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This report presents findings of a study on place and private sector 

development in Vardø. The project was intended to provide input and 

ideas for further debate. The State Housing Bank’s branch in 

Hammerfest instigated the study. The bank is involved in place 

development projects in Vardø generally, and particularly in efforts to 

preserve the post-war building stock. Vardø has experienced a 

fundamental restructuring of the private sector, high levels of unem-

ployment and depopulation. Out-migration means vacated homes and 

premises, putting an extra burden on the authorities to maintain the 

physical environment. A basic principle of our work here is that place 

development must proceed along several tracks simultaneously; 

measures targeting the physical environment and private sector need 

at the same time to take account of social and cultural factors. As the 

sociologist Guri-Mette Vestby said, place affects business, and 

business affects place. But adaptation is driven by human beings. 

Method and analytical approach 

While carrying out this study we investigated factual records of 

possibilities and challenges, including place analyses and municipal 

plans. The study is based on an urban planning approach, and involves 

studies of plans and government documents. The private sector 

analysis exploits data registered with the Central Register of 

Establishments and Enterprises (CRE). We have studied socio-cultural 

issues related to place development, and differing attitudes among 

different actors towards the town, its possibilities and challenges. In 

this sense, a place is not objectively given, it is a something about 

which opinions can vary. Such opinions and narratives are subject to 

change, something to which an increased stress on marketing towns 

and cities is testimony. In this area we analysed the town’s self-
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representations published on municipal home pages and in tourism 

material. We interviewed figures involved in place development, 

including representatives of civil society. Since the project was aimed 

at invigorating the ongoing place development debate, we arranged a 

seminar in June 2006 at which we presented the preliminary 

conclusions of the project. We also invited people from Sweden to 

share experiences in connection with place development in Sweden 

and wider afield.

Different views of the local community 

In purely methodological terms we approached Vardø from two 

directions, and obtained from them different accounts of the place. 

While such opinions are likely to be rather black and white, we hope 

nevertheless they serve to illustrate the different positions.

Vardø’s self-definition on the Internet and in tourist brochures tells us 

something about how the authorities and designers would like the 

place to be seen. These descriptions highlight the community’s unique 

historical location. Web sites and tourist brochures are frequently the 

first place potential visitors look for information. These self-

representations are analogous to our desire to manage outside 

perceptions. We try to look our best, presenting what American 

sociologist Erving Goffman refers to as the front stage. Events on the 

back stage are things we keep to ourselves. The web pages tell us 

about the “oldest town in northern Norway”, and its exotic setting. 

Tourism brochures highlight trade with Russia (the Pomor trade), the 

Arctic environment and fishing. Both media are alike in some 

respects, different in others. 

Arctic warmth – a multifaceted community in an Arctic setting 

Our informants painted a slightly different picture of the town, 

however. They spoke of a warm, open community, hospitable, safe 

and good-natured, ready to accept people on the margins. Despite high 

unemployment, a large number of people were making an effort on 

behalf of the town. Many saw as its distinctive feature the geographi-

cal location, which historically helped promote a sense of solidarity, 

but also transparency, which can both be positive and negative of 

course. It shows how the physical environment, including the climate 

and relative isolation, affect efforts to enhance the cultural and social 

environment.  

As tourists or visitors, we travel to see and enjoy new things and 

places. For us as planners, it was Vardø’s unique setting at the mount 

of the fjord which impressed us. But while the buildings and streets 
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were colourful, they were obviously in need of repair. Tourist 

brochures extol the striking setting, but are less forthcoming about the 

building stock and physical environment. Colourful, but rather 

neglected homes and streets, evoke a hard life, which our interviewees 

corroborated for, but also a community battling to survive. We saw 

the possibilities described in the place analysis, and the need for “a 

caring hand” to look after a multifaceted community, its homes and 

people.

This exotic setting, at “the edge of the world”, can be construed as a 

common denominator of Vardø’s physical environment, self-represen-

tation along with people’s accounts of the town. Our impression was 

of a warm, stimulating community in an Arctic climate. There’s a cold 

north wind, but “it doesn’t get us down”, they said.  

