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Nordic co-operation
Nordic co-operation is one of the world’s most extensive 
forms of regional collaboration, involving Denmark, Finland, 
Iceland, Norway, Sweden, and Faroe Islands, Greenland, 
and Åland. 

Nordic co-operation has firm traditions in politics, the  
economy, and culture. It plays an important role in Euro-
pean and international collaboration, and aims at creating  
a strong Nordic community in a strong Europe. 

Nordic co-operation seeks to safeguard Nordic and regional 
interests and principles in the global community. Common 
Nordic values help the region solidify its position as one of 
the world’s most innovative and competitive.www.norden.org
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Seven Stories consists of snapshots of official 

Nordic co-operation in 2012 – just seven out of 

thousands of stories, but ones that highlight the 

depth, breadth, staying power and importance 

of co-operation for each and every one of us in 

the Nordic Region.

Sometimes, official co-operation affects peo-

ple clearly and directly, like when the Nordic 

Council decided in 2012 to allow open access 

to its committees. The enthusiastic Danes in 

the Nordic Fashion Association were quick to 

seize the opportunity and seek help with their 

plans for sustainable fashion. Within months, 

the imposing Finnish Parliament was providing 

the setting for a packed catwalk show during the 

Session in Helsinki in October.

The many media reports about people adversely 

affected by seemingly unnecessary barriers to 

mobility between the Nordic countries were a 

clear reflection of the importance of the ongoing 

discussions about freedom of movement, which 

led to a series of debates on the issue in all of 

the Nordic parliaments in April.

On one bitterly cold day in February, an entire 

industry convened to engage in a discussion 

initiated by the Council of Ministers about the 

feasibility of new standards for sustainable con-

struction. Top executives from a hundred compa-

nies are already signed up and fully committed 

to making sustainability a tool for enhancing 

competitiveness.

Sometimes, the distance from start to finish 

seems much greater – like when the decision 

was finally taken to launch the Nordic Children’s 

Literature Prize. Or when Sweden and Finland 

announced at the Session that they will help 

Norway with air surveillance over Iceland, a tan-

gible sign of the ever-closer Nordic co-operation 

on foreign, defence and security policy, an issue 

that has been discussed since the 19th century.

Difficult issues take time. For example, the wel-

fare state’s ability to be inclusive of individuals 

whose background and life circumstances do not 

fall within expected norms. The culture ministers 

made sure this was a hot topic and generated 

much debate at the Gothenburg Book Fair, the 

largest book fair in the Region.

For those who think that not much goes on in the 

Nordic Region, we highly recommend a look at 

the Nordic Statistical Yearbook, which celebra-

ted its 50th anniversary in 2012. Seven Stories 

reflects on a unique and surprising half-century.

Foreword

Hálldor Ásgrímsson	 Jan-Erik Enestam

Secretary General		 Secretary General

Nordic Council of Ministers		 Nordic Council
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The catwalk   
– a new arena for Nordic 
sustainability policy
the accessories are all laid out and waiting.  just one final blast of hair-

spray,  and the models will be ready to hit the catwalk in the finnish parlia-

ment.  all of them are wearing creations that make a point – some are made 

of new materials produced using sustainable methods, others of recycled 

fabrics that compromise on neither style nor quality.  nordic sustainability 

policy has made inroads into a whole new arena. 

I n the audience sit politicians, journalists 
and officials. Some appear a little unsettled 
by the usually formal chamber’s new look 

– is this not a bit frivolous? But their reserva-
tions will quickly be set aside. Each garment 
that swishes past represents a living manifes-
tation of the sustainability policy so strongly 
advocated by politicians from the whole of the 
Nordic Region.

“If any industry can change the world, it’s 
the fashion industry. It shapes how we think of 
each other and our culture, so has huge poten-
tial as a means of conveying messages that go 
way beyond the values with which the industry 
is traditionally associated – sustainability is a 

johan arnø kryger jonas eder-hansen

Project Co-ordinator 

Nordic Fashion Association 

(NFA)

Development Director

Nordic Fashion Association 

(NFA)

by heidi  orava
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prime example,” says Jonas Eder-Hansen, Devel-
opment Director of the Danish Fashion Institute. 
Since 2008, he has been one of the driving forces 
in bringing together people who work with sus-
tainable fashion, culminating in the establishment 
of the Nordic Fashion Association (NFA).

citizens’  initiative makes its mark

The catwalk show in the Finnish Parliament was 
held as part of the Session of the Nordic Council 
in 2012, but the idea originally arose out of a 
citizens’ initiative. Since early 2012, citizens and 
organisations in the Region have had the right of 
open access to Nordic Council committees, and 
the NFA was one of the first to seize the opportu-
nity and put forward its views.

“The dialogue with the Nordic Council has been 
very positive,” says Johan Arnø Kryger, project 
co-ordinator at the NFA. “Much of it focuses on 
finding business models that make sustainable 
design profitable, even for small and medium-sized 
enterprises. It also has to result in good design, of 
course, so in this way we are also making a contri-
bution to a growing industry.”

