been defined as an earmarked grant. 

 

In Norway, the main differences between the two local government tiers are that the 

counties are more dependent on central government grants, while user charges are more 

important for the municipalities (see table 11.3). The municipalities, including Oslo,  apply 

user charges for a wide range of services, but technical services (water, sewage, and 

garbage collection), day care, and care for the elderly account for most of the revenue. 

User charges cannot be applied in primary and secondary education. 

Table 11.3: Operating revenues in Norwegian counties 2015 

REVENUE SOURCE OSLO AKERSHUS ØSTFOLD ALL COUNTIES EXCL. OSLO 

User charges 4.05 % 0.17 % 0.30 % 0.93 % 

Revenues from sales and hiring 8.10 % 1.65 % 5.38 % 4.86 % 

Earmarked grants 8.30 % 19.36 % 13.69 % 11.70 % 

Block grants 19.47 % 23.95 % 41.50 % 43.00 % 

Other transfers 8.02 % 2.62 % 1.90 % 5.36 % 

Taxes (mainly income and wealth) 52.06 % 52.23 % 37.23 % 34.16 % 

Total operating revenue 100 % 100 % 100 % 100 % 

Source: Statistics Norway, table 06430 
 

Expenditures 

With the responsibility for welfare services Norwegian local governments have an 

important role in society and the performance of the local public sector is subject to 

intense public debate. Care for the elderly has expanded in recent years, but with an 

increased number of elderly the coverage rates have not increased much. In many small 

municipalities (of which there is only a handful in Akershus and Østfold) specialized 

services like educational-psychological services and child welfare suffer from a 

constrained specialist environment to develop high-quality services. Maintenance 

backlogs and service buildings (schools and nursing homes) in decay is also a concern. 

These concerns tend to raise demands for earmarking, regulation, central government 

takeover of services, and also increased grants from the central government.  
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The general purpose grant scheme has been under constant pressure since it was 

introduced in 1986. The degree of earmarking increased steadily from 1987 to hospital 

reform in 2001 despite an ambition to further reduce it after 1986. The drop in 2002 reflect 

that hospitals to a larger extent than other services were financed by earmarked grants. 

After 2002 the degree of earmarking increased again, mainly due to the child care reform 

that was financed by earmarked grants. After child care was included in the general 

purpose grant system in 2011, the degree of earmarking has returned to the lowest level 

in 30 years. A likely interpretation of this development is that the central government often 

meets the demand for more earmarking, but also that it is able to phase out most of them. 

The table shows the breakdown of local government consumption in Norway by COFOG 

functions for 5-year intervals from 1970 to 2010. The COFOG classification separates 

between (i) education, (ii) social protection, (iii) health, (iv) housing, (v) economic, (vi) 

general, and (vii) other. To better understand the figures displayed in the table, it is 

necessary to clarify the link between the COFOG functions and the actual services 

provided by Norwegian municipalities and counties. The service sectors in the COFOG 

function education is primary and lower secondary education (municipalities) and upper 

secondary education (counties). Nearly 90 percent of the COFOG function social 

protection is home based elderly care (municipalities) and child care (municipalities). 

Finally, the COFOG function health includes nursing homes (municipalities), primary 

health care (municipalities), and dental health (counties). Before the central government 

takeover in 2002, it also included hospitals (counties). Note that the care for the elderly 

sector is split between social protection (home based care) and health (nursing homes). 

Table 11.4: Local government consumption by COFOG function 1970 – 2010 (%) 

YEAR  EDUCATION SOCIAL 
PROTECTION 

HEALTH HOUSING ECONOMIC GENERAL OTHER 

1970 44.2 11.8 17.0 3.9 8.2 8.5 6.4 

1975 37.4 16.6 21.4 3.5 7.3 7.7 6.1 

1980 33.9 19.4 23.4 3.1 6.2 7.6 6.4 

1985 32.0 21.1 24.9 2.7 5.3 8.1 6.0 

1990 30.8 23.6 23.9 2.6 4.2 9.2 5.7 

1991 29.8 15.1 33.6 1.6 3.7 8.7 7.5 

1995 27.7 17.3 33.9 2.4 3.5 8.1 7.0 

2000 28.0 17.3 37.0 1.3 2.7 7.2 6.4 

2002 35.3 24.7 16.6 0.8 3.2 13.3 6.2 

2005 35.5 27.6 15.9 0.2 3.1 11.8 5.9 

2010 32.0 30.6 14.4 0.5 4.2 11.7 6.6 

Breaks in time series in 1991 and 2002 reflecting new accounting standards: nursing homes classified as 
health from 1991, hospital reform (responsibility transferred from county to state level) in 2002. Data source: 
National Accounts, Statistics Norway. 
 