Accounts of Vardø as an open, hospitable community are absent from 

its self-representations on the net and brochures. They are only 

apparent in contact with the locals. If the aim is to promote business 

and reverse depopulation, Vardø needs to improve web-based 

information for potential residents and business people. It would 

probably be to Vardø’s advantage to advertise precisely these features 

more aggressively, if nowhere else than at least on the council’s own 

homepages. Marketing should concentrate more on the lives people 

live, instead of delving into the past and showing pictures of old 

houses, argues UK sociologist Murray. These are important qualities 

for people in Vardø and would be for people contemplating a visit or 

settling down here.

What sort of livelihoods can Vardø offer? 

An analysis of the commercial structure based on the CRE (Central 

Register of Establishments and Enterprises) reveals few entries under 

the heading “other private services”. There is clearly a potential here 

for new jobs. The sector tends to comprise one-man businesses. 

Localisation tends therefore to follow from the residential preferences 

of the proprietors. Vardø is a children-friendly place, and offers 

attractive homes. Both points deserve stronger marketing than they 

receive at present.  

Vardø also lacks jobs in creative businesses. This is another potential 

growth area. As creative businesses employ highly qualified, creative 

individuals, commerce in general and the community in particular 

would both benefit from an effort in this area.  
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Fish-related competence figures prominently in Vardø. New 

businesses in the broader fishery sector would have a better chance of 

success here than in many other places.  

Our study reveals little movement of businesses in and out of Vardø. 

People and enterprises clearly prefer to remain where they are, even 

during difficult times; evidence of the good working, business and 

living climate.  

How do people rate the possibilities?  

Opinions about what Vardø needs to do to prosper and where 

decision-making power lies are divided. While “everybody” agrees 

the fishery should continue as the main industry, there are diverging 

views on the industry per se and the best way forward for it to fulfil its 

cornerstone functions. On the one side there is “the establishment”, 

that is, the business community and organised labour for whom the 

fishery offers a guarantee of Vardø’s survival. They want the 

government to pursue a pro-active fishery policy, and are convinced 

government funding etc. is essential for growth. The local community 

itself should decide fishing quotas.  

Others believe the fishery is important, but see it also as a basis for 

niche market products and other commercial ventures. In their 

opinion, the filleting factory with its 150 jobs will never return. They 

see tourism as a potential source of growth. The group comprises 

typical entrepreneurs, women and well-qualified people. They also 

noted the importance of education, one problem being the historical 

lack interest in promoting education in Vardø. You earned more 

working in the fishing industry than by getting an education.  

Which strategies can be identified, and who has power and 

authority?

Entrepreneurs and enthusiasts are a valuable resource, but despite 

several seminars and workshops in Vardø, some feel the important 

decisions are taken behind closed doors. Enthusiasts need breathing 

space and open channels, as well as a transparent regulatory 

environment. Some say a blend of enthusiasm and community spirit 

facilitates action and new ideas. Youth and entrepreneurs represent a 

forward-thinking resource, but people have to make an effort 

themselves. Some believe responsibility lies with “the others”, the 

people with the power and authority to shape the future. The 

commercial and labour establishment look to parliament and its 

representatives, the others to the local politicians. These latter see 
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themselves more as facilitators, and look to the private sector and 

private sector capital. 

We found numerous local enthusiasts, and, indeed, some who find it 

difficult to get by. Lessons learned elsewhere suggest that initiatives 

by enthusiasts and entrepreneurs, combined with a sense of 

community, do result in new ventures. It might help to recruit outside 

assistance; they would have the benefit of seeing Vardø with fresh 

eyes and fewer ingrained preconceptions.  

We also found a lot of local patriotism and pride, despite the 

problems. Local patriotism represents, in our view, an invaluable 

resource for promoting place development and for marketing Vardø.  