The potential for growth in sustainable fashion 
is made starkly visible when Kryger holds up a 
knitted black-and-white tunic. The garment is 
made from a blend of wool and milk protein, with 
a soft, silky neckline of milk protein. The high 

prices and the production footprint associated 
with cotton have stimulated the development of 
textiles that are environmentally friendly, inex-
pensive to produce and completely recyclable.

Recycling of textiles was also included in one of 
the projects that laid the foundation for the Nor-
dic prime ministers’ 2011 initiative The Nordic 
Region – leading in green growth. Eder-Hansen 
refers to the studies commissioned by the Nordic 
Waste Group to find new techniques and methods 
of textile processing.

“The potential for recycling textiles is fantastic,” 
says Eder-Hansen. “Improving our ability to reuse 
fibres in clothing will reduce the amount of textile 
waste.” 

“In the Nordic Region, we have a culture of 
taking care of each other and our surroundings,” 
says Kryger. “We also have a design tradition that 
is compatible with this agenda. Consumers brook 
no compromise when it comes to quality, price or 
design. We have to create fashion based on these 
sustainable considerations, and the good news is 
that it can be done.”

eco-labelling isn’t just for food

One of the challenges in establishing a more sus-
tainable fashion industry is to make the consum-
ers aware of the consequences of their purchasing 
decisions. One way of doing so is to better utilise 
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the small label that currently carries washing in-
structions – something that the NFA is negotiating 
with companies in the industry.

Industry professionals need knowledge and 
information too. One of the NFA’s early initiatives 
was to draw up a set of sustainability rules for 
small and medium-sized fashion companies to 
refer to when contracting suppliers abroad. These 
were presented at the Copenhagen Fashion Sum-
mit, which ran in parallel with the COP15 summit 
in Copenhagen in 2009.

“Right now, the Nordic Region has momen-
tum in fashion and design, and we must not let 
the initiative slip from our grasp,” says Kryger. 
“Consumers in Beijing and New York aren’t just 
buying clothes, they’re also buying into the story 
of the Nordic Region – a story of simplicity, purity 
and durability. We have a niche that affords profil-
ing opportunities for the whole Region – and the 
growth opportunities are endless.”

The Nordic Council’s meeting with the Nor-
dic Fashion Association resulted in a committee 
proposal, called New Nordic Fashion, which the 
Business Committee presented to the Session of 
the Nordic Council. The proposal was approved 
in plenary and submitted in the form of a recom-
mendation to the Nordic Council of Ministers (see 
the fact box).

Four facts about your clothes

•	 The fashion and textile industry is the world’s third-

largest industry and has an annual turnover of DKK 

2,770 billion (approx. €370 billion) 

•	 Producing a T-shirt uses about 2,500 litres of water in 

the process from cotton seed to shop shelf. A pair of 

jeans consumes 3,500 litres.

•	 The industry can have a positive effect on the emission 

of greenhouse gases by selecting materials carefully. 

Durable textiles can be made of things like bamboo, 

nettles, seaweed, shellfish shells and corn. 

•	 In the Nordic Region, we throw out 10–25 kg of clothing 

and textiles per person per year. On average, 80% of 

the discarded clothes have 75% of their useful life left.

The Nordic Council submitted a recommendation to the 

Council of Ministers following its Session in Helsinki. Its 

proposals are:

•	 to develop and start up a joint Nordic in-service  

training for designers, business developers, buyers, 

communicators and shop assistants

•	 to start up a co-ordinated effort for a joint Nordic  

recycling programme for clothes and textile goods

•	 to develop joint export initiatives and new business 

models for New Nordic Fashion in a “Green Growth” 

perspective.

facts
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Debate on freedom  
of movement provides a  
new Nordic platform
in april 2012,  debates on freedom of movement in the nordic region were held 

in all the nordic parliaments for the first time.  ole stavad, a member of the 

freedom of movement forum, is delighted with the initiative and pleased with 

the outcome of the danish debate: 

“i  think this is the first time in the many years that i ’ve been involved that the 

nordic agenda and freedom of movement have been so highly prioritised by the 

government.  nordic affairs have a whole new platform in denmark.”

T he proposal to hold the theme debates 
was raised just a few months earlier, at 
a joint meeting of the Nordic Council 

Presidium and the Freedom of Movement Forum. 
One of those who attended the meeting was Ole 
Stavad, a former Danish tax and industry minister 
and current member of the Freedom of Move-
ment Forum. Stavad welcomes the debates and 
the continuing interest in the issue in the Danish 
parliament and government. 

Ahead of the debate, the Danish government 
and delegation to the Nordic Council met to 
discuss how it should be organised and summed 
up. The government submitted a report to Parlia-
ment outlining a number of specific topical issues. 

These formed the basis for the debate and became 
part of the ongoing work to remove obstacles to 
cross-border freedom of movement.

During the debate, Parliament called on the 
government to invite the parties represented in 
the chamber to negotiate a binding agreement on 
the work to remove barriers that hinder the free 
movement of people and companies in the Nordic 
Region. Parliament adopted the proposal unani-
mously.