Social expenditures may be defined as education, health, and social protection. These are 

services where the central government imposes national standards to secure that services 
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are of reasonable standard and to limit the variation across local governments. In Norway 

the spending needs equalization system for local governments includes so called welfare 

services, a term that roughly corresponds to social expenditures. Social expenditures is 

the main local government responsibility in terms of consumption, and its importance has 

increased over time. The share of social expenditures in local government consumption 

increased from 73 percent in 1970 to 82 percent in 2000. After the central government 

became responsible for hospitals in 2002, the share of social expenditures has been 78 

percent on average. 

Among social expenditures, the expansion has been largest for social protection. Its share 

of local government consumption more than doubled from 1970 to 1990. In 1991 there is 

a break in the series, reflecting that institutions for the elderly became classified as health 

instead of social protection. Then the share of social protection increased during the 

1990s, jumped in 2002 because of the hospital reform, and increased again during the 

2000s. The growth reflects expansion of (home based) care for the elderly, and in recent 

years a sharp increase of younger users (below 67 years of age) in home based care and 

the child care reform. The aims of the child care reform were to increase the number of 

child care places to achieve full coverage and to impose a maximum limit on user 

charges. Full coverage was achieved in 2010.  

On the other hand, education has been on decline despite a number of reforms like 

expansion of before and after care, right to upper secondary education (1994), and school 

start for students 6 years old (1997). However, in absolute terms education has not been 

declining. On average the real annual growth has been around 2 percent. The relative 

decline of education reflects even higher growth in social protection and health (until 

2001). 

Borrowing capacity 

The public sector (mainly municipalities) is the fourth largest issuer of bonds in Norway 

(by market value), behind finance, government and banks. The public sector bond market 

is currently at NOK 502 B (June 2016). The annual number of municipalities and counties 

issuing new bonds have been in decline through the 2000s, and have stayed at around 10 

the last number of years.  

Innovative sources of financing 
In a European context, local authorities in Sweden and Norway have used public private 
partnerships (PPPs) only to a limited extent. A 2014 survey in Norway displayed that 
PPPs have been used mainly in some larger transportation infrastructure projects (roads) 
and in smaller, municipal construction projects. As of 2012, one of four Norwegian 
municipalities had experience with using PPPs. We may tentatively conclude that the 
majority of Norwegian municipalities still have no experience in using this source of 
financing. As of 2012, PPPs had been mainly used in the municipalities for  

 Maintenance services for municipal roads 

 Kindergartens (construction services) 

 Municipal renovation services 

 Housing (construction) 

 Water provision services 
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The use of PPPs has so far been most prevalent in the larger, metropolitan municipalities 
in Norway. Due to an ongoing dispute with the Norwegian Tax Authorities concerning the 
availability of value-added tax deductions, the application of new PPPs has come to a 
standstill in Norwegian municipalities as of December 2016. 

11.3 Governance assessment 
In Norway, both municipalities and county councils exerts their responsibilities as a social 

developer in close cooperation with other agents in the private and public sectors. The 

cooperation through networks is a characteristic of the county councils as a planning 

body. It has a considerable public planning responsibility, and through the Norwegian 

Planning and Building Act of 2008, the county councils have been granted more freedom 

to choose what types of regional plans for a wider territory it wishes to develop (up until 

then there was a requirement that all county councils developed an overall county plan; a 

master plan for the entire county). 

