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ABSTRACT 

 
 
 Ön is an island in central Ume River. Today Ön is a rural, green place with key 
habitats and historical values. In 2008 the municipality took the decision to exploit it 
by building city there. The decision was preceded by the emerging growth target, for 
Umeå, to become 200,000 inhabitants in 2050.  
 
 The research material for this paper consists of legal documents, reports, 
literature, interviews, and own observations. It can be divided into three main parts. 
The first part, which is the ‘growth discourse’, is investigated through documents 
concerning political strategies and influences from within the field in relation to Umeå 
as a city. The second part consists of research around the ‘image’ of Norrland and the 
third part focus on questions involving well-being through nature and the concept of 
Ecosystem Services, in relation to Ön. 
 
 In this paper, I advocate for an alternative plan concerning Ön and its unique 
set of qualities: the rural, historical, and nature dominated atmosphere adjacent to the 
city of Umeå. I argue that the value of this land is greater in its natural vesture, than 
it would be with added asphalt and concrete. The values of concern are non-monetary, 
but might as well become monetary in the more long-term scenario. There is 
mounting evidence of benefits derived from nature, when it comes to human well-
being, and further that ecosystems provide services of major importance to us. 
Ecosystem Services are the benefits people obtain from ecosystems. Ön possesses 
many of these services today. It holds potential for further cultivation and capacity to 
become amplified as a recreation area in central Umeå. 
  
 The objective of this master thesis is to define and validate the qualities of Ön; 
and further, to develop a programme of possible interventions, in order to preserve 
and intensify the present atmosphere. This is conducted by identifying Ecosystem 
Services in the current context; and ways to enhance them, in order to propose an 
alternative plan for Ön. 
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION 

 
Point of Departure & Influences 

 

 Ön (the Island) is going to be exploited in order to reach the growth target 

‘Umeå 200,000 inhabitants by the year 2050’.1 My research comprises the 

consequences for the natural, rural, and cultural environment on Ön, Umeå as a city 

and furthermore how it relates to the rest of Norrland. Ön is situated in Ume River, 

and has the character of a village, in the centre of Umeå city. It consists to great 

extent of natural surroundings, like small forested areas, meadowlands, and amounts 

of close-to-the-river brushwood with a rich bird life.  

  

 The work has consisted of studying the comprehensive plans for Umeå 

municipality between the years 1990-2011, by reading other legal documents, 

reports about growth, climate forecasts, wind data and text about Ecosystem Services 

in order to assimilate a broad perspective concerning Umeå and the potential of Ön. 

Further, to analyse the larger picture of the situation in the region and how this might 

affect decision making in Umeå, research has been done by reading literature on the 

subjects of: Norrland - the situation in more sparsely populated areas of Northern 

Sweden, the meaning of prosperity, and by reading cultural history inventory 

documents etc. 

  

 The research has revealed influences from afar, about how cities need to be 

configured to attract the right kind of people in order to grow, (read survive); and in 

planning documents recurring popular words and phrases like: ‘attractive city’, 

‘competition’, ‘sustainable growth’, ‘densification’, ‘growth engine’, ‘regional centre’; 

and seemingly over time increasingly so.  

																																																								
1 Umeå Municipality, Comprehensive Plan for Ön: with environmental impact assessment, [authors transl.], Umeå, 
Sweden, 2008. 
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 Richard Florida is one widely influential trendsetter, asserting that: ‘Denser 

cities are smarter and more productive’.2 These influences have gained a foothold in 

society and in municipalities, as they come with the promise of better prospects and a 

stronger economy. They are seemingly intertwined with prosperity; thus, the remedy 

that so many municipalities and towns in the North of Sweden are looking and 

longing for. 

  

 However, there are other voices and aspirations out there; voices with other 

ideas about prosperity, about other values and about nature in relation to human 

well-being. Tim Jackson questions the idea of constant economic growth in his book 

Prosperity without Growth.3 According to Jackson it is inconceivable that the world 

can go on as usual with the system of economic growth that has been built up to the 

current day. Even more so if an estimated 9 billion people all achieve a level of 

affluence expected in the OECD nations; thus, he concludes that the economy would 

need to be 15 times the size of today’s economy.4  Torbjörn Andersson discusses the 

increasing density of our cities, in the context of Stockholm. He notes that density 

brings shorter distances, and social proximity, but he also states that it has a limit for 

when basic urban values are at risk of being sacrificed. 

 

Often the ecological concept is used as an excuse for why we should build 
really dense. But it is doubtful if we achieve the green, ecological city with 
density. The windflowers do not grow well on a high rooftop. A park is not 
public on top of a building. The green facades are hardly useful socially. The 
children do not thrive in yards so cramped that the sunlight never reaches the 
ground.5 

 

																																																								
2 R Florida, Why Denser Cities Are Smarter and More Productive, CityLab, Atlantic Media, Dec 10, 2012, retrieved 
27 April 2017, <http://www.citylab.com/work/2012/12/why-denser-cities-are-smarter-and-more-
productive/4049/> 

3 T Jackson, Prosperity without Growth: Economics for a Finite Planet, Earthscan, London, 2009. 
4 This is the UN’s mid-range population estimate for 2050, cited in Jackson, p. 13, retrieved 2 January 2017, 
<http://www.ipu.org/splz-e/unga13/prosperity.pdf.> 

5 T Andersson, Professor at SLU and landscape architect LAR/MSA, Ytor I vårt gemensamma intresse [Areas in our 
Common Interest, authors transl.], Arkitekten, no 9, 2015, retrieved 4 January 2017, 
<http://arkitekten.se/kultur/ytor-i-vart-gemensamma/> 
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 Caroline Brown & Marcus Grant explores literature for evidence on health 

benefits of urban nature and biodiversity in their paper on biodiversity and health.  