This decision kick-started a process in both 
government and Parliament, and several meetings 
have since been held to discuss an actual agree-
ment. Stavad hopes it will be reached in early 
2013. He thinks that the current talks represent 

ole stavad 

has previously served as the Danish  

minister for trade and industry and for 

tax. He has also been the President of the 

Nordic Council. He has worked on the issue 

of freedom of movement for many years 

and is happy that it has now been given  

a new political platform in Denmark.

by anita skoglund



1 2 3 4 5 6 7

	        7  nordic stories	 11



1 2 3 4 5 6 7

12	 7  nordic stories

the most practical and promising work in Den-
mark on this issue since the Nordic prime minis-
ters set up the Freedom of Movement Forum in 
2007.

popular support 

Ole Stavad has long been been engaged in Nordic 
co-operation and sees major benefits for both 
individuals and businesses.

“Co-operation enjoys popular support and has 
a Nordic soul, but it is also a business arrange-
ment,” he says. “I would say that co-operation is 
crucial, especially for small companies that want 
to address the global market. In my experience, it 
is much easier for them to start out as exporters 
to one of the neighbouring countries.”

not a single country

Stavad does not think that fully harmonised Nor-
dic legislation is possible or even desirable:

“If we were to attempt to harmonise everything 
between the Nordic countries, then we would 
expend a lot of energy without getting anywhere. 
We are the way we are. Our systems are the way 
they are. Certain barriers to freedom of move-
ment can be removed by joint rules but others 
need different solutions. We are not a single coun-
try with a unified system. Nor should we be.”

“Obstacles to mobility are also information 
problems. It is absolutely crucial that people are 
well informed so that they know in advance how 
to react to a given situation. There is a great need 
to train our civil servants and ensure that they 
have the right information.”
 

Obstacles to cross-border freedom of movement 
The work to remove barriers to mobility aims to create a more 

open Region. It should be easy to live or work in another 

Nordic country. No one should be at risk of falling through 

the cracks or be hindered by unclear laws and regulations in 

the tax and social security systems. However, in most areas 

of society, obstacles to freedom of movement exist that 

complicate the lives of thousands of people in the Region 

and impact on labour and business mobility. In April 2012, 

theme debates on freedom of movement were held in all of 

the Nordic parliaments.

Freedom of Movement Forum
The Freedom of Movement Forum is a politically appointed 

body commissioned by the Nordic governments to pro-

mote freedom of movement in the Region for individuals 

and businesses. Its remit is, in dialogue with the national 

governments, to identify, prioritise and propose solutions 

to real-life obstacles to cross-border mobility between the 

countries. The forum consists of one representative from 

each of the Nordic countries, including Åland.

facts
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swedish newspapers in border areas 

regularly report on the problems  

associated with cross-border  

commuting. here are some examples:

theme debates and obstacles to mobility – 
media and freedom of movement

Värmlands Folkblad: 

The Norwegian tax authorities have proposed that Swedish 

cross-border commuters who spend more than 183 days 

per year in Norway may be forced to register there and lose 

the right to vote in Swedish local elections and use Swedish 

health care. It would mean lower tax revenues for the Värm-

land local authorities if weekly commuters had to register in 

Norway. The authorities also note the 2008 Swedish Supreme 

Administrative Court ruling that an unemployed Swede cannot 

turn down a job offer in Norway.

Norrbottens-Kuriren

Bureaucratic problems surround cross-border traffic with 

regard to machinery and waste transport, and there are also 

differences between assessments of capacity to work. A per-

son may be considered fit for work in one country but partially 

or completely incapacitated in another.

Sydsvenska Dagbladet: 

The Øresund Region loses at least SEK 1 billion p.a. due to 

barriers that impede labour mobility. The region is addres-

sing issues such as non-EU citizens resident in Sweden being 

prohibited from working in Denmark; the requirement that 

anybody injured at work must go through the process of re-

habilitation in that country even if they reside in another; and 

the fact that various apprenticeships and forms of training are 

only valid in the country of origin.   
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Sustainable   
construction  
– when business challenges 
the politicians

it pays.  and it ’s good for the environment and for human health.  the nordic 

built charter sets new standards for sustainable building and moves the 

construction industry forward, both at home and abroad. however,  politi -

cians and regulatory frameworks still lag some way behind,  according to 

leading lights in the nordic construction industry.

O n a bitingly cold February day in 
2012, 65 top officials from the Nor-
dic construction industry gathered 

at Schæffergården in Copenhagen to discuss 
sustainable building. They did so at the behest 
of the Nordic Council of Ministers, as part of the 
countries’ joint efforts to meet the many chal-
lenges posed by globalisation.

The task was to come up with ideas for 
how the Nordic Region can contribute to more 
climate-friendly building solutions while en-
hancing the national economies. The answer 
was the Nordic Built Charter, a set of principles 
that focuses on the needs of both people and the 
environment.

rolf thorsen

Director of NCC Property 

Development in Norway

by michael funch



Nordic Innovation, an institution under the 
Council of Ministers, took up the baton and by 
the end of 2012 more than 100 companies – from 
architects and manufacturers to contractors – had 
already signed the charter. Local authorities and 
other public-sector agencies have expressed their 
support and a number of leading lights in the 
industry have signed up as ambassadors for the 
project.

demand

One of the ambassadors is Director Rolf Thorsen 
of NCC Property Development in Norway, who 
sees no contradiction between market forces and 
sustainability. On the contrary – the market now 
demands sustainable solutions. In his opinion, it 
is actually the politicians and legislation that are 
lagging behind.