Many regional plans reach far beyond what, in a narrow sense, is considered the 

responsibility of the county councils, in the sense that the cooperation and collaboration 

from municipalities and other public and private agents, within and outside of the county, 

are prerequisites for the realisation of the plans. The functions of the county council are 

not necessarily commonly accepted, and especially in counties with larger cities conflicts 

do arise – because the major urban municipalities themselves want to be the catalyst for 

regional development policy, and want to assume other responsibilities that currently 

reside with the county councils. 

In the Oslo region, as in all other parts of Norway, groups of municipalities collaborate in 

regional councils. The Norwegian regional councils are formal and operational 

cooperations with their own statutes or agreements on a wide field of multifunctional 

activities. They may be involved in spatial and social planning, the coordination of regional 

initiatives regarding shared regional resources (water, transport, culture), and may initiate 

and oversee inter-municipal service delivery with the aim of optimising regional potentials 

and minimising risks and costs in the provision of municipal services. Regional councils 

are often voluntarily established by neighbouring municipalities, and may cross county 

borders (as with the Vest regional council). Typically, the regional councils have both a 

political as well as an administrative coordination function. 

In Akershus, the municipalities are organised into different four regional councils (Follo, 

Nedre Romerike, Øvre Romerike and Vest). The Vest regional council incorporates 

municipalities both in Akershus and Buskerud counties, with Asker and Bærum the 

Akershus member municipalities (see figure 11.2). 

In Østfold, the municipalities are organised into three regional councils (Mosseregionen, 

Nedre Glomma and Indre Østfold). The border municipality Halden is the only municipality 

(aside form Oslo) which is not a member of a regional council. Indre Østfold is by far the 

largest regional council, with 10 municipalities. 
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Figure 11.2: regional councils (regionsamarbeid) in the Oslo region 

 
Source: Oslo Regional Alliance (2015) 

 

Oslo is not a member of any regional council. Oslo’s regional collaboration can be 

understood in two main ways: geographically, where the territories which are covered 

have three concentric patterns, and thematically, where the issues addressed are linked 

to specific areas of local government responsibility and in some cases are able to link 

these issues together at the same territorial level. The spatial extent of Oslo’s three main 

arenas for regional collaboration covers: 

1. The collaboration with Akershus County is based on political and legal agreements 
and plans, which commit the partners to joint action. Oslo and Akershus jointly 
cover about 90 % of the capital city’s functioning urban region for daily commuting. 
The population sizes of Oslo and Akershus are similar, which gives a good 
balance to their collaboration. A toll-ring was established around the Oslo urban 
core in 1989, which is currently generating € 300 millions annually for joint action in 
transport investment and operational support. The funding and rolling programmes 
are an important arena for political dialogue in the functional urban region. More 
recently, a regional plan for innovation and growth and a regional land-use and 
transportation plan were both adopted in 2015. The toll-ring agreement and the 
regional land-use and transportation plan also commit both national and local 
authorities in their planning and location decisions. The regional land-use and 
transportation plan and other transport collaborations are closely coordinated, 
while the regional plan for innovation and growth is formally coordinated with 
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regional initiatives of state funding agencies such as Innovation Norway and the 
Norwegian Research Council. 

2. Collaboration in the Oslo Region Alliance is primarily a political network between 
county mayors and municipal mayors from sub-regional networks. The Region 
Alliance, chaired by the City of Oslo, was established in 2004 and provides a joint 
platform for regional branding and profiling and has approved a strategy with 
guidelines for land use and transport, which in turn forms the basis for both specific 
regional plans (such as that for Oslo and Akershus).  

3. Collaboration in the Eastern Norway County Network covers a very large 
geographical area of eight county authorities in southeastern Norway. This network 
was initiated in 1996 and has done invaluable work in lobbying national 
governments for transport investments in coordination with the Oslo Region 
Alliance, and has created an arena for a range of ad hoc thematic and sub-
regional dialogues and actions. 

Figure 11.3: The spatial coverage of Oslo’s domestic regional collaboration arenas 

 
Source: ESPON (2016) 

 

From a city of Oslo perspective, the following experiences of territorial cooperation has 

been highlighted: 

The added value and benefits of regional cooperation in the Oslo functioning urban 
region, i.e. Oslo and Akershus, are very significant. In broad terms the long-term 
investments, together with policies and plans and joint public transport operations, have 
increased the potential for sustainable and competitive growth. By improving accessibility 
through better transport connections, this also makes the growth more inclusive so that 
new jobs can benefit populations across the whole region. 

