
 
 
 

 
 
 
AESOP  26 t h  Annua l  Cong ress    11 -15  Ju l y  2012    METU,  Ank a ra  
 

 
 

Planning to Achieve/Planning to Avoid 
  

Helge Fiskaa: 
The high ambitions of Norwegian Planning 

 
Abstract 
Traditionally the Nordic countries have many similarities in their administrative and 
planning systems, more or less different from other European countries due to com-
mon historical and cultural heritage and long lasting cooperation. They have all re-
vised or replaced their planning (and building) acts during the last few years (Finland 
in 2000, Denmark in 2007, Norway in 2009, and Sweden and Iceland in 2011). This 
paper questions if the Norwegian planning system has become more unlike the other 
Nordic countries’ systems, and if the ambitions have escalated beyond the limits for 
what planning can or should overcome.  
 
Over years, Norway has extended the ambitions for planning, last by the implemen-
tation of the new Planning and Building Act. This relates to the act’s requirements to 
the comprehensiveness and content of plans, and the plans coordinating and control-
ling function. Based on studies of some countries’ planning and administrative sys-
tems the paper examines some features of the prevailing planning system in Norway 
compared with to the Danish, Finnish and Swedish systems (Iceland is not included 
due to practical reasons), and demonstrates that Norwegian ambitions for planning is 
far beyond the other countries’. The concluding discussion questions if the ambitions 
are realistic and what way Norwegian planning may take in the years coming. 
 
Firstly, the Norwegian act’s requirements to objectives, tasks, and considerations im-
ply a nearby all-embracing social planning, including physical, environmental, eco-
nomic, social and cultural development in regions and municipalities, which is far 
beyond the physical planning stated in the other countries’ acts. For example, the 
municipal master plan shall include a social part dealing with all municipal activities 
and development in total. The ambitions bring Wildawsky’s (1973) question “if 
planning is everything, maybe it’s nothing” in mind. 
 
Secondly, dealing with such comprehensive planning the act requires thorough coor-
dination and collaboration among public sector authorities at different administra-
tive/political levels, which is a complicated task. As municipalities perform most 
planning and Norway has strong traditions for local self-government, the challenge is 
how to coordinate sector bodies at state and regional level with municipal interests. 
On one side, municipalities can not instruct state or county agencies, and on the other 
side, use of the act’s rather strong means for central control of local planning will 
often meets political resistance.  
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Thirdly, a question is about the ambitions of public control when private actors exert 
strong influence in community development. As in most western countries, public-
private cooperation has emerged as the ordinary means for plan preparation and im-
plementation in Norway. The Planning and Building Act underlines public bodies’ 
responsibility for securing common interest. However, a special Norwegian right for 
private actors to promote plans may squeeze the public control. As in addition, nego-
tiations on development agreements can take place parallel to the plan preparation 
the content of plans may be more or less determined in forehand of public participa-
tion and political treatment, and thus short-circuit the democratic planning process. 
The other Nordic countries have kept their hands on the steering wheel by maintain-
ing the public planning monopoly. 
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Introduction 
 
A country’s planning system is rooted in its particular historical, legal, physical condi-
tions (Cullingworth and Nadin, 2006, p. 10), geography and settlement structure 
(Böhme, 2002, pp. 43ff), and cultural traditions (Knieling and Othengrafen, 2009, p. 
39). Countries with long-lasting close political, economical and cultural relationship 
have influenced each other and thus probably having similarities in their systems, 
though specific national features may cause more or less differences.  
 