“The public sector is the biggest developer and 
leaseholder in the Region,” he says. “But politi-
cians tend to only look at the short term when 
they make investments. It costs more to build sus-
tainably. But you claw it back in the form of lower 
operating costs and a better working environment 
for the people who use the buildings.”

Studies show that workplaces built with 
respect for people and the environment provide 
greater job satisfaction, and this ultimately has a 

positive effect on the bottom line. Other economic 
benefits can also be reaped, especially at a time of 
rising energy prices.

single nordic market

On the question of why we must co-operate on 
this at Nordic level, Thorsen is clear:

“If we work together to draw up common 
standards and technical requirements across the 
Nordic countries, suddenly we have a much larger 
home market. This keeps costs down and boosts 
profitability for the individual company. The big-
gest Nordic construction companies already have 
offices in all of the neighbouring countries, but 
this new form of co-operation can also make a big 
difference to the small players.”

For example, a commonly cited calculation 
shows that simply co-ordinating the require-
ment for the height of steps across the five Nordic 
countries would save huge amounts of money and 
open new cross-border markets for a number of 
companies. The public sector has a crucial role to 
play here by demanding not only more consistent 
but also more sustainable standards.

attitudes and values

The Nordic Council of Ministers, at the request 
of the prime ministers, has launched a number 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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Nordic Built Charter: 
“We will create a built environment that:

•	 Is made for people and promotes quality of life

•	 Pushes the limits of sustainable performance, as a 

result of our innovative mind-set and high level of 

knowledge

•	 Merges urban living with the qualities of nature

•	 Achieves zero emissions over its life cycle

•	 Is functional, smart and aesthetically appealing, build-

ing on the best of the Nordic design tradition

•	 Is robust, durable, flexible and timeless – built to last

•	 Utilises local resources and is adapted to local condi-

tions

•	 Is produced and maintained through partnerships 

founded on transparent collaboration across borders 

and disciplines

•	 Employs concepts that are scalable and used globally

•	 Profits people, businesses and the environment”

facts



of green-growth initiatives, one of which looks 
precisely at the possibility of introducing uniform 
technical standards and norms in construction. 
This will generate economic growth and jobs – 
especially if the Region is used as a springboard to 
the larger global market.

But the Nordic Built Charter goes further. It’s 
also about attitudes.

“The construction industry in the Nordic 
countries is in many ways at the forefront as 
regards sustainability,” says Thorsen. “Firstly, we 
face significant challenges because of our climate. 
But we also have a culture and a set of values that 
mean that we can take the lead in this area. And if 
we can be a leader in technical solutions, we can 
also be a leader in terms of attitudes.”

At the UN Sustainability Conference in Rio, 
it emerged that the business community is to a 
great extent pushing to find new, sustainable ways 
of operating. According to Thorsen, when working 
on innovative solutions that transcend borders, it 
is an advantage that the Nordic countries have a 
great deal in common.

motivational and fun

NCC is building new headquarters in Oslo. It is to 
be a so-called “passive house” that does not use 
more energy than it generates. The staff of the 

NCC are enthused by the prospect of the Nordic 
Built Charter.

“Our staff are really taking up the challenge, 
and we are in the process of developing new IT 
solutions that will underpin the Charter. We are, 
for example, developing new 3D projections that 
support the development of sustainable building 
and the new demands we have placed on our-
selves,” says Rolf Thorsen.

He is convinced that, in the long term, it is the 
right thing to do economically. The requirement 
for sustainability drives both technological and 
business development. “And it’s fun too,” con-
cludes the director of one of the Region’s many 
forward-thinking companies, who would very 
much like to see ambitious policies on which to 
build for the future.
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Nordic Built Challenge: 
The Nordic Built Challenge is a competition for the sustai-

nable renovation of five buildings based on the principles 

contained in the Nordic Built Charter. Renovation of existing 

building stock is considered the fastest way to more 

climate-friendly construction. 

For more details, see www.nordicbuilt.org

Nordic Built Ambassadors: 
COWI, the Danish Energy Agency, Henning Larsen Architects, 

KAB, Velux, Batteríið, EFLA Consulting Engineers, Government 

Construction Contracting Agency in Iceland, Iceland Green 

Building Council, Entra Eiendom, NCC Property Development, 

Snøhetta, Zero, ByggVesta, SINTEF Byggforsk, Pöyry, Uponor 

and Skanska.

facts
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Seal of approval for 
children’s literature
previous attempts – by ministers,  mps,  writers,  scholars,  and ordinary rea-

ders – had come to nothing. but on 31 October 2012, the time was right.  the 

session of the nordic council adopted the culture ministers’  proposal to 

create a brand-new prize:  the nordic council children’s and young people’s 

literature prize.  it resonated,  not only in terms of cultural policy but 

throughout a region renowned for its love of children’s literature.

T his is not something that happens every 
day. The Nordic Council is very choosy 
about its prizes. There are only four of 

them, and they are highly prestigious and a source 
of great pride – especially the Literature Prize, 
which for half a century has extolled the virtues 
of authors, helped circulation explode and caused 
the media to go into overdrive. Now there is a 
fifth.