The networks of policymakers and experts in the functioning urban region will provide the 
basis for adapting and strengthening the long-term strategies and investment 
programmes. Formal agreements of commitments have been made between Oslo and 
Akershus. The main goals are to achieve sustainable and competitive growth across the 
region. The joint policies, plans and agreements, all give a platform to prioritise growth in 
the urban hubs, both within Oslo and secondary towns. 
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At the wider geographic scale, a long term vision was adopted in 1999 that supports a 
polycentric structure, where more of the future growth should be concentrated in the 
secondary towns surrounding Oslo that will be served by new railway connections. Major 
investments are now under way in the Oslo metropolitan area and the wider region, which 
are gradually making travel between the secondary towns within region much easier and 
more sustainable. 

Currently however, although the region is growing as a whole, this growth is not very 
polycentric. Oslo continues to have a proportionally far bigger share of the total population 
growth since the polycentric goals was agreed. In order to encourage more polycentric 
growth, the planning policies and real estate markets in secondary towns will have to 
respond in a much stronger way than has happened so far. This will be a key challenge in 
the years ahead. 

In Norway, regional policy has always to be balanced carefully against local interests and 
the municipalities’ right to plan for themselves. Achieving this balance requires long-term 
dialogue and trust between the core city, regional authorities and municipalities, which is a 
central precondition for success. 

Independent funding for joint activities is a strong stimulus for regional collaboration. The 
Oslo/Akershus toll-ring provides substantial collateral funding for a long-term investment 
programme in the greater Oslo region, which motivates both national and local authorities 
to engage in issues of regional development. 

 

Revisions to formal regional collaboration agreements 

A statutory regional plan for land use and transport for Oslo and Akershus was approved 

by their respective political chambers in December 2015. This is being implemented 

through contact work and detailed strategies with the neighbouring municipalities, as well 

as formal consultations on major planning proposals across the region. Negotiations are 

also underway with national authorities to get agreements for following up the regional 

policy – cutting through the strongly sectoral government departments. All Norwegian 

major cities are involved in these negotiations, which will be with each city-region. The 

government has decided to have two separate agreements with Oslo and Akershus 

county.The first focuses on transport funding and was recently signed (in June 2017). The 

second will focus on sustainable land use policy and is expected to be approved in the 

summer of 2017. 

A voluntary, non-statutory regional strategy for development of the wider Oslo region was 

also approved in 2016, with guidance for all parts of the region, especially the larger 

towns. Innovative capacity and polycentric growth in the urban areas, together with zero-

growth in car usage, are in line with Oslo’s policy goals.  

The Oslo-package (toll-ring funded transport financing programme for the metropolitan 

area) was renegotiated in the summer of 2016. The revised Oslo-package programme 

has been extended for another 4 years to 2036. There is a much stronger emphasis on 

public transport than earlier, including reduced funding for motorways, new metro-

extension and tunnels, and substantial increases in all toll charges. Toll charges will also 

be differentiated and spread more widely across the region, with higher costs for diesel 

vehicles and during rush-hours. 
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12 CROSS-BORDER COOPERATION 

12.1 Cross-border policy networks 
In a recent PhD dissertation, Sara Svensson (2013) assessed the local cross-border 

policy networks in operation between Norway and Sweden, with the Østfold-Västra 

Götaland network as a case study.26  The objective of the study was to explore how and 

why local governments in Swedish and Norwegian borderlands participate and interact in 

the context of Euroregions.27  

Based on qualitative data and social network analysis, Svensson (2013: 204) concluded 

that locally, it is still “premature to talk about cohesive and integrated (cross-border) 

networks … since the networks are clearly divided into separate clusters based on state 

affiliation.” Territorial proximity to the border is important for communication, but not 

decisive. 

12.2 Cooperation programmes (Interreg) 
Norway is not a full member of EU, but has a looser association with the EU through the 

European Economic Area (EEA) agreement that entered into force in 1994. 