Supported by among others Zweigert and Kötz’ (1987) investigation and classification 
of five legal/administrative ”families” i Europa, and based on EU’s surveys of plan-
ning systems (EC, 1994; EC, 1997), Newman and Thornley (1996) have pointed out 
five ”planning families” in Europe. That means groups of countries having more or 
less similar planning systems and styles in the perspective of legal and administrative 
principles. They define a British, a Napoleonic, a Germanic, a Scandinavian or Nordic, 
and an Eastern-European “family”.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. The five planning families in Europe (After Newman and Thornley, 1996, 
p. 29). 
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Previous surveys of planning in the Nordic countries indicate traditionally many simi-
larities in their planning systems and praxis (Lemberg, 1981; Hall, 1991; Jerkø, 2004) 
which is highly understandable due to historical and present close political, cultural 
and economic interaction. They have a common cultural heritage, and there is a 
strong Nordic identity and cooperation, which traces its roots back to earlier centu-
ries (Böhme, 2002). The languages of Denmark, Norway, and Sweden retain a close 
resemblance. An indication of this is that most Icelanders can understand these three 
languages while many Finns are able to grasp at least Swedish. There are well-
established forums for cooperation between the Nordic countries, such as e.g. the 
Nordic Council and Nordic Councils of Ministers.  
Although several differences exist, the investigations confirm the interpretation of 
Scandinavia as a planning family. The differences to other European countries are 
most evident with respect to the British system which, for example do not include le-
gally binding plans, but are less distinct from the rest of Western Europe (Newman and 
Thornley, 1996, p. 34).  
 
Over the last few years, all Nordic countries have revised or renewed their planning 
and building acts; Finland’s planning and building act date back to 2000, Denmark re-
vised their act in 2007, Norway decided upon their new act in 2008 (the building part 
in 2009), and so did Sweden and Iceland in 2010. A question is whether these revisions 
have lead to evolved differences between the systems or not and what important differ-
ences may be. Based on recent studies of planning and administrative systems in sev-
eral European countries (Fiskaa, 2011) this paper concentrate on what ambitions for 
planning are embedded in the planning acts in four of the Nordic countries and dis-
cusses in what degree the Norwegian ambitions are realistic or not.  
 
This paper gives at first an overview over the development of Norwegian planning act 
and system focusing on the widening of the planning ambitions over time, with some 
comparisons to the other Nordic countries investigated. Then a discussion set a critical 
eye on the present act’s ambitions, illustrated with some examples of planning cases 
and planning processes studied. The conclusion is that the ambitions seem very diffi-
cult to fulfil.  
 
From town planning to comprehensive planning 
 
Building acts in the first half of the nineteenth century embedded the early regula-
tions for Norwegian planning in for the cities in the form of pure physical planning, 
first of all regulating streets and buildings. The motives for planning were first of all 
the need for communication lines, fire protection, and establishing of healthy living 
conditions. Only one type of plan, town plan (byplan), which was a rather detailed plan 
for the whole town’s area, existed according to the act. Later on, the act gave legal ba-
sis for voluntary planning also in villages and built up areas in rural municipalities, 
stated in The Building Act of 1924.  
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The renewed Building Act of 1965 introduced a more ambitious planning (Fiskaa, 
2009), but still concentrating on physical planning. First of all mandatory planning 
also in rural areas was implemented. All municipalities had to prepare and decide 
upon plans. For the second a hierarchical system of plan types should contribute to 
coherence in the development at regional, municipal and very local level, in line with 
the state’s policy. Thus the act introduced regional planning in the form of plans for 
two or more municipalities. The region plan should be a plan for “coordination of 
land use and for joint solutions of questions concerning projects and arrangements 
for meeting common requirements” in the region. (Translated by the author). The 
region plan should give guidance to the municipalities’ planning, but not in the form 
of binding regulations. After some years one experienced poor results of this plan-
ning which, in 1973 led to replacement of region plans with county plans 
(fylkesplan) for “coordination of the state’s, the county’s and the municipalities’ 
planning when it comes to utilization of natural resources in a county and for other 
issues of common interest for promoting economic growth and well-being…” (Trans-
lated by the author). The plan should include main features in utilization of natural 
resources, goals for population development and settlement pattern, assessment of 
labour situation and economic life, public projects and other arrangements, and eco-
nomic assessment and priority of public projects.  
 