But what is the point of the prize – what can 
it do? Is it more than just an long-overdue sprin-
kling of stardust upon a literary genre under pres-
sure, one which some claim is mired in Nordic, 
national-romantic nostalgia with a dash of Pippi 

Longstocking, the Moomins and Rubber Tarzan?
Associate Professor Nina Christensen, Head 

of the Centre for Children’s Literature at Aarhus 
University in Denmark, has no doubts about why 
it is important to give the genre the recognition 
that comes along with the prize:

“As far as recognition is concerned, I think it’s 
quite simple. Society should recognise and high-
light the very best performances in a given field. 
In this case, the field is the texts young people 
encounter while they are developing their own 
language. So I’m more surprised that there wasn’t 
a prize before now than I am that one has been 
set up.”

nina christensen

Associate Professor, Head of the 

Centre for Children’s Literature 

at Aarhus University in Denmark
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When the culture ministers and the Nordic 
Council recently decided to create a prize for Nor-
dic children’s and young people’s literature, they 
highlighted Pippi Longstocking, the Moomins and 
Karius and Baktus as the brightest beacons in the 
genre. But is this really the best we can do?

“When people are asked to cite titles, they often 
revert to older literature,” says Christensen. “This 
is almost certainly due to the fact that new titles 
have to contend with the fact that we typically 
read children’s literature at three particular times 
in life: as kids, as parents and as grandparents. 
The gaps can be as long as 20–30 years, during 
which – as adults, and for good reasons – we don’t 
really follow trends unless we work with children 
and literature.”

“This can make it difficult for new and perhaps 
more experimental literature to find space on the 
bookshelf at home. On the other hand, it thrives 
in schools and libraries, so when children leave 
school they will typically have a more up-to-date 
picture of current children’s literature than their 
parents,” she points out.

Outside the Region, the broad political support 
for Nordic art and culture causes something of a 
stir. But is it really a political task to run a prize 
that supports and promotes a specific – some 
would say marginal – literary genre?

“Children are citizens too. And hardly a mar-
ginal group,” says Christensen. “They spend a lot 
of time reading, both at home and in schools and 
daycare, and plenty of Nordic children’s books are 
published every year. So from a market-, institu-
tion- or user-perspective, children’s literature is 
not marginal. But it is largely invisible in the me-

dia, and hopefully a prize will help to change that.”
The decision on 31 October to establish a new 

Nordic prize was unanimous, and politicians 
queued up to stress what is unique about Nordic 
children’s and young people’s literature. But is 
there a specific Nordic tradition in children’s lit-
erature? And if so, what differentiates it from that 
of other countries?

“Most children in the Nordic Region will have 
encountered the likes of Astrid Lindgren, Hans 
Christian Andersen, Tove Jansson and Thorbjørn 
Egner,” says Nina Christensen. “A great deal of 
their work is translated into the other Nordic 
languages, so it is reasonable to say that in both a 
historical and a contemporary perspective there 
is indeed a Nordic tradition. What is special about 
Nordic children’s literature is partly that new 
literature can draw on this tradition – that the 
legacy of older literature echoes through the new 
texts.”

“But equally important is that the Nordic coun-
tries have a tradition that the child is an inde-
pendent individual who needs to be challenged. 
Compared to other countries, there are fewer 
taboos in Nordic literature, and sometimes the 
humour and irony are a little sharper. These are 
certainly the kind of reactions I encounter when 
I and my colleagues discuss Nordic literature in 
international contexts,” she says.

When the seal of approval was extended to 
children’s literature last autumn, the politicians 
also agreed that it would simultaneously consti-
tute a bulwark against external mass culture, even 
though Facebook, computer games and YouTube 
have long since found their way into children’s 



1 2 3 4 5 6 7

	        7  nordic stories	 21

bedrooms in the Region, supplanting the book as 
the preferred media for developing minds.

But what about my own daughter, who at six is 
more fond of computer games from the USA and 
fairy tales by the Brothers Grimm than of stories 
by modern Danish children’s authors? Does she 
just have bad taste or are the alternatives not 
sufficiently visible? Will a new prize help to curb 
commercial (especially American) mass culture?

“Children today have access to so many forms 
of narrative, and often there’s an interaction 
between, e.g. books, films and computer games,” 
says Nina Christensen. “There’s such a big dif-
ference between the Brothers Grimm and the 
linguistic universe your daughter meets in a 
computer game. For me, it suggests that chil-
dren are also inquisitive individuals who have a 
strong appetite for many different things. What is  
important is that children have access to a range 

of different forms of expression so that they are 
able to find and develop their own taste.”

She emphasises, however, that this will not be 
done by awarding a prize:

“Computer games, films and large commercial 
ventures have a marketing budget that no newly 
published Nordic children’s book can compete 
with. So the success of the prize will also depend 
on whether it becomes widely known. When the 
author Jacob Martin Strid was awarded the DKK 
500,000 Kronprinsparrets Pris (Crown Prince 
Couple’s Prize), the ceremony was broadcast live 
at prime time and received massive media cover-
age. It would be nice if the children’s literature 
prize – and the other Nordic prizes – were given 
similar attention and followed as closely,” she 
concludes.