Norwegian municipalities, counties and institutions may participate in Interreg co-

operation programmes. They are also eligible to apply for EU funds in two other 

programme types; the EEA and Norway Grants, which are mainly available to member 

countries that joined the EU after 2004, and EU’ s Sectoral programmes where Norwegian 

access is regulated in the EEA agreement.  

A 2015 report assessed the value added and experienced made by Norwegian 

municipalities that participated in these three programme types 2007-2015. Most 

municipalities in the Norwegian part of the megaregion Western Scandinavia took 

advantage of this opportunity, mainly through participation in Interreg and/or EU sectoral 

programmes. 

Regarding the sectoral programs, municipal participation in Norway has piled up around 

two specific programmes, the Lifelong Learning and Youth in Action programmes, and 

Akershus municipalities have been particularly eager participants in these EU sectoral 

programmes. 

The 2015 analysis displayed that Norwegian municipalities with large populations have a 

significantly greater propensity than others to participate in EU-programmes. The more 

populous the municipalities are, the greater the likelihood that it participates. Regarding 

                                                
26 S. Svensson (2013), Social capital and governance in European borderlands: a comparative study of 
Euroregions as policy actors. PhD dissertation, Central European University, Budapest (HU). 
27 The Euroregion in consideration was Gränskomiteen Bohuslän-Østfold-Dalsland, which has recently been 
renamed Svinesundskomiteen. Established in 1980 and located in Østfold/Västra Götaland, it has 22 local 
government members (14 in Sweden and 8 in Norway). The Euroregion «excels in organisational capacity, 
especially in relation to adherence to strategic goals. Efforts are geared towards fulfilling a loudspeaker 
function (lobbying), whereas the display window function (showcasing collaboration projects) is downplayed. 
Assessment: (the Gränskomiteen Bohuslän-Østfold-Dalsland has) high organisational capacity, medium 
membership satisfaction and high appropriation of policy space». (Svensson 2013: 202) 
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the effects of the proportion of unrestricted funds, municipalities with a high percentage of 

free funds available have a larger inclination than other municipalities to participate in EU 

projects. 

Value added by participating in EU programmes has mainly come to the Norwegian 

municipalities by affecting the content of policy, the capacity of key actors and by 

improving their modes of work. 

Figure 12.1: Combinations of participation in Interreg programmes, EU sectoral 
programmes and EEA and Norway grants 2009-2015. Number of municipalities in each 
category in parentheses 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: A. Schou and M. Indset (2015), EU-programmer: deltakelse og nytte for kommunesektoren (EU 
programmes: participation and value added to the municipalities). NIBR report no. 2015:9. Oslo: Norw. 
Institute of Urban and regional Research (NIBR).  
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The particular experiences made, and cross-border connectivites established, in the 

Interreg cross-border ØKS programmes are summarized in more detail in the next 

section. 

12.3 Significant partners in the Interreg ØKS cross-
border programmes 1999-2016 

The composition of the project portfolio of the two Interreg cross-border cooperation 

programmes that were operational in the Western Scandinavia Megaregion 1999-2013 

displays that higher education institutions (HEIs) and regional authorities have been the 

main drivers in cross-border cooperation initiatives in the Øresund-Kattegat-Skagerrak 

(ØKS) Interreg programmes so far. It has for some time been a concern in the regions 

involved that the business community as well as voluntary sector organisations have been 

somewhat hesitant in participating in cross-border collaboration projects, mostly due to the 

administrative burden required in participating in Interreg projects, not least in the capacity 

of being a lead partner in such projects.  

The mid-term evaluation of the Interreg 4A ØKS programme (2013)28 for instance 

concluded that the ØKS cross-border cooperation programme 

 Primarily produced ‘soft’, non-quantifiable results by promoting network 

collaboration and generating increased knowledge about the region,  

 Created significant value added by initiating new forms of enduring cross-border 

collaboration arrangements and regional strategic co-operation, 

 Was good at identifying obstacles to cross-border collaboration but rather 

poor at solving them, 

 Innovative project practises are primarily driven by the universities, and to 

some extent generated by academic interests, and 

 The 2007-2013 Interreg 4A ØKS programme lacked sufficient resources to 

boost the interest of the entrepreneurs and the enterprise community, in 

particular SMEs. 