 

The paper demonstrates that there are clear, documented, links between 
human health and nature, particularly in the urban setting. Together the 
results suggest that planners and built environment professionals could have a 
profound impact on community well-being by promoting urban nature and 
urban biodiversity in all new development.6 
 

Ecosystem Services - Introduction 
 

 Ecosystem Services are the benefits people obtain from the ecosystems around 

us. These have been categorised into four groups: provisioning services such as food 

and water; regulating services such as flood and disease control; cultural services 

such as spiritual, recreational, and cultural benefits; and supporting services, such as 

nutrient cycling - that supports all the other services and therefore maintains the 

conditions for life on Earth.7 

 

Hypothesis and Proposal 
 

 My working hypothesis is that Ecosystem Services, vital to human well-being 

and quality of life, might be neglected in the pursuit of growth.  

 

 The aim of this proposal is to preserve natural surroundings, cultural context 

and rural qualities within the urban environment. Furthermore, the idea is not merely 

to preserve, but to acknowledge and emphasise the qualities of natural surroundings, 

the proximity to recreational areas and the rural features of the city. The approach is 

to identify existing and possible Ecosystem Services in the context of Ön.  

 

																																																								
6 C Brown & M Grant, Biodiversity & human health: what role for nature in healthy urban planning?, Built 
Environment, 31 (4). pp. 326-338, 2005, p. 1. 

7 Ecosystems and Human Well-being: A Framework for Assessment, Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, retrieved 
1 February 2017, <http://www.millenniumassessment.org/documents/document.300.aspx.pdf> 
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 Ön offers a natural and rural atmosphere that the city does not. The 

juxtaposition of Ön and the city provides a unique possibility of contrasting and 

simultaneously complementing qualities. With a stronger connection, in between, Ön 

has the capacity to contribute with Ecosystem Services, biological, recreational and 

social diversity. Ecological and recreational due to its varied green and natural 

environment; social because of its centrality and potential to make visible the history 

and character of the place, thus the character of Norrland. 

 

Purpose and Goal: 

 

1. Define and validate the atmosphere and the qualities currently present in the 

place, to preserve and enhance them. 

2. Develop a programme of alternative occurrences/establishments for Ön, to 

safeguard and intensify the defined atmosphere.  

3. Connect Ön and the city by building pedestrian/bicycle bridge(s). 

 

 My research is presented with the starting point in Norrland, in order to try to 

convey the image of a broader context. Following that I zoom in and work my way 

through Umeå and the growth target, the influences that had an impact on city 

planning, the municipal comprehensive plans and the emerging ‘growth discourse’. 

Further, I try to paint the picture of a simultaneously growing alternative ‘prosperity 

discourse’, that emphasises quality of life and well-being in other terms than with 

monetary values. Eventually I land on Ön to visualise its history, its present qualities, 

and to introduce Ecosystem Services in the context. 
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CHAPTER 2 - NORRLAND 

 

  ‘Norrland has been both idealized and devalued over the years, often 

simultaneously.’8 It is devalued in the sense that it is viewed as the periphery, the land 

beyond civilization and behind in time. The ‘image’ of the North as a place of subsidy 

and outmigration that does not contribute with anything useful to society is fuelled by 

the media and popular culture, as well as politics and science. This distant land is 

being viewed from somewhere, and this somewhere is the urbanity, the ‘centre’ from 

which everything is constructed. Madeleine Eriksson describes this dichotomy in her 

work concerning the image of Norrland. 

 

This celebration of urbanity has deepened the rural/urban binary and resulted 
in representations (in politics and science, but also in the media and popular 
culture) of the urban, in contrast to the rural, as ‘modern‘, inhabited by 
progressive, mobile and creative people.9 

 

 Since Norrland has been the land of natural resources, in the Swedish context, 

it has gone through some crucial and transformative stages for its inhabitants ever 

since it was ‘conquered’ for its findings. Simply put, there was the colonization to start 

with, the not always so fair methods of obtaining access to the natural treasures, the 

harsh living conditions and sometimes poverty. When industrialisation entered, the 

dramatically reduced need for workers in the forestry and mining industries entailed 

a noticeable transformation of Norrland. The impact this had on the rural areas of the 

North resulted, to a large extent, in unemployment and out-migration. People where, 

and still are, moving to larger cities in the more southern parts of Sweden.  

 

 

 

 

																																																								
8 M Eriksson, (Re)producing a periphery: Popular representations of the Swedish North, Original i Umeå AB, Umeå, 
Sweden, 2010, p. 19. 

9 Eriksson, p. 2. 
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CHAPTER 3 - UMEÅ 200,000 INHABITANTS 2050 

 

 Umeå municipality has an outspoken goal to become 200,000 inhabitants by 

the year 2050. Further it does not only want to grow by numbers, for embedded in 

this quest another idea is dwelling, namely to act as a growth engine for Norrland, the 

whole northern part (to the surface about 59%) of Sweden.  

 

 The excerpt below is from Umeå Municipality’s web page that describes the 

current vision for the city. 

 

Umeå municipality's growth target of 200 000 inhabitants by 2050 Is the 
basis of the urban planning. With that population number Umeå becomes the 
obvious capital in northern Sweden with a rich and exciting city life. For the 
City to grow, room for more residents, homes and workplaces are needed, but 
above all Umeå needs to become even more attractive to move to.10 

 

 

 Umeå has been increasing its population for a long time, being the distinct 

exception in a depopulated Norrland today. The question here is not whether Umeå 

should grow or not. The city grows quite steadily, consequently to a great extent at 

the expense of the rural eras, mainly in the inland and Northern Norrland. ‘The 

centralisation and urbanisation of Sweden is proceeding and pundits of various 

colours argue that it is a relentless - and positive - development.’11   

  

 When planning for an expanding future Umeå, it might be useful to adopt a 

wider perspective in order to imagine long term objectives that include values of well-

being, proximity to nature and a stronger cooperation within Norrland.  