In the municipalities, a system of general plan (master plan) embracing the whole 
municipality’s area and detailed plans (zoning plan/reguleringsplan) for designated 
areas should make public control over land use and building possible, both in coarse 
features and more detailed. The master plan should be a plan for “land use in a mu-
nicipality and for solving questions concerning projects and arrangements for meet-
ing common requirements in the municipality.” (Translated by the author). Emphasis 
should be on building areas, agriculture and forestry, natural areas, roads and other 
communication projects, and water and sewage installations. Also the need for dif-
ferent kinds of public service etc. was natural elements of common requirements. 
Based on recommendations from the ministry many municipalities implemented in 
their general planning a system of defining common plan premises, based on among 
other things prognosis for population and business life, for giving a dimensioning 
basis for the physical plans. Several general plans included some kind of economic 
plan for investments and public operations. By this the requirements to and ambitions 
for planning was increased but still within the frame of physical planning. The main 
purpose of plans was still preparation for future development on one hand and control 
over land use and building on the other hand. However, especial social scientists criti-
cized planning for not solving the urgent problems, and argued for the introduction of 
other kinds of planning. Thus they challenged the physical planning approach 
(Skjeggedal, 2005, p. 739). 
 
Planning practice and discussions about the purpose of planning, the content of plans, 
and planning process led to adoption of the Planning and Building Act in 1985. By this 
the ambitions for planning increased further. Firstly, the act introduced an objects 
clause stressing coordination of national, county and municipal activities, balancing 
considerations to use and protection of resources. Planning should contribute to land 



 6 

use and building benefiting individuals and the society. By this, the act strengthened 
the requirements to coordination and collaboration between public administrative lev-
els and sectors and private actors. Secondly, the act introduced rules for the state’s pos-
sibilities to give instructions to county and municipal planning, and even to prepare 
and decide upon land use plans. Thirdly, the requirements to content of county and 
municipal plans expanded, and should include physical, economic, social, and cultural 
issues, and later on also aesthetic regards. Particularly planning should safeguard good 
growing up conditions for children. Fourthly, municipal master plan replaced the for-
mer term general plan, which indicated requirements for a more comprehensive plan-
ning than the previous physical planning.  
 
The municipal master plan should include a long-term part, dealing with goals for de-
velopment and guidelines for the sector authorities’ planning, and a land use plan. The 
short-term part should contain an integrated action program for the sector’s activities 
in the nearest years coming. This system was in line with Etzioni’s (1967) model for a 
mixed-scanning approach. By this the municipal master plan should idealistic include 
most local development and municipal activities. The act introduced further a new type 
of detailed plan, building development plan (bebyggelsesplan) in addition to the former 
zoning plan (reguleringsplan). This comprehensive escalation of the planning ambi-
tions occurred at a time when neo-liberalism and demand for deregulation influenced 
politics strongly, which seems paradoxical.  
 
All-embracing planning? 
 
After several revisions of and amendments to the act through the 1990s and many 
years of preparation work the planning part of the recent Planning and Building Act 
came into effect in 2009. The act has mainly kept the belief in strong public planning 
and synoptic ideals (Jensen, 2011), and extended the planning ambitions further 
(Kleven, 2011). In the following, the ambitions are discussed in comparison with the 
other Nordic countries’ acts and illustrated by the results of some surveys. The discus-
sion concentrates on the comprehensive ambitions expressed in the act, the plan system 
and relationship between plan types, the ambitions of coordination and collaboration 
between public sector interests, and the dilemmas concerning governing public-private 
cooperation and need for public control. 
 
The fundamental purposes of planning are land use control, land use plans and central 
control (Newman and Thornley, 1996, p. 42). Planning systems consists of three ele-
ments: the plan-making function, the developmental function involving such issues as 
land assembly and servicing, and the regulatory or control function (Healey & Wil-
liams, 1993, p. 702). In line with this, planning traditionally is about physical planning, 
for the most performed by municipalities within more or less fixed frames given by the 
state and/or regional authorities. As described, gradually the requirements to content of 
planning and planning process in Norway have extended beyond the traditional.  
 
The prevailing Norwegian Planning and Building Act’s requirements to objectives, 
tasks, and considerations in planning imply a nearby all-embracing planning. Promot-
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ing “sustainable development in the best interests of individuals, society, and future 
generations”, is the paramount objective. There shall be emphasis on long-term solu-
tions, and environmental and social impacts. The principle of universal design shall 
be taken into account. Planning shall facilitate the coordination of central govern-
ment, regional and municipal functions and provide a basis for administrative deci-
sions regarding both use and conservation of resources. Planning shall ensure trans-
parency, predictability and public participation for all affected interests and authori-
ties. 
 