On 31 October 2013, the Nordic Council decided at its Ses-

sion in Helsinki to set up a brand-new prize for children’s 

and young people’s literature. The prize will be awarded for 

the first time in 2013, and is independent of the prestigious 

Nordic Council Literature Prize.

The Nordic Council Children’s and Young People’s Literature 

Prize is worth DKK 350,000 and will be presented along with 

the awards for literature, music, film and the environment at 

the annual Session of the Nordic Council.

facts
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External forces  
drive Nordic unity
it is often cited as the greatest failure in the history of nordic co-operation.

nordic foreign,  defence and security policy has never had great political im-

pact.  the ussr and the usa pulled the nordic countries in different directions 

during the cold war,  making it impossible to stick together.

A ll this has changed. Everybody is in the 
same boat now – quite literally some-
times. On a Norwegian fjord cruise in 

summer 2012, the prime ministers agreed that 
the Nordic countries have never worked so 
closely together on defence and security, and that 
efforts should now be redoubled. The outcome 
does not have to be open debates in the Nordic 
Council and Council of Ministers, as long as the 
political will exists and progress is made. Cli-
mate change, the closure of the American base in 
Iceland and financial constraints have made the 
impossible possible. The Nordic Region has more 
to gain than ever before by acting together at 
international level.

The Nordic countries have worked more close-
ly together on foreign, security and defence policy 
in recent years, co-ordinating ambitions as well 
as actions. The issues may be outside the scope of 
official co-operation, but ministers and MPs have 
discussed them in great depth and several tangi-
ble initiatives have emerged.

Defence co-operation was stepped up in 2009 
with the establishment of NORDEFCO, an umbrel-
la organisation under which the national armed 
forces work on logistics, training, operations, 
international deployment, etc. Working together 
is the key for Nordic armed forces faced with chal-
lenges such as the heavy spending cuts imposed 
since the end of the Cold War. 

the arctic – a top priority 

Climate change has catapulted the Arctic to 
the top of the geopolitical agenda, and there is 
great potential in joint Nordic action to preserve 
unique natural habitats and to promote social and 
cultural development in the Arctic. The melting 
of the ice caps may also completely redraw the 
strategic military map.

Another example of external change that has 
led to a more integrated Region can be found on 
Iceland, one of the few nations in the world that 
has no armed forces and is therefore unable to 
patrol its own skies. Since the USA closed its mili-

jóhanna sigurðardóttir

villy søvndal

Prime Minister of Iceland

Danish Minister of Foreign Affairs

by karin arvidsson and jesper schou-knudsen
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The idea of the Nordic countries working closely together 

on defence issues has its roots all the way back in the 19th 

century. Intensive negotiations about a defence union collap-

sed just after World War II, partly because Denmark, Norway 

and Iceland opted to join NATO when it was set up in 1949. 

During the Cold War, there was little room for Nordic co-

operation in the shadow of NATO and the Warsaw Pact. Com-

mitment to working together has increased since the end of 

the Cold War. One milestone was the establishment in 2009 

of the Nordic umbrella organisation NORDEFCO, under which 

the national armed forces work together in a wide range of 

areas such as logistics, training, operations and internatio-

nal deployment. In 2012, the prime ministers of Finland and 

Sweden declared that their countries will help

Norway to provide air surveillance for Iceland from 2014.

facts
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tary base in Keflavík in 2006, Norway has been 
providing air surveillance on a temporary basis. 
In October 2012, the Swedish and Finnish prime 
ministers agreed to lend a hand from 2014.

“Iceland really appreciates Nordic co-operation 
on foreign and security issues,” says Prime Min-
ister Jóhanna Sigurðardóttir. “I am delighted that 
the process has reached as far as joint air surveil-
lance of Iceland – I also think it is a natural exten-
sion of Nordic co-operation.”

new driving forces

The Nordic Council has been working towards 
the next step in foreign and defence policy col-
laboration for some time, but Nordic ministers 
have been more reluctant.

“New superstructures are not what we need 
to join forces and strengthen the Region’s role in 
the world,” says the Danish Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, Villy Søvndal.

The main reasons for this are the effectiveness 
of the current arrangement and the fear that for-
malisation would complicate matters. History also 
casts long shadows, and even although the Cold 
War has ended, formalised defence co-operation 
could prove politically controversial.

One advocate of formalisation is Johan Strang 
of the Centre for Nordic Studies (CENS) in Hel-
sinki, who discusses the issue in the Nordic 
Council’s 2012 anniversary book, Nordic Com-
munities, which forms part of the follow-up to 
the acclaimed Stoltenberg report (2009). Strang 
sees formalisation as a prerequisite for defence 
co-operation taking the next step. He argues that 

foreign and defence policy are now central to 
Nordic co-operation, and that this is because the 
driving forces behind co-operation have changed.

external forces

In his book, Strang writes: “When they were 
established in the 1950s and ’70s, the official 
structures for Nordic co-operation were designed 
to provide a foundation for working together 
effectively within the Region. Today, however, the 
main focus is on the Region’s relationships with 
the rest of the world.”