																																																								
10 Umeå Kommun [Umeå Municipality, authors transl.], Umeå mer stad ̶ strategier för tillväxt [Umeå more city - 
strategies for growth, authors transl.], Umeå, Sweden, retrieved 31 December 2016, 
<http://www.umea.se/umeakommun/byggaboochmiljo/stadsplaneringochbyggande/strategierfortillvaxt.4.6d96
946b127b1c6010c80002271.html> 

11 H Larsson, city council member (C) Krokom, Norge visar hur hela Sverige kan leva [Norway shows how all of 
Sweden can live, authors transl.], Dagens Samhälle [Today's Society, authors transl.], retrieved 18 January 2017, 
< http://www.dagenssamhalle.se/debatt/norge-visar-hur-hela-sverige-kan-leva-15511>. 
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CHAPTER 4 - INFLUENCES 

 

The Growth Discourse 
 

 In the end of the 90’s the population growth in Umeå had been on a decline 

and Lars Westin came to be an influential voice during a building industry seminar, 

where he spoke to Lennart Holmlund (the Councillor of Umeå) and the Vice-

Chancellor of Umeå University, declaring that the city should grow to 150,000 

inhabitants (being about 100,000 at the time) to ‘put its house in order’.12  

 

 Umeå had been growing since the city fire in 1888, but the municipality 

wanted to aim for people outside of Norrland, from other parts of Sweden, or the 

World even. Further, according to Westin himself, he told them about city ranking, 

cities going up or down, the competition for assets in the form of human capital, 

differentiated industry that generate tax money, the attractiveness of cities and so on. 

The story goes that Lennart Holmlund on a later occasion decided that 150,000 

inhabitants somehow seemed too little, thus raised the number to 200,000 

inhabitants by year 2050 - and so the campaign was on.13  

 

 A widely influential precursor on the international field is Richard Florida, 

asserting that cities are being promoted by ‘the creative class’ to accumulate business 

and capital. Accordingly, he declares: ‘places that succeed in attracting and retaining 

creative class people prosper; those that fail don't.’ 14 

 

 

 

																																																								
12 L Westin, Professor and the head of Centre for Regional Science at Umeå University (CERUM), personal 
interview with author, Sliperiet, Umeå, 27 October 2016. 

13 Westin, personal interview with author. 
14 R Florida, Professor of Regional Economic Development, The Rise of the Creative Class, The Washington 
Monthly, 2002, retrieved 3 January 2017, <https://www.os3.nl/_media/2011-2012/richard_florida_-
_the_rise_of_the_creative_class.pdf> 
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The Others 
 

 In the context of the sparsely populated areas of the North, people hope for 

prosperity, while there is a deficiency when it comes to working opportunities within 

natural resource industries. Arne Müller made a study of this context and came to the 

conclusion that those places rarely accommodate the financial sector and the leading 

functions of the natural resource companies. These functions are mostly placed in 

larger cities in the South, the same cities that according to researchers and theorists, 

attract a flora of peripheral services that the companies require. Müller is writing: 

‘These theories have also left their mark on the political debate’.15 He continues with 

the example of the discussion of 'culture driven growth', in conjunction with Umeå's 

year as European Capital of Culture, and observes that it sounds as an echo of 

Richard Florida's argumentation. Further he points out that the idea is about 

measuring oneself with other financial centres in the world, rather than to strive for a 

more even development of the whole of Sweden.16  

 

 Mikael Wallström is referring to a leading class in society and a homogenous 

discourse that in different ways is ‘reproducing the map’ that in reality maintains the 

notions of prevailing dichotomies of the centre and the periphery, the winning and 

the losing regions: 

 

A distinctive feature of this social class is that it sees itself as a developer and 
innovator with the right to condemn or exclude that which does not fit into the 
map as belonging to the past.17 

 

 

 
	

																																																								
15 A Müller, Norrlandsparadoxen [The Norrland Paradox, authors transl.], Ord & visor förlag, Skellefteå, Sweden, 
2015, p. 167. 

16 Müller. 
17 M Wallström, När verkligheten inte stämmer med kartan [When Reality does not Match the Map, authors 
transl.], Nordic Academic Press, Falun, Sweden, 2014, p. 49. 



(RE)DEFINE	GROWTH		 	 Anna	Kassberg	14	

CHAPTER 5 - UMEÅ COMPREHENSIVE PLANS 

 

1990 
 

 ‘The debate around environmental issues and the demand for a good living 

environment will grow even stronger, it seems to be beyond all doubt.’18  

 

 The above statement is quite characteristic for the Comprehensive Plan 1990. 