In the current programming period (Interreg 5A ØKS; 2014 - 2020) it has thus been a 

stated objective to increase the involvement of business communities as well as third 

sector interests in the cross-border collaboration projects. 

Project networks in the 2007-2013 programming period 

The main drivers of cross-border collaboration projects were located in the major 

metropolitan areas in the megaregion, as well as in urban municipalities in Skåne. In the 

Swedish part of the megaregion, 11 of the municipalities participated in five or more 

different Interreg 4A ØKS projects 2007-2013. Cross-border collaboration has taken a 

strong territorial foothold among Swedish municipalities.  

In Norway, the territorial foothold has so far been somewhat meagre as regional 

authorities (county councils) have initially taken the lead in project mobilisation initiatives. 

                                                
28 Oxford Research (2013), Programutvärdering av Interreg IVA Öresund-Kattegat-Skagerrak (May 
2013). Evaluation repoort commissioned by the Swedish Tillväxtverket 
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This is in part due to the fact that Norway became a participant in the Interreg ØKS cross-

border collaboration initiative lately, only in the 2007-2013 programming period. In 2007-

2013, only a handful of Norwegian municipalities in the megaregion participated in more 

than 2 – 3 different Interreg 4A ØKS projects and thus could be described as local hubs in 

the ØKS cross-border cooperation initiatives. Interreg hub municipalities in OAØ 2007-

2013 were Fredrikstad (in Østfold), Oslo, and Skedsmo (in Akershus).  

In the 2007-2013 programming period, 88 municipalities in Sweden and Norway (out of a 

total of 129 Swedish and Norwegian municipalities in the entire ØKS programme area) 

participated in Interreg 4A ØKS collaboration projects, either directly, or indirectly as 

members of municipal associations/regional councils (Swedish kommunförbund or 

Norwegian regionråd). 

HEIs have made up a significant part of the lead partners in Øresund/ØKS projects the 

last two decades. The HEIs are typically probing these western scandinavian cooperation 

programme(s) to obtain EU co-funding of applied research or commercialisation projects, 

for instance after the HEIs have found that such funding have been unobtainable through 

regular research programmes (FP7, Horizon 2020). The HEIs are among the select few 

institutions in the region that from the outset has had the organisational resources and 

competencies to meet the administrative requirements to operate as lead partners in EU-

funded cross-border cooperation projects. 

The table below displays the main project participants in each part of the megaregion in 

the two previous programming periods, as well as in the current one. The number in 

parantheses indicates the total number of Interreg Øresund/ØKS projects each 

institution/authority was involved in during each programming period. 
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Table 12.1: Major participants at the project level during the Interreg 3A, 4A and 5A 
programming periods 

PROGRAMME INTERREG 3A 
ØRESUND (1999-2006) 

INTERREG 4A ØKS 
(2007-2013) 

INTERREG 5A ØKS 
(2014-2020) 

Total no. of projects in 
the programme 

116 128 32 (as of Jan 2017) 

Geography SE-DK NO-SE-DK NO-SE-DK 

Skåne Skåne regional authority 
(41) 

University of Lund (33) University of Lund (10) 

 University of Lund (32) Skåne regional authority 
(22) 

Skåne regional 
authority (6) 

 City of Malmoe (31) City of Malmoe (21) City of Malmoe (5) 

 City of Helsingborg (25) Malmoe university college 
(17) 

Swedish Univ. of 
Agric. Sciences (5) 

  City of Helsingborg (12)  

    

Västra Götaland  Västra Götaland regional 
authority (14) 

Univ. of Gothenburg 
(3) 

  University of Gothenburg 
(11) 

Chalmers Univ. of 
Technology (3) 

  Halland regional authority 
(10) 

Innovatum Science 
Park (3) 

  Chalmers University of 
Technology (8) 

Knowledge League 
West (3) 

  City of Gothenburg (7)  

    

Oslo/Akershus/ Østfold  Østfold county council (9) University of Oslo (3) 

  NMBU - Norw. University 
of Life Sciences (6) 