Marketing and looking ahead 

The importance of marketing and image building to places – as to 

commodities and services in general – will almost certainly grow. 

“All” townships, whatever their size, want to look good and attract 

businesses, jobs and people. There seems to be a contest to be known 

as the “capital” of something. Båtsfjord has set its sights on becoming 

the “fishery capital”, and Karasjok the “Sami capital”. In some 

connections, Vardø calls itself the “Pomor capital” and the “oldest 

town in the North of Norway”. In others, it describes itself as a 

“fishery community” and “fishery centre”. There’s only room for one 

“capital”, and until further notice, that label belongs to Båtsfjord.  

Marketing must be truthful, of course, but it is possible to draw 

attention to a place’s more positive aspects. “Developing Vardø” 

(“Vardø i Vekst”) is the name of a local authority body tasked with 

promoting growth and development. But it illustrates a dilemma. It is 

supposed to evoke ideas of progress and expansion, both of which are 

viewed in a positive light. But by highlighting issues like unem-

ployment and out-migration in an attempt to persuade the government 

to increase funding, as happened in autumn 2004, Vardø may have 

shot itself in the foot. It is difficult to extol growth and development 

while broadcasting in the same breath problems caused by depopula-

tion. At the same time, there are obvious environmental qualities 

which are not highlighted in the marketing effort, and which therefore 

the town is not fully exploiting.  

In light of work done on the place analysis and by the Vardø renewal 

committee, among other things, the need to improve the town centre is 

increasingly recognized as an essential step to make the town look 

attractive to others and to generate in the wider public a sense of pride 

in their home town. We miss therefore a wider presentation of Vardø’s 
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physical qualities, as set out in the place analysis, for instance as pictures on 

the municipal web pages. This is essential because we are all easy victims of 

“local snow-blindness”, insensitivity to qualities staring us in the face. Seeing 

Vardø’s qualities is the first step towards taking care of them. Some of our 

respondents, on the other hand, did find it paradoxical to “dress up and paint 

an empty shell” as they put it. Buildings need things going on inside as well, 

and jobs need to be created. Only then will resources be made available for 

future maintenance needs.  

Growth, balance or shrinking towns? 

Place development happens in three essentially different forms: there are 

places that are growing, places that are in balance, and places that are 

shrinking / facing depopulation. Rapid growth and out-migration can each 

cause problems for the housing market, technical and social infrastructure etc. 

Out-migration and unemployment result in empty homes and fewer services 

from the public and private sector. Vardø is in the same boat as many towns 

and peri-urban areas in Norway, and abroad. The shrinking town is 

something politicians are discussing in several countries, including Sweden 

and, not least, former Eastern Germany, but not, as yet, in Norway. Indeed, 

the term ‘shrinking town’ has been shunned like a taboo. Conversely, it is 

about making the right diagnosis or finding the most appropriate outfit. In 

terms of sustainability, balanced and slowly growing towns may well be the 

preferable option. The Città Slow movement illustrates one place 

development strategy balanced in favour of qualitative rather than 

quantitative growth. Slow or qualitative growth can create a range of new 

possibilities. In relation to the physical environment, rather than a compact 

urban policy a low-density approach would open up the town. Empty 

buildings and vacant land can be used in new ways to create, for example, 

open public spaces, affordable homes for young adults which (jobless) youth 

could renovate themselves. They have time on their hands! In relation to the 

business sector, qualitative growth means precisely to nurture distinctive 

local attributes. In relation to the cultural and social environment, qualitative 

growth directs attention to conditions under which children grow up, a safe 

housing environment, etc.  

”Sprucing up the town” 

We noted significant changes in the physical environment and the 

establishment of numerous business ventures over the eighteen months we 

spent studying place development in Vardø. At a June 2006 seminar, the 

mayor proudly announced that the town, with its new look, was “all spruced 

up” and had already attracted new business ventures. We see the same effect 

internationally as well. Change happens everywhere, even if the change in 

question is not necessarily synonymous with rapid growth.  