“It is important that the Nordic countries are 
able to act as one in international bodies such as 
the EU, the UN and the Arctic Council. The lack of 
formal frameworks has made it difficult to draw 
up a common policy,” he adds.

It remains to be seen whether the Region will 
opt for formalisation or not. What is clear, how-
ever, is that Nordic foreign, defence and security 
policy – for so long regarded as an anomaly – is 
now emerging from the shadows and beginning to 
take shape. This may involve many different types 
of work – joint defence, shared embassies, collec-
tive procurement, mutual solidarity and Nordic 
measures to fight climate change – as external 
forces drive Nordic unity.

 



No longer  
victims
crowds flocked to the nordic 

booths at the 2012 book fair in 

gothenburg to see and hear three 

celebrities.  two have disabilities 

and one is from an immigrant  

family – but that’s not why they 

are celebrities.  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

M ats Melin was heartily sick of chopping 
wood – the only activity for disabled 
people provided by Hudiksvall Coun-

cil in the north of Sweden – and perked up when 
his case worker, Pär Johansson, suggested to the 
council that theatre might be a better alternative. 
The Glada Hudik Theatre was formed, and the rest 
is history. After playing to full houses in its home-
town, the troupe took its shows to Stockholm, to 
television and then to Broadway. 

Hudik’s next show is The Wizard of Oz, in which 
Melin will be playing the dog, Toto. He has come a 
long way since he first tentatively trod the boards, 
and the whole of Sweden now knows him as Jerry, 

from the food retailer ICA’s acclaimed commercials.
Mats describes himself as a “mega celebrity!” 

and readily admits to thriving in the spotlight. 
Birgit Skarstein was 19 when an accident left 

her paralysed from the waist down. She is now a 
member of the Global Shapers Community, a net-
work of outstanding young people established by 
the World Economic Forum. In other words, Birgit 
is considered to be one of the most influential fig-
ures in her part of the world. When she appeared 
on the Norwegian-Swedish TV show Skavlan, 
she talked about how she was studying political 
science in order to become a minister. “Why not 
Prime Minister?” the host wondered out loud. 
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birgit skarstein

Member of the Global  

Shapers Community,  

a network of outstanding 

young people

mats melin

Known as Jerry, from the  

food retailer ICA’s  

acclaimed commercials

Performance artist, 

writer, debater, stand up 

comedian

shabana rehman



Skarstein first came to prominence on the TV 
programme Ingen Grenser (“Beyond Boundaries”), 
in which people with disabilities compete to make 
their way through a well-nigh impenetrable part of 
Africa.

“I didn’t do it to become a celebrity,” says Birgit. 
“It finally offered me a chance to appear on my 
own terms as a strong young person. No exhibi-
tion of disabilities, no victim role played out to 
tear-jerking music – simply a challenging task of 
getting from A to B.”

Like many other girls of her generation, Sha-
bana Rehman played Pippi or Ronia the Robber’s 
Daughter when she was little.

“But I didn’t look like the heroines in Nordic 
children’s books. When I was born my complexion 
was so dark that even my Pakistani family were 
horrified and gave me the nickname Black Kali.”

Shabana’s grandma even cried at the thought 

of  how difficult it would be to find her a husband. 
But as she grew up, her dad explained that the 
Hindu goddess Kali is beautiful, independent, lov-
ing and eloquent – traits Shabana shares. 

“In Norway, we know her as a provocateur who 
focuses on integration and diversity issues, but 
who above all else is an outstanding performance 
artist, host and playwright,” said Kjersti Stenseng, 
State Secretary of the Norwegian Ministry of Cul-
ture, when she introduced Shabana at the Gothen-
burg Book Fair.

In the 50 years since it was launched, the Nor-
dic Council Literature Prize has helped to advance 
the careers of many successful and prominent 
writers. This was one reason why the Nordic 
Council and Council of Ministers wanted to focus 
on literature in Gothenburg, the largest book fair 
in the Region. But the ambition was greater than 
that. They also wanted to highlight the impor-
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tance of Nordic cultural policy to social integra-
tion, and the culture ministers specified this as 
the theme for debate at the book fair.

And debated it was. About the threat from 
forces that seek to exclude new cultural idioms, 
when many argue that it is precisely this kind 
of freedom of expression that has endowed the 
Region with such a rich and successful culture. 
About the importance of both protecting freedom 
of speech and taking action against messages in-
tended to fuel hatred. About the Nordic Council on 
Disability’s struggle against attempts to describe 
disabled people in terms of “hero stereotypes”, 
and its work to encourage culture and the media 
to accommodate people of disability and others 
who do not fit into the “normopathic” model.

Opinions diverged, as they inevitably do in po-
litical debates. But one thing everyone could agree 
upon was that the media spotlight helped to make 

visible the huge personalities of Mats, Birgit and 
Shabana. Cultural and media policy can go a long 
way towards ensuring that people are defined as 
rounded beings, and not just consigned to a box 
based on disability or ethnicity.
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Bok & Biblioteksmässan in Gothenburg is the biggest  

annual book fair in the Nordic Region.