This leads to numerous tasks and considerations planning shall take into account ac-
cording to the act. In addition to physical, economic, social, and cultural development, 
the planning shall deal with environment protection, public health and safety, natural 
resources, cultural and landscape values, and Sami interests. Planning shall take the 
climate into consideration, counteract social and health-related inequalities, promote 
societal safety and prevent crime, facilitate good surroundings, good housing and 
childhood environments and good living standards in all parts of the country. At the 
same time planning shall facilitate value creation and industrial and commercial de-
velopment, and promote coherence between sectors, functions and interests. By these 
requirements, planning has moved beyond the origin of regulating land use and 
building and undertakes the complex and contradictory task to influence people’s life 
stile and socioeconomic behaviour in sustainable direction (Kleven, 2012, p. 49), 
which may be goes beyond what planning can do very much about. 
 
However, according to the act planning shall be based on financial and other re-
source-related prerequisites for implementation and shall not be more exhaustive 
than necessary. This statement may indicate that the legislative authority is doubtful 
to the realism in thus comprehensive approach to planning. As planning is about fu-
ture control and consequences of actions the question is how to obtain sufficient 
causal knowledge to control all implications and effects of contemporary proposals 
and decisions (Wildavsky, 1973). The comprehensive requirements will in many 
cases lead to disagreements and call for thorough balancing and coordination of di-
vergent views and interests and conflict solving, which is discussed in a subsequent 
section of the paper.  
 
Nor has Denmark, Finland, or Sweden near to corresponding statements in their acts. 
The Danish act’s objects clause is concentrated on physical planning with respect to 
sustainability and coordination of social interests in land use with respect for peoples 
living conditions and keeping fauna and flora, production and protection of valuable 
settlements and landscapes and prevention from pollution. Similar the main purpose of 
Finish planning is to regulate land use and building for creating conditions for good 
living environments and promote ecological, economic, social, and cultural sustaina-
ble development. The act’s name, Markanvändnings- och bygglag (Land Use and 
Building Act) indicates clearly that the ambitions for planning beyond physical plan-
ning are limited to taking societal considerations into account. According to the Swe-
dish act’s introductory clause planning is about land, water and building. Under con-
sideration of individuals freedom planning shall promote societal development with 
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equal and good social living conditions and sustainable living environment to day and 
in the future.  
 
Sustainable development is the superior objective for planning in all countries, leading 
to long term considerations. However, the Danish, Finnish, or Swedish acts don’t re-
quire a comprehensive social planning like in Norway. However the planning must of 
course be accordant to superior goals and prognosis for several needs and coordinated 
with plans for various tasks, but not in the Norwegian way of ambitions of an all-
embracing planning. This seems to be in line with the former Norwegian set of com-
mon planning premises. 
 
A wide-ranging system of plan types 
 
A wide-ranging and complicated system of plan types defined in the Norwegian act 
also indicates expanding planning ambitions. Figure 2 gives an overview over the plan 
types at state, regional (county) and municipal level stated in the four discussed coun-
tries’ acts. It shows up that Norway has the most comprehensive and ambitious system, 
especially at the municipal level.  

Level Denmark Finland Norway Sweden 
State - Report on nation-

al planning 
- Overview of the 

state interests in 
municipal plan-
ning 

- Rules for govern-
ing and the con-
tent of planning  

 

- National land use 
objectives 

 

- National expecta-
tions regarding 
regional and mu-
nicipal planning  

- Planning guide-
lines 

- Planning provi-
sions 

- Central govern-
ment land-use 
plan 

- National envi-
ronmental objec-
tives 

  (+ Provisions in 
the environmental 
code) 

 

Region/ 
county 

- Regional spatial 
development plan  

- Regional scheme 
- Regional plan 
- Regional devel-

opment pro-
gramme  

- Regional planning 
strategies 

- Regional master 
plan 

- Regional plan 
provisions 

- Regional plan 
- (Regional devel-

opment program) 