Østfold county council 
(2) 

  City of Oslo (6) City of Oslo (2) 

  Fredrikstad municipality 
(5) 

Institute of Marine 
Research (2) 

  Akershus county council 
(5) 
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APPENDIX: NORWEGIAN INNOVATION 
CLUSTERS 

Norwegian Innovation Clusters is a government supported cluster program. The program 

aims to trigger and enhance collaborative development activities in clusters. The goal is to 

increase the cluster dynamics and attractiveness, the individual company's innovativeness 

and competitiveness. The program is organized by Innovation Norway, and supported by 

Siva (The Industrial Development Corporation of Norway) and the Norwegian Research 

Council.  

Starting in the early 2000s Norway has had a policy to strengthen its business clusters 

through a national cluster programme. In June 2014 “Norwegian Innovation Clusters” was 

launched. The new programme builds on the already existing programs (Arena and 

Norwegian Centres of Expertise, NCE), adding new levels, modules and elements to 

further develop existing and potential new cluster initiatives. 

The Norwegian Innovation Clusters programme is based on the following understanding 

of clusters and cluster development: 

-      A cluster is a geographical concentration of enterprises and related knowledge 

communities linked by complementarity or a similarity of interests and needs. The 

enterprises can gain easier access to important production factors and ideas for and 

impulses to innovation through interaction and cooperation. A cluster emerges over time, 

on the basis of location advantages and natural development dynamics. 

-       A cluster organisation is a formal institution that is established to facilitate increased 

interaction and cooperation between participants in the cluster. A cluster organisation is 

based on an organised partnership between the participants in the cluster, often with 

public development agencies as important contributors. 

-       A cluster development project is a targeted effort over a limited period to strengthen 

and accelerate the development of the cluster. This is generally achieved by means of a 

wide range of strategic activities aimed at strengthening the cluster's and the cluster 

participants' competitive position.  

A cluster is generally defined and delimited on the basis of the participants' affiliation to: 

 The same value chain or the same knowledge/technology base 

 A geographical concentration of businesses and related functions 

 A grouping of enterprises and related knowledge communities that have a critical 

mass that can form the basis for triggering cooperation and dynamic relations 

between the participants 

 A common understanding of the cluster's importance and vision for further 

development. 
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Through annual open calls, clusters compete to be part of the program. There are strict 

criteria to take part in the program. The cluster resources, potential for growth and position 

in the industry is important, but just as important is that the initiative is founded on the 

participation and leadership of the enterprises’ common interest and their common 

ownership to the cluster project. The evaluation of applications emphasizes how the 

cluster has set their strategic goals for collaboration and growth and how they have made 

their common plans for implementation of the cluster project.  

Cluster collaboration must be organised in a manner that supports the participants' 

cooperation pattern. It should always be based, however, on the geographical business 

hub that constitutes the driving force of the cluster's development dynamics. Successful 

cluster collaboration will often entail expanding the partnership, also with respect to 

geographical area. A cluster can be a very concentrated local group of participants, or be 

more extensive. The latter applies in particular to typical resource-based industries. A 

cluster will never be uniformly delimited, but will always have collaborative relationships 

extending outside the core of the cluster.  

Norwegian Innovation Clusters supports cluster on three levels: 

Arena: Immature clusters: Clusters that are in an early phase of organised cluster 

collaboration. They can be clusters with different preconditions and potential: they can be 

small or large, and the participants can be in a regional, national or international position.  

Norwegian Centres of Expertise (NCE): Mature clusters with a national position: 

Clusters that have established a systematic collaboration and that have developed 

dynamic relations with high interaction and a broad strategic action area. The participants 

in the clusters have considerable potential for growth in national and international 

markets. Within their respective sectors or technology areas, the clusters have a strong 

national position and the participants normally have clear and strong international 

ambitions.  

Global Centres of Expertise (GCE): Mature clusters with a global position: Clusters that 

have already established systematic collaboration and that have developed dynamic 

relations with high interaction and a broad strategic action area. The clusters have 

considerable potential for growth in national and international markets. They form part of a 

strong innovation system, based on both publicly funded R&D and the participants' 

privately-funded R&D. Educational programmes of a high international calibre are 

available that have clear professional relevance to the cluster, and the cluster comprises 

global market and technology leaders that are integrated in and have a strong position in 

global knowledge networks.  