The tone and the appearance of this document is in a way telling the story of being 

grounded. It seemingly intends to work in a simple and literal way, speaking in terms 

of reasonable numbers and expected average increase in population. Several of the 

overall goals highlights natural and living environments in different ways; for 

example, ‘preserving natural habitat types that are important for active outdoor life 

and to protect and nurture valuable cultural landscapes, natural habitats and 

biotopes’.19 

 

1998 
 

Future Umeå must be planned in harmony with the natural environment in a 
better way than presently is the case. The conditions for a good quality of life 
should be created and the Ume-residents' health and safety should be 
paramount in municipal planning.20 

 

 From the above ‘Vision for Sustainable Development’ in the Comprehensive 

Plan 1998, one can easily get the impression of a ‘sharpening’ of the sustainability 

targets for the city. The document contains amounts of ambitions - mentioning picnic 

areas, walking trails, ecological context, improving air and water quality, preserving 

cultural values, a city close to nature, valuable biodiversity and so on. The document 

																																																								
18 Umeå Municipality, Comprehensive Plan 1990: For Umeå Municipality, [authors transl.], Umeå, Sweden, 1990, 
p. 10. 

19 Umeå Municipality, pp. 13-14. 
20 Umeå Municipality, Comprehensive Plan 1998: For Sustainable Development, [authors transl.], Umeå, Sweden, 
1998, p. 11. 
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describes Umeå Municipality (area) as being ‘a cultural, leisure and recreational 

environment that is perceived as one of the most complete in the country’21; and 

further ‘the finest of all bird areas throughout northern Sweden’.22 

 

 Simultaneously the national development planning has formulated growth as a 

key objective for different actions at a regional level; and the discussion in this 

document concerns the exploitation interests as being in ‘competition’ with interests 

to preserve nature, mainly for recreational purposes. The comprehensive plan 

comprises guidelines ‘that all residential areas shall have access to the nearby, well-

developed recreational areas’; therefore, they ‘assume that availability to valuable 

recreational areas can be guaranteed alongside exploitation’.23 Further mentioned in 

the plan is also that the interaction between city and country will become increasingly 

important in a sustainability point of view.  

 

 One item that I think is particularly interesting in this plan is the part that says: 

‘the proposal to build on the northern part of Ön has been discontinued under the 

city council's decision’.24 Previous to the Comprehensive Plan 1998 the municipality 

sent out a survey to investigate which areas the citizens had as top priorities when it 

came to future city planning, and from all the responses they got, a Consultation 

Report with suggestions for adjustments was compiled in 1997.25 There was a 

striking amount of people and other agents opposing to the exploitation plans 

concerning Ön and other natural land areas within the city. 

 

 Seemingly this plan is ambiguous when it comes to the question of what to 

preserve and what to exploit, what to keep and what to dismiss as redundant in the 

future city of Umeå.  

																																																								
21 Umeå Municipality, p. 69. 
22 Umeå Municipality, p. 83. 
23 Umeå Municipality, p. 156. 
24 Umeå Municipality, p. 155. 
25 Umeå Municipality, Consultation Report, [authors transl.], mentioned in Umeå Municipality, Comprehensive Plan 
1998: For Sustainable Development, p. 21. 
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 The conception is somehow that there is a way of having it all - safeguarding 

the biodiversity and having close proximity to nature, just as being able to build more 

city and increase the growth in general. However, the discontent concerning conflicts 

of interest shines through when it comes to, for example if Ön with its central and 

attractive location, should be exploited or not. The conflict here is between people 

with an interest in natural recreation areas within the city and other agents that 

would somehow benefit from exploitation or simply believe it is the only way to reach 

the beckoning ‘attractive city’. The plan claims that there are two conflicting theories, 

one that is based on sprawl and the other one being densification by complementing 

the built structure with new buildings; hence the secondary being the one to prefer 

due to its better use of resources already existing.  

 

 Still, in this document, even if it advocates for higher density and realises the 

consequences of not being able to build in for example above mentioned natural 

areas, the analysis acknowledges and prioritises the valuable ‘natural’ recourses 

within the city as being important to long term building of an ecological, social and 

economically sustainable society. In the consequences section, about the orientation 

towards building more connected and dense areas, the plan admits the possible 

negative and positive outcomes, and the need for further analysis when it comes to 

effects on the cityscape, the green structure and the cultural environment. 

 

2011 
 

 In the Comprehensive Plan 2011, it becomes apparent that things have 

changed. The first sentence in the document goes: ‘The spiral is spinning upwards just 

as it has done for Umeå for a long time’.26 The statement is made by Lennart 

Holmlund, the Councillor of Umeå at that time.  

																																																								
26 L Holmlund, Councillor, Umeå Municipality, Comprehensive Plan 2011: Umeå’s Future Growth Area, [authors 
transl.], Umeå, Sweden, 2011, p. 3. 
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 Further it clearly states the growth target as being the driving force and the 

primary subject of this latest comprehensive plan. The target to become 200,000 

inhabitants by 2050 was officially adopted in 2008, interestingly enough the same 

year as the Comprehensive Plan for Ön was being displayed. The focus has now 

shifted from ‘sustainability’ to ‘growth’, introducing the concept of ‘Sustainable 

Growth’. I cannot help but wondering what kind of growth this is, and what will be 

the outcome of it.  

 

 The plan announces that ‘Umeå is and has for many years had the role of a 

growth engine in northern Sweden with a steadily increasing population’.27 Already in 

the Comprehensive Plan 1990 the city is declared to be the capital of Norrland, due 

to active marketing in mass media that had shaped the ‘image’ of it as a cultural and 

educational centre in Northern Norrland. However, in the Comprehensive Plan 2011 

there is a stronger focus on competitiveness and active marketing of the city. The 

overall objectives are circling around concepts like attractiveness, expansion needs 

and Umeå's role as a regional hub and a growth engine. Umeå's award as European 

Capital of Culture in 2014 is also mentioned as a possible source of effect in the 

growth process.  

 

 The growth target as the main objective, is being explained in the plan, and the 

reason for its existence is the assertion ‘that cities compete with each other over 

resources for growth’, referring back to the statistics that is showing ‘that cities that 

collects over 100,000 inhabitants often are preferred over smaller cities’28 Further it 

embroider out the matters of attractiveness, increase of purchasing power, a strong 

market, a rich cultural scene and increasing property values; thus, guarantees that 

these things together generates ‘a spiral of positive feedback […] which leads to 

continued regional growth’.29 

																																																								
27 Umeå Municipality, Comprehensive Plan 2011: Umeå’s Future Growth Area, [authors transl.], Umeå, Sweden, 
1998, p 9. 

28 Umeå Municipality, p. 17. 
29 Umeå Municipality 
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CHAPTER 6 - GROWTH 

 

 If the objective is growth, then what is the intended meaning of this word? 