Statistics 2012:

100,000 visitors

1,550 journalists

3,500 items on the programme

Sales of rights increased

facts
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T he figures speak for themselves. The Nor-
dic countries have changed dramatically 
in the last 50 years, and our economy and 

welfare model now find themselves under mas-
sive pressure.

the tax-gdp ratio has increased 

from 20–30% in the early 1960s  

to 36–48% today

Professor Christian Hjorth-Andersen cen-
tred his statistical retrospective around the big 
increase in taxes.

“When I was a student in the 1960s, there was 
a lively discussion about whether our social model 
would fall apart if the tax-GDP ratio exceeded 25% 
– that was the magic number,” says the professor, 
noting with a smile that it has not happened.

Fortunately, society still functions. However, 
Stine Bosse, former Group CEO for Tryg and now 

a member of the boards of a range of companies 
including Nordea and TDC, is clearly concerned 
about developments – and even a little aggrieved. 
From 2003–2005, Stine sat on the Welfare Com-
mission, which submitted a report to the Danish 
Government, clearly articulating that reform was 
imperative. She drily points out that the recom-
mendation was dismissed as an erroneous and 
distorted view of the world.

“Had we taken these statistics seriously and 
opened our eyes to the trends that are exerting 
heavy pressure on the system now, we could have 
intervened sooner. We would have missed all the 
fun, of course, but it was frankly irresponsible,” 
she stresses.

Then the financial crisis struck, and Denmark 
has had to introduce reforms to adapt the welfare 
model in its wake. Bosse is in absolutely no doubt 
that the model needs to be adjusted:

“When we look at these figures and trends, it’s 
scary. But we mustn’t start fearing that our model 

28	 7  nordic stories

Thought-provoking 
data 
the occasion was the launch of the nordic statistical yearbook 2012.  as 

students vacated the alexander hall at the university of copenhagen, we took 

our places in the fine, old auditorium for a review of half a century of nordic 

statistics,  eager to hear about the gini  coefficient and gdp.  afterwards, we 

departed with a multitude of questions in our minds about the kind of society 

in which we want our children to grow up.
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stine bosse

Former Group CEO for Tryg and 

now a member of the boards of 

a range of companies including 

Nordea and TDC

by louise Hagemann
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doesn’t work. I’m absolutely convinced that the 
Nordic model, with its high degree of equality and 
social welfare, holds water.”

life expectancy for nordic women  

is 83 compared with 74 in the  

early 1960s

Among the many thousands of figures in the 
Nordic Statistical Yearbook, the professor high-
lights perhaps the greatest threat to the welfare 
model:

“The population is significantly older now, 
which is a dramatic change common to all of the 
Nordic countries,” Hjorth-Andersen says.

Bosse calls it “the good news” that we now live 
so much longer. But she also believes that we have 
to think in terms of a new division of responsibili-
ties between the public and private sectors.

“As we live longer, we’ll need knee and hip 
replacements. When the state is no longer able to 
sustain the rising costs of health care, we could 
set up a system of saving up for operations like 
that. But if you’re out of work, then the state has 
to step in for a while so that everyone receives the 
help they need. We must make reforms and adopt 
new methods, while keeping a close eye on why it 
is so great to live in the Nordic Region compared 
to other countries,” she says.

in 1960 there were 2 million cars 

in the nordic region; in 2011 there 

were 12 million – almost one car 

for every two people

For Bosse, who is also chair of Børnefonden 
(the Children’s Fund) and the green think-tank 
CONCITO, the crisis is a temporary economic prob-
lem. She is far more concerned about developing 
a vision for the future that tackles climate change 
and the green transition head on. She points out 
that this will also involve respectful co-operation 
with Greenland in order to exploit the raw mineral 
resources there before the Chinese do.

“We have a huge obligation to give our children 
the prospect of a life that is better than ours,” 
says Bosse. “African, Asian and South American 
youngsters are convinced that their lives will be 
better than their parents’ and grandparents’. But 
we can’t say to our kids that they should strive to 
have three cars or go on holiday four times a year. 
We have to give them something new – a new 
perspective and meaning to life. I don’t know the 
answers, but the questions are clear enough.”

Even though Sweden is coping best at the mo-
ment, all of the Nordic countries are “on top” in 
Europe, as Bosse puts it so appositely. Her clarion 
call to those of us in the Alexander Hall – and to 
the whole of the Nordic Region – is therefore that 
we have a special obligation to take the lead and 
come up with new visions for Europe.
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Nordic Statistical Yearbook

Statistics have been collated and published in the Nordic 

countries since 1962. They provide a unique insight into 

developments in the Region over the last 50 years.

www.norden.org/tema/nordisk-statistik-i-50-aar

Stine Bosse LLB, born 1960. 

Group CEO of TrygVesta A/S 2001–2011.

Chair of the board of Flügger Denmark, the Royal Theatre, 

CONCITO, Børnefonden, and Copenhagen Art Festival, and 

sits on the boards of, among others, Nordea Bank A/S, TDC, 

Allianz and Aker ASA. 

In spring 2010, UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon appoin-

ted Bosse to the Advocacy Group for the Millennium Develop-

ment Goals, which aim to combat hunger and poverty.  
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