Arena is a 3-5 year, NCE a 10 year, and GCE a 10 year program. There are annual 

evaluations of each cluster determining whether they are on the right track according to 

their strategies, and whether they deliver at a quality sufficiently high to continue as part of 

the program. 

The clusters are supported with partial funding, as well as advisory services, cluster 

development support, networking activities and profiling services. 
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The program contributes to a documented positive development in each cluster based on 

the cluster's established position and prerequisites for development. The specific 

objectives of this development are determined for every level, but should for all the 

clusters be expressed in the following common goals: 

 The cluster businesses, knowledge institutions and development actors should 

increase their interaction and cooperation. 

 The cluster should increase their capacity for innovation through collaboration with 

R&D or other knowledge providers. 

 The cluster should enhance their access to relevant expertise. 

 The cluster firms and knowledge providers should increase their international 

orientation. 

 The cluster should establish an environment that promotes the development and 

application of knowledge as the foundation for entrepreneurship, investment, 

innovation and change. 

 The cluster's resources and potential should be visible. 

 
Figure A displays the various regional clusters currently supported by the three cluster 
programmes: 
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Figure A: Norwegian cluster programmes (2015) 

 
Source: Innovation Norway 
 

The Clusters in Oslo, Akershus and Østfold: 

Arena: Immature clusters:  

SUBSEA VALLEY 

The partners are collaborating on strengthening the subsea environment in eastern 

Norway. The companies represent a broad spectre of products and services within 

subsea. www.subseavalley.com 

http://www.subseavalley.com/
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NORWEGIAN FASION HUB 

Companies with headquarters in the Oslo region are collaborating on making fashion 

design into a serious, sustainable and value-added industry in Norway with international 

recognized brands. www.norwegianfashionhub.com 

OSLO EDTECH CLUSTER  

The cluster consists of companies that work with technology that can streamline, improve 

and enable adapted learning, independent of time, place and room. The cluster is 

focusing on development, commercialisation and export of Norwegian IT-based learning 

products. www.edtechnorge.no 

Norwegian Centres of Expertise: Mature clusters with a national position: 

NCE SMART ENERGY MARKETS  

The cluster consists of around 30 research environments and companies in the Halden 

region upplying expertise and equipment globally for commercial energy trade. The cluster 

aims to be the most growing and international oriented industry cluster in Norway within 

energy and IT. NCE Smart Energy Markets contributes to this via meeting places and 

collaborative projects. They are developing a competence centre of world class and are 

accelerators for new startups and growth. www.ncesmart.com 

NCE OSLO CANCER CLUSTER   

The cluster consists of more than 60 research environments and  businesses in 

Scandinavia that are developing and supplying cancer diagnostics and medicines to the 

world market. The cluster aims to improve life for cancer patients by accelerating the 

development   of new cancer treatment. NCC OCC is contributes to this by facilitating 

collaborative projects and access to expertise. The cluster has its centre of gravity around 

Radiumhospitalet in Oslo. www.oslocancercluster.no 

NCE HEALTH TECHNOLOGY 

This is a cluster consisting of 180 businesses; companies, hospitals, research institutions 

and investment companies that focus on medical technology and innovation. The majority 

of the partners are located in the Oslo region. The cluster has a strong national position as 

a leading expert on national and international collaboration, innovation and business 

development within health technology. www.oslomedtech.no 

Global Centres of Expertise: Mature clusters with a global position: 

None 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.norwegianfashionhub.com/
http://www.edtechnorge.no/
http://www.ncesmart.com/
http://www.oslocancercluster.no/
http://www.oslomedtech.no/
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Key Figures 2014 (national figures): 
 
The Norwegian Innovation Clusters programme includes: 
1 863 companies 
   208 R&D units 
   123 Public development agents 
 
Cluster collaboration: 
  658 Innovation projects 
  261 International business development projects 
  751 mill NOK released by national funding agencies/The EU 
  308 competence development projects 
  120 new or upgraded educational schemes 

 