Normally when speaking of growth in an urban context there is an implied idea that it 

somehow is synonymous with prosperity. Then one could question: What is 

prosperity? Tim Jackson discusses the measurement method of GDP being taken for 

granted, the economic value of commodities, and he puts it this way: 

 

But this conclusion is odd precisely because prosperity isn’t obviously 
synonymous with income or wealth. Rising prosperity isn’t self-evidently the 
same thing as economic growth. More isn’t necessarily better. Until quite 
recently, prosperity was not cast specifically in terms of money at all; it was 
simply the opposite of adversity or affliction.30 The concept of economic 
prosperity ‒ and the elision of rising prosperity with economic growth ‒ is a 
modern construction. And it’s a construction that has already come under 
considerable criticism.31 

 

 Can we assume that the economic growth will sustain, at the same time as the 

natural environment and the biodiversity? Will the earth still be pleasant and 

beautiful if we alter everything in our pursuit of wealth? Wallström writes about the 

general reliance on technology and progress, that is believed to conquer the 

environmental issues brought forth by growth. 

 

The basic premise Is that the sustainability issue can be resolved within the 
current economic and political framework and by using ‘green’ technology. 
Both growth and welfare must be maintained and preferably increase.32 

 

 By re-defining ‘prosperity’ and ‘growth’ an alternative path emerges where the 

terms might be purified and dedicated to simple things like caring, well-being and 

appreciation. 

																																																								
30 ‘Be moderate in prosperity, prudent in adversity’, advised Periander, the ruler of Corinth in 600BC; ‘Prosperity 
tries the fortunate; adversity the great’, claimed Rose Kennedy, mother of JFK and RFK, cited in T Jackson, 
Prosperity without Growth: Economics for a Finite Planet, Earthscan, London, 2009, p. 5, retrieved 2 January 
2017, <http://www.ipu.org/splz-e/unga13/prosperity.pdf.> 

31 T Jackson, p. 5 
32 Wallström, p. 37. 



(RE)DEFINE	GROWTH		 	 Anna	Kassberg	19	

CHAPTER 7 - NORRLAND, UMEÅ AND THE MEANING OF PROSPERITY 

 

 The elusive question of how ‘Umeå will be the growth engine of Norrland’ is 

still out there. It is my belief that we need to view this from another perspective than 

we are used to, that we are better off letting go of the ruling notion of rural and urban 

in a constant dichotomy; but also, the idea that prosperity automatically has to do 

with income or wealth and further that it would need to generate economic growth. 

‘Prosperity’ originates from Old French prosperite, from Latin prosperitas, and from 

prosperus meaning ‘doing well’, according to the dictionary. One can be doing well in 

many different ways, and I imagine the term itself would ‘prosper’ from a revaluation 

of what doing well is primarily about. Which characteristics gets the higher values? In 

lieu of treating the rural and urban as two opposites there is more to gain from 

cooperation and unification of interests. The conception of being the attractive urban 

area that the market demands, by selling the place to the highest bidder, will lead to 

values like well-being, quality of milieu, and the whispers of history becoming 

endangered.  

 

 Let us come back to Ön in Ume River - and its qualities. Ön holds many of the 

rural ‘Norrlandic’ characteristics present in the ‘periphery’ previously discussed. It is a 

sparsely populated area, a village within the city. Its atmosphere is breathing agrarian, 

pre-modern, slow pace qualities; thus, the opposite to all the things imagined by the 

ruling growth discourse. The agenda to clear away the last pieces of countryside from 

the city, to the advantage of the urban norm and the quest for ‘modernity’, means to 

neglect a sense of history, valuable green structure and authentic diversity. It is also 

good to remember that what is modern today might be ‘out of style’ tomorrow. 
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CHAPTER 8 - THE HISTORY OF ÖN 

 

Timeline 
 
 The following information concerning the history of Ön comes from 

Kulturhistorisk bebyggelseinventering.33  

 Ön was under water until the late Middle Ages. In 1571 there were nine 

farmers in the village. Characteristic for the island’s village are rows of buildings 

along the two village streets. The two parts, separated by the creek, are known since 

the 16th century, and where at that time called ‘Ytheröönn’ and ‘Öffuer Önn’. The 

villages on Ön and Teg held pasture land, meadows and mills on the north-east side 

of the river and farming was the main source of livelihood alongside fishery, primarily 

of salmon. The north part of the island used to consist mainly of cultivated land and 

the south part was covered with forest.  

 

 During the 17th century there was a small lake in the lowest part of the creek, 

called Pusen, as visible in Figure 1; and in the 18th century, Figure 2, the lake still 

partly existed, leading the water out into the river in a south-east direction. However, 

the water was drained in the next century and a trench was dug towards north. The 

trench where the water used to flow is still visible in the landscape today. 

        

         

																																																								
33 Västerbottens museum & Umeå kommun, Stadsbyggnadskontoret, Kulturhistorisk bebyggelseinventering, Del 1 
‒ Umeå tätort, Umeå, Sweden, 1997, p. 73-75. 
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Figure 1. ‘Geometrisk avmätning’ Ön, 1642. 
         