Munici-
pality 

- Strategy for mu-
nicipal planning 

- Municipal plan 
- Plan for special 

topics or areas 
- Local plan 

- Planning review 
- Local master plan 
- Partial local maser 

plan 
- Local detailed 

plan 
- Separate plot di-

vision 
 

- Municipal plan-
ning strategy 

- Municipal master 
plan 

   - social element  
      - long term  
      - implementa-

tion  
   - land use plan 
- Municipal sub-

plan 
- Area zoning plan 
- Detailed zoning 

plan 

- Master plan 
- Detailed devel-

opment plan 
- Area regulations 

Figure 2. The plan types at state, regional (county) and municipal level. 
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In all countries, the State shall give some kind of superior guidelines for local plan-
ning. In Norway, the ministry in addition can intervene in local planning and even 
prepare and decide upon land use plans in order to secure national or regional inter-
ests, and give rather concrete instructions for planning. State’s sector bodies, as for 
example the road authorities, have a right to prepare and promote zoning plans and 
having them treated in the municipal council. State and regional bodies have a right 
to object on local plans and thus bring the final decision over to the ministry. At re-
gional level, the counties shall have a regional planning strategy and a regional master 
plan, and can give regional plan provisions concerning land use. 
 
The most complicated and may be confusing system of plan types is to be found at the 
municipal level. First of all, there shall be a planning strategy as a superior document, 
comprising “the strategic choices related to social development, including long-term 
land use, environmental challenges, sector activities and, an assessment of the plan-
ning needs.” This is more or less in line with the other countries requirements except 
for Sweden where a strategy plan is not mandatory. 
 
Further, the municipal master plan is more wide-ranging than the other countries’ 
equivalent plans comprising a long-term social element, an implementation element, 
and a land use plan. The plan shall “cover all important goals and functions in the 
municipality" and “determine long-term challenges, goals, and strategies for the mu-
nicipal community as a whole and the municipality as an organization. It should 
comprise a description and an assessment of alternative strategies for development 
in the municipality.” 
 
The social element of the municipal master plan shall “serve as a basis for sector 
plans and activities in the municipality. It shall provide guidelines for how to imple-
ment the municipality’s own goals and strategies in municipal activities with partici-
pation from other public bodies and private bodies.” A municipal sub-plan may be 
prepared for specific areas, topics or areas of activity. The implementation part 
“shall form the basis for the municipality’s prioritization of resources and planning 
and cooperation functions, and clarify measures within the municipality’s financial 
framework.” The economy plan, which has its legal basis in the Local Government 
Act, may be included in the implementation part, but not necessarily. 
 
The land use plan shall cover the municipality’s entire area and point out the main 
objectives and areas requiring special consideration in relation to the use and conser-
vation of land. The municipality may also prepare land use plans for designated parts 
of the area in order to specify land use in more detail. 
 
The act descries two types of detailed plans, area zoning plan and detailed zoning 
plan. The area zoning plan is meant for large areas while the detailed plan is intended 
for small areas, often single properties and tied to concrete projects. The require-
ments to content and planning process are the same for this plan types. The act defi-
nite a system of specific land use objectives, commonly for all plan types. 
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Several questions concerning municipal plan system can be asked. One is about the 
difference between the master plan’s requirement for alternative strategies for devel-
opment in the municipality and the planning strategy’s strategic choices. Another is 
about the relationship between the master plan’s land use part and the strategy’s 
long-term land use. 
 
Secondly, questions are about the social part of the municipal master plan, which is a 
quite different requirement than the other Nordic countries’ master plans’ concentra-
tion on land use and physical issues. The Norwegian act’s description of what the 
social part should embrace is limited to the general statements mentioned above, and 
so far no precise guidance for this type of planning exists. Contrary, the act gives ex-
haustive instructions about the land use plan, and so do the ministry’s guidance. The 
municipalities are doubtful how to handle the requirement to a social element of the 
plan, but are familiar with the land use planning. The importance of different munici-
pal planning efforts according to the act of 1985 has been examined by asking mayors 
and chief executives in several municipalities (Falleth and Stokke, 2001). Shortly 
summarized the survey demonstrates that the economy plan and the land use plan are 
regarded as far more important documents for the municipal’s future development than 
the municipal master plan’s objective part, which is much the same as the present act‘s 
social element.  
 