 

 

Figure 2. ‘Geometrisk avritning’ Ön, 1709. 
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 Most of the ships in Umeå, at the end of the 18th century, are testified to be 

built on south Ön, yet very little is known about those shipyards. The bourgeoisie of 

the city had built shipyards along the north shore of Umeå, but in the end of 18th 

century Storån had become too shallow for larger ships to sail in, and the shipyards 

where moved to Teg where the ships could use the deeper Lillån instead. In 1770 a 

mineral spring was discovered on Ön. This contributed to the fact that wealthy 

residents began to build their summer houses there and during the second half of 

19th century, more affluent people built their summer homes on Ön, for example, the 

house on North Ön in Figure 3. Most of these houses have eventually been torn down. 

 

 

 Further, many of the buildings were consumed, during Umeå city fire, on that 

dry and windy summer day in 1888. Ön was largely affected by the flames. The fire 

spread from the shore on Teg over to Ön, where the forest and 22 houses burnt to 

the ground.  

 Figure 3. House on North Ön that no longer exists. 
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 From the end of the 19th century, log driving was the dominant industry on Ön, 

and it lasted until 1980 when Umeå river was suspended as a log driving trail 

because it had become more common to transport timber on land, during the 

previous decade. The first bridge to Ön (Figure 4), a timber suspension bridge, was 

built from Teg in the year 1915 and the first sorting installation, for log driving, was 

built on the south west side of Ön. A carpentry and a sawmill was established the 

same year. 1937 and 1967 two more sorting installations where built on Ön and 

1937 was a record year with 13 million pieces in Umeå River. At that time 500 men 

were employed in the industry. Figure 5 is showing log sorting in Lillån. 

 

 The suspension bridge was demolished 1970 and the bridge of today was built 

about 100 meters north of the old one. Two years later UMEVA sewage treatment 

plant was built on the south-east end of Ön. The plant area is today greatly expanded 

and occupies a large piece of South Ön together with the 700-meter-long bridge 

Kolbäcksbron, that was built during the years 1998-2001, across Ume river and Ön.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5. Log sorting in Lillån.  Figure 4. Old suspension bridge to Ön. 

	



(RE)DEFINE	GROWTH		 	 Anna	Kassberg	24	

Preservation Proposal ‒ Description 
 

 The proposal in Kulturhistorisk bebyggelseinventering concludes that the built 

environment on Ön presents strong continuity. The two parts of the village, separated 

by the creek, are known since the 16th century. It has a clearly readable older building 

structure and a number of farms or buildings with preserved time imprint. Therefore, 

the central village area, or the Northern part of Ön, are considered an environment of 

cultural and historical interest. In addition, some of the sorting plant buildings, mainly 

the three warehouses near the river on South Ön, are highlighted as a remembrance 

of the log driving epoch and should be able to obtain a continued utilization.34 The 

buildings are visible to the right in Figure 6. Only two of them remains today. The 

preservation proposal is visualised in Figure 7, p. 25. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6. Sorting plant buildings South Ön. 

																																																								
34 Västerbottens museum & Umeå kommun, p. 74-75. 
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    Figure 7. Preservation proposal, Västerbotten Museum 

 
Area of Cultural History Values to preserve, as suggested in:  
Kulturhistorisk bebyggelseinventering, Del 1 ‒ Umeå tätort.  
 
Buildings of Cultural History Values to preserve, as suggested in: 
Kulturhistorisk bebyggelseinventering, Del 1 ‒ Umeå tätort. 
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Figure 8. Occurrences Ön 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 9. Section North Ön 
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Impressions of Ön 
 
 
 

1. Dog training/agility centre since forty years back. 

2. The north-west side of ‘Ön’ looking towards east ‘Teg’ on the other side of ‘Lillån’. Natural young 
forest with fallen trees and a sense of wilderness characterizes this place and a narrow walking path 
meanders through the area. 

3. Empty plot where a house used to stand not so long ago. Visible residues remain on the ground and 
invisible ones in the atmosphere of the site. 

4. A lot of small pathways in between the trees going in all directions. Mainly Spruce and Pine, mixed 
with a few deciduous trees. 

5. The ‘School Forest’ with fireplaces and space for play in nature. 

6. Natural, seemingly young, and untamed type of forest with deciduous trees, some coarse woody 
‘rubble’, green moss and tree mushrooms. 

7. View in the evening sun from the turning area towards the Arts Campus. The inflow of the former 
stream ‘Pusen’ connects to the river nearby. 

8. Old type one family houses in so called ‘Radbyn’. Intimate atmosphere and culturally valuable 
environment. One road going through, ending with a turning area down by the river. 

9. A part of ‘Radbyn’ on ‘Storåvägen’ with culturally valuable environment. A rural atmosphere reigns 
here. 

10. An old park bench overgrown with lichen. Poetic situation. A place to linger. 

11. A natural pathway with trees along the riverside forming a corridor flooded with rays of light on a 
sunny day. Favorite path. 

12. Stairs down to the river belonging to some of the houses in ‘Flottarbyn’. 

13. The office building of UMEVA close to the riverside. Illuminated facade at night. 

14. Old brick building from the former sorting plant, today used for baking bread in a wood-burning 
stove. 

15. UMEVA’s buildings that utilizes the methane gas from the waste.  

16. UMEVA’s new building of the sewage treatment plant. Architectural building with a Sedum roof. 

17. Old culturally valuable buildings, the old sorting installation position of the log driving era. 

18. Newer buildings with some commercial activities of which one is a restaurant, and the newly built 
marina. 

19. A glimpse of the city lights in between the trees along the shoreline. The contrast is palpable. 

20. ‘FriFot’ a company providing canoe tours and similar nature related experiences, used to reside 
here. They have now moved away due to the municipality’s plans for exploitation of the area. 
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CHAPTER 9 - THE QUALITIES OF ÖN 

 

Description of Ön 
 

 Ön is located in Ume River near the city centre, however it is perceived as 

fairly secluded from the rest of Umeå. It is characterised notably by its natural and 

rural qualities and parts of it has remained relatively untouched and seemingly wild. 

The island is 2.7 km long and at most 630 meters wide. There are different kinds of 

vegetation, typical for the region; and some of the deciduous species are Birch, Alder, 

Bird Cherry, and Raspberry Bush, further there are conifers like Spruce, Pine and 

Juniper Bush. 110 species of birds are known to reside on Ön, of which five are rare 

and seven are red listed. The contrast to the city is indeed palpable. 

 

 The only connection to Ön, that is somehow logical to use, at least if you come 

by car, is located on the south side of the river from East Teg. When coming by foot 

or bicycle there is also the alternative of using the bicycle path from Kolbäcksbron 

further south east, down streams, to enter the south part of Ön. From the ‘city side’ 

there is no connection at all, which means that coming by foot or bicycle from the 

north entails a tedious detour to get there. 

 

 When you eventually find your way to this hidden world everything changes. 

There is no sign of the city life. The roads are shared among pedestrians, cyclists and 

motor driven vehicles. The buildings are low and most are made of wood. Many of 

them are quite old and have a cultural value in the setting where they stand. They are 

grouped together like small villages, not very different from the environment on the 

regular Swedish countryside. The north end of Ön, which is closest to the city, is 

today dominated by lightly forested areas, slightly overgrown old farmland, grassy 

open fields, and amounts of deciduous trees along the steeply sloping river banks. 

One way of expressing the prevailing atmosphere of Ön could be that it embodies the 

regional character, and the natural beauty of Umeå. 
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CHAPTER 10 - NATURE & WELL-BEING 

 

 It is evident and well known that nature is important for human well-being. 

There is a mounting body of scientific evidence on harm to human health through 

undermining global biosphere processes.35 

 According to a report on urban environments in England and Wales there is 

intense pressure on wildlife in urban areas as a result of pollution, development and 

insensitive design; and further there is a tendency for the quality of wildlife to reduce 

with proximity to city centres through habitat loss, fragmentation and disturbance.36  

‘Local plant extinctions increase with population density, suggesting that urbanism is 

as much a threat to biodiversity as intensive agriculture.’37 Furthermore, many of the 

UK documents on this topic contains general statements about the value of nature 

and biodiversity for health or well-being;  

 
...though, the benefits of nature ‒ whether in relation to aesthetics, economics, 
investment or well-being - are only mentioned in very general terms and do 
not underpin arguments for delivering more and better habitats. […]. If nature 
is good for us, then surely more nature is better?38  

  

 The rewards of gardening and horticulture is among the most well-established 

health benefits related to activity in natural settings; thus, gardening and horticultural 

projects are used therapeutically in a number of settings including prisons and 

hospitals. In the UK, there is a great concern about rising rates of obesity and falling 

rates of physical activity and therefore two key initiatives have emerged in recent 

years, Health Walks and Green Gyms. Doctors can ‘prescribe’ Health Walks to 

patients to attend organised walks in the local area, and the Green Gym works in a 

similar way where participants engage in practical conservation tasks.39 

 

																																																								
35 C Brown & M Grant. 
36 Environment Agency, The urban environment in England and Wales - A detailed assessment. Bristol: 
Environment Agency, 2002, cited in C Brown & M Grant, p. 2. 

37 Thompson & Jones, 1999, cited in C Brown & M Grant, p. 2. 
38 C Brown & M Grant, p. 6. 
39 C Brown & M Grant, p. 13. 
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CHAPTER 11 - ECOSYSTEMS & WELL-BEING 

 

 The impacts of human activities on ecosystems have increased rapidly in the 

last few decades, according to the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment.  

 

Ecosystems are essential for human well-being through their provisioning, 
regulating, cultural, and supporting services. Evidence in recent decades of 
escalating human impacts on ecological systems worldwide raises concerns 
about the consequences of ecosystem changes for human well-being.40 

 

 The effects of adverse ecosystem changes on human well-being can be direct, 

and occur with some immediacy through locally identifiable biological or ecological 

pathways. For example, deforestation of hillsides can expose downstream 

communities to the hazards of flooding. Indirect effects on human well-being, 

however, consists of more complex webs of causation; including social, economic, and 

political matters, whereof some may take decades to have an impact. ‘In all instances, 

the ability to achieve well-being is reduced by the diminished availability of 

ecosystem services.’41  

 

 As previously mentioned, Ön holds many Ecosystem Services and a unique 

position to become enhanced as a recreational area in central Umeå. Considering this, 

the cultural services that ecosystems provide have many consequences for human 

well-being ‒ through attributes and functions that influence the aesthetic, 

recreational, educational, cultural and spiritual aspects of human experience. ‘Many 

changes to these ecosystems, through processes of disruption, contamination, 

depletion, and extinction, therefore have negative impacts on cultural life and human 

experience.’42 

  

																																																								
40 Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, p. 71. 
41 Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, p. 73. 
42 Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, p. 77. 
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CHAPTER 12 -  ECOSYSTEM SERVICES 

 

The Concept of Ecosystem Services 
 

 The Earth consists of what we call ecosystems. These are complex systems of 

plants, animals, and microorganisms and the non-living environment interacting as 

functional units. Thus, Ecosystem Services are the benefits people obtain from the 

ecosystems around us. These have been categorised into groups, as demonstrated in 

the diagram below, Figure 10, being: provisioning services, such as food and water; 

regulating services, such as flood and disease control; cultural services, such as 

spiritual, recreational, and cultural benefits; and supporting services, such as nutrient 

cycling, that supports all the other services and therefore maintains the conditions for 

life on Earth. To be noted is that some of the categories might overlap. 