Thirdly, the wide-ranging system of land use plans may be confusing to operate. In 
worst case, one has to work out four plans for an area – the municipal master plan, a 
sub-municipal plan, an area zoning plan, which may be fairly similar to a sub-
municipal plan, and a detailed zoning plan. In the city of Trondheim only two out of 
total 84 zoning plans decided upon according to the new act are area zoning plans. 77 
are detailed zoning plans, and five are not specified. This indicates that the specific ar-
ea zoning plan type is not very relevant. The act’s intension is to establish a flexible 
system useful for different planning situations. However, the other Nordic countries’ 
systems are not less flexible as the different plan types can be more or less detailed and 
cover larger or smaller areas, equivalent to the Norwegian system before 1985.  
 
The ambitions of coordination  
 
For dealing with thus comprehensive requirements to planning thorough coordination 
and collaboration among several state, regional and municipal bodies, private organi-
zations and institutions, developers and the public at large is requisite. One must ask 
if and how the act’s ambitions for coordination are possible to achieve. Questions to 
rise are about the system, planning process and political will for coordination be-
tween public bodies, collaboration with private sector, and public participation. 
 
Practice demonstrates that planning often implies dealing with conflicts between sec-
tor interests and/or administrative levels, which can be challenging to overcome. One 
can differentiate between, relationship conflicts, conflicts about facts, interest con-
flicts, and value conflicts. Relationship and value conflicts may be difficult to solve 
as they are about personal feelings, perceptions and attitudes. Data and interest con-
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flicts may be easier to overcome by bringing supplementary information and reasons 
for differing interests on the table for discussion and negotiation, which is the cus-
tomary way to handle disagreements and conflict in Norwegian planning. 
 
 
 
Coordinating public sector interests 
 
First of all, decentralization is a superior objective in Norwegian as in most European 
countries’ planning (Newman and Thornley, 1996, p. 40 ff.). This implies that the 
municipalities perform most planning and public bodies at state and regional (coun-
ty) level are participants in the planning process by presenting their views and inter-
ests. Long traditions for local feeling and self government in Norway, make it politi-
cal difficult for the state or county to instruct municipalities and overrule local deci-
sions. Decentralisation implies fragmentation of responsibilities (op. cit. p. 67), which 
may counteract planning’s intentions of and requires instruments for coordination.  
 
One aspect of coordination is the effect of approved plans. As the social element of the 
municipality master plan is not binding correspondently to the land use plan and the 
zoning plans, it can only function as a guideline for further planning and decisions, 
usually legally based on other acts than the Planning and Building Act. When sector 
acts and state provisions regulate most public actions and activity, the degree of im-
portance of the social element of the plan depends on the involved actors willingness 
and ability to coordination. 
 
According to Mintzberg (1979) one can distinguish mechanisms for coordination in 
five categories: 1) mutual adjustment, 2) direct supervision, 3) standardization of the 
working process, 4) standardization of outputs, and 5) standardization of skills. Mutual 
adjustment means that autonomous sector bodies and actors discuss and adjust their 
stands. Even if actors may have more or less corresponding rationality they cannot 
achieve consensus in all cases, and instruments for conflict solving are needed, for ex-
ample mediations or state’s approval of plans. Instruments for supervision might be 
right for public agencies to object on plans or instruct local planning. Standardization 
of working process may exist in the form of planning procedures, and standardized re-
quirements for outcome may be in the form of norms or recommendations for content 
of plans. Standardization of skills means participants in the planning process having 
equal competence.  
 
The main legal means in Norwegian planning is traditionally a combination of mutual 
adjustment and direct supervision (Holsen et al., 1998), more or less like arrangements 
in the other Nordic countries. The Planning and Building Act expresses a strong belief 
in consultation, participation, coherence, and consensus building in planning processes 
(Kleven 2012, p. 49). Public agencies at state and regional level have both a right and a 
duty to participate in local planning work and thus contribute to mutual adjustment. 
However, the formal means for governmental supervision in the form of instructions, 
preparing land use plans themselves, setting aside local plan decisions etc. seem 
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stronger in Norway than in the other Nordic countries. The state has the last word if 
conflicts arise in plan matters (MD, 2001, p. 33), but traditionally instructions from a 
higher level are most often politically acceptable only in questions of major national or 
regional importance. Some standardization of working process exists in the form of 
general planning procedure rules, and to some degree standardization of outputs like 
standards and recommendations, partly settled in other acts, and professional traditions 
etc. exists. As several public agencies are involved in planning, probably having dif-
ferent experience and competence in planning, one can hardly assume high degree of 
standardized skills.  
 
Although the duty to contribute in local planning, lack of coordination between differ-
ent state agencies seems to be the most problematic which, is underlined in the prepa-
ration work for the new act (MD, 2001, p. 24), and have motivated the strengthened 
requirements for coordination and collaboration. Even if the new act has delimited the 
legal right for public bodies to object on plan proposals, conflicting interests and opin-
ions, and different professional skills among participants in the planning process often 
causes problematic and time consuming planning processes. Even more problematic 
may the situations be if central sector agencies give instructions which, do not fit with 
other sector authorities interests and/or the local policy and plans. Over the last years, 
the number of public sectors’ objections to plan proposal has raised (Falleth and Han-
sen, 2011, p. 8), which cause more plans to be scrutinized and finally decided upon by 
the ministry.  
 
Municipal bodies seem to have better routines and ability for internal coordination 
(Holsen et al., 1998), but have of course no means for coordinating or instruct state or 
county agencies. An essential question then is how to force state agencies to cooperate 
with each other and with the municipalities and counties. The means for coordinating 
and forcing state sector bodies are rather weak. A solution to the coordination problem 
might be clearer statutory basis for departmental instructions to state sector agencies, 
which is controversial according to traditions of strong public sectors, often supported 
by politicians. 
 
Public private cooperation and public participation 
 
The second question concerning coordination and collaboration is about the relation-
ship between public bodies, private interests and people in general. The shift from 
governing to governance during the neo-liberal period implies emerging of public-
private cooperation, which is going on in most parts of the advanced capitalist world 
(Geddes, 2006, p. 76). This implies a number of dilemmas about the purpose of plan-
ning and the public’s and the inhabitants’ role in community development. As a fun-
damental purpose of planning is about safeguarding those matters and public interests 
that market forces do not take care of, the motives are to provide for what is desirable 
and to hinder unfortunate side effects of individual and private actions (Vigar et al., 
2000 p. 7 ff; Røsnes, 2005, p. 34). Those two aspects of planning are often contradicto-
ry, and cause conflicts.  
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On one hand, planning must be sensitive to changes and flexible (Thornley and Rydin, 
2002, p. 10). On the other hand, there are reasons for a removal beyond a project-based 
approach and restoration of the formal importance of plans (Newman and Thornley, 
1996, p. 248). Developers request flexibility, in order to respond rapidly to changing 
circumstances (EC, 1997, p. 45), but at the same time a strategic framework in order to 
reduce uncertainty (Newman and Thornley, 1996, p. 249). Neighbours and other af-
fected people look to protect their own interests and demand certainty (Alfasi, 2006, p. 
558). And of course, developers’ paramount motive is a most profitable development. 
 
In Norway, private actors have a general legal right to provide detailed zoning plan 
proposals and having them political treated, in contrast to the other Nordic countries 
which have retained the public planning monopoly. The municipality may transfer the 
responsibility for preparing also area zoning plans to private actors. Most of the de-
tailed plans are provides by property developers, and also many area zoning plans. Pri-
vate developers first of all influence detailed plans, but have by their planning initia-
tives a considerable influence on master planning as well (Røsnes, 2008). Although 
public bodies decide finally upon plans, the public-private cooperation raises questions 
if close ties between developers and planning authorities hand power over to private 
developers in a way and a degree that may threaten public interests and the civil socie-
ty’s influence (Fiskaa, 2005).  
 