 

Figure 10. Ecosystem Services diagram. 
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Biodiversity 
 

 As explained in the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment: ‘Biodiversity is the 

variability among living organisms. It includes diversity within and among species and 

diversity within and among ecosystems.’43 The concept of biodiversity means being 

the source of many ecosystem goods, such as food and genetic resources; and 

changes in biodiversity can consequently influence the supply of ecosystem services.  

 

 Since there are many different services that people seek from ecosystems the 

conditions of them are perceived in relation to their ability to provide the services 

desired. The assessment should make the decision process able to determine which 

set of services are valued most highly, thus can manage the system in a sustainable 

way. This is described in Ecosystems and their Services: ‘An assessment of the 

condition of ecosystems, the provision of services, and their relation to human well-

being requires an integrated approach.’44 

 

The Ecosystem Approach 
 

 In the document Ecosystems and their Services included in Ecosystems and 

Human Well-being, ‘The Ecosystem Approach’, according to Convention on Biological 

Diversity (CBD), is described as ‘a bridge between the environment and human well-

being’, and being ‘a strategy for the integrated management of land, water and living 

recourses that promotes conservation and sustainable use in an equitable way’.45  

 

 Further, ecosystem as a term can mean a functioning unit at any scale and the 

CBD considers this to require adaptive management in order to handle the complexity 

of ecosystems and the deficiency of complete understanding of their functioning. 

																																																								
43 Ecosystems and Human Well-being: A Framework for Assessment, Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, p 49, 
retrieved 1 February 2017, <http://www.millenniumassessment.org/documents/document.300.aspx.pdf> 

44 Millennium Ecosystem Assessment. 
45 Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, p. 52. 
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  It is also seen as a complementary concept together with other approaches 

such as protected areas, biosphere reserves, and single-species conservation 

programmes. The different methodologies have to work together in an integrated way 

to be able to deal with complex situations, and there is not one way only to implement 

the ecosystem approach since every situation is conditioned by its specific place. The 

local, provincial, national, regional and global conditions have to be taken into 

consideration. As with many other areas, decisions about ecological systems should 

not be taken based on one ‘sector’ from within the system, by analogy with economy 

for example. Instead decisions can be improved by considering the interactions 

between the many parts of the whole system. In other words, a holistic approach is 

preferred, as mentioned in the following example from Ecosystems and their Services: 

 

For instance, the draining of wetlands may increase food production, but 
sound decisions also require information on whether the potential added costs 
associated with the increased risk of downstream flooding or other changes in 
ecosystem services might overweigh those benefits.46 

 

 

Ön and the Ecosystem Approach 
 

 From the perspective of the city there is no ‘natural’ and obvious relation to 

Ön. It is almost as if it belongs to another world and some of the people living in 

Umeå have never even set their foot on it. However, many of the residents, primarily 

on Teg use the area for exercise and recreation. They cross the island or take some of 

the many winding pathways and nature trails that lead through the varying landscape 

of the place. Some people walk their dogs, take in a bit of fresh air or simply find 

some solitude in this calm and rural environment. When observing Ön and its 

potential to provide Ecosystem Services there are several functions to pay attention 

to. 

 

																																																								
46 Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, p. 52. 
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CHAPTER 13 - ASSESSMENT OF ECOSYSTEM SERVICES ON ÖN 

 

Provisioning Services - the products obtained from ecosystems 
 

 ‘Food and Fibre’ includes the vast range of products derived from plants, 

animals, wood, jute, hemp, silk, and many other ones. A relation to the history of 

farming on Ön is quite clear. The remains of farmland still exist to this day, and parts 

of the land is continuously used. Some of the crops grown there today is: Potatoes, 

Barley, Oat, Rapeseed/Field Mustard, Forage Crop, and grain. Crop rotation is being 

utilised. The conditions for growing potatoes are specifically advantageous on Ön, due 

to the light and well-drained soil.47 One can definitely imagine a revival of cultivation 

on parts of the old farmland. The crops can vary from grains to potatoes and a variety 

of vegetables. Furthermore, the addition of fruit trees and berry bushes will be a 

fitting seasonable element, especially in the more public areas of Ön. The purpose of 

the intended cultivation is not to meet the need for a certain amount of food 

produced, but to provide a possibility for ecological, pedagogical, and recreational 

small-scale farming. Beyond that, it would considerably enhance the experience of a 

living rural atmosphere and a ‘green’ aspiration of the contemporary city of Umeå and 

its ‘Norrlandic’ surroundings. 

 

 ‘Genetic Resources’ concerns the genetic information used for animal and plant 

breeding and biotechnology. Even though, it can be useful to incorporate flora and 

fauna in this section, which can be carefully complemented with species that would 

contribute to the biodiversity of both plant and animal life on Ön. In the report GIS-

baserad landskapsanalys över Umeälvlandskapet Ön is classified as ‘not very 

interesting’ when it comes to botany, but is considered to inhabit key habitats with 

deciduous forests of high value and some mixed forests of importance. These forests 

are homes to many insects and birds.  

																																																								
47 Mårten Hetta, Prefekt Norrländsk Jordbruksvetenskap, [Prefect Agricultural Sciences, authors transl.], Resident 
on Ön, Personal interview by phone, Umeå, 6 April 2017. 
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 The forests along the river are dominated by Grey Alder (Alnus incana) and 

this is more pronounced in Västerbotten, than in any other part of Sweden. Grey 

Alder forests are constantly being endangered though, due to its low economic value 

and because it is seen as ‘litter forest’. Foremost it is a consequence of the widespread 

waterside exploitation, but also by actions of nature management to achieve more 

park like areas along water.  

 

 The Grey Alder has a short generation time