When private developers prepare plans, the planning authorities’ role is limited to ne-
gotiations over plans and control according to formal rules. Planning authorities have 
the primary contact with developers who only to some degree communicate with, and 
become influenced by affected persons and organisations. A start-up meeting between 
the developer and the planning authority for clarifying frames for a possible plan is the 
only statutory arena for direct communication in a planning process stated in the act. 
Inhabitants have a right to advance their views as response to announcement of start of 
a planning work and during the public inspection of a plan proposal, most often to late 
in the process to have decisive influence.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3. Actors in the planning process for a private promoted zoning plan. Full 
circle indicates formal statutory meeting and dotted circles eventual meetings. The 
thickness of arrows indicates the strength of contacts between actors. 

Planning authority 

     Citizens 

Politicians Developer 
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Similarly, negotiations on development agreements between municipality and devel-
opers, which have substituted the traditional public responsibility for preparing project 
implementation, may threaten public interests. Crucial questions are about the trans-
parency in the process and if negotiations can take place parallel to the planning work. 
Parallel and closed negotiations, and may be lobbying as well, may lead to early in-
formal decisions on plans and thus short-circuit the planning process (Garnåsjordet, 
2000, p. 31). Thus, negotiations upon plans and agreements for plan implementation 
may lead to pre-binding and exclusion of lay citizens and third parties from infor-
mation and influence in an early and decisive stage of a planning process until the final 
hearing of the proposal (Røsnes, 2005; Falleth and Hansen, 2011). It seems clear that 
the performance of governance has given private developers a stronger position in 
planning and development than in the other Nordic countries at the sacrifice of public 
control and third parties influence. Falleth and Hansen’s (2011) investigation concern-
ing planning processes for detailed plans in several Norwegian municipalities supports 
such a suspicion showing generally a shortage in third party’s influence.  
 
As zoning plans are legally binding for land use and projects, and prepared through a 
comprehensive planning process, on should expect the plans to be followed. That is not 
necessarily the case. A study from 1987, when public planning monopoly still was in 
force, documented that only three out of 61 detailed plans in Trondheim was imple-
mented completely according to the plan. In many cases, the responsible part was not 
able to fulfil all elements of the plan, and in other cases, revised solutions were worked 
out (Fiskaa and Røsnes, 1987). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Especially one should assume privately prepared plans to be more in line with the de-
veloper’s wishes and capability. A recent study demonstrates that it is not necessarily 

Figure 4. The approved zoning plan to the left and actual implemented project 
to the right. Positioning of a buildings, the design of outdoor areas etc. are al-
tered. Example from the survey 1987.  



 15 

so (Kristiansdottir, 2009). In all six cases investigated, the implementation was more 
or less different from approved plan. Both surveys demonstrates that in many cases 
“soft elements” like play grounds, foot-paths etc. were not constructed, which may be 
a sign of lack of attention to common interests and needs.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Conclusions 
 
One must conclude that Norway over the years, not least by the Planning and Build-
ing Act of 2008, expanded the ambitions for planning beyond what is the case in the 
other Nordic countries. The ambitions drown planning in well-meant wishes and 
contradictory requirements (Sunde, 2000). 
 First of all the increased requirements for what planning in Norway shall em-
brace is in contrast to the other ones, which have on the whole held on the traditions 
of physical planning. The comprehensive and complicated system of plan types, es-
pecially the social part of the municipal master plan, is a part of this picture. In prac-
tice, most planning concentrates on land use and physical issues, and will probably 
do so also in the future.  
 Secondly, the ambitions for coordination and collaboration among public agen-
cies at different levels seem out of range practically and politically. Especially a sec-
torial state is a problem as municipalities cannot force state bodies.  
 Thirdly, the special Norwegian right for private actors to prepare zoning plans, 
and thus having their hands on the steering wheel, may have weakened public au-
thority and affected inhabitants’ influence in planning, which is opposite to the ambi-
tions of broad coordination, cooperation and participation in order to secure common 
interests.  

Figure 5. Overview of deviations in the planning area Hårstadmarka. Example from 
the survey 2009. 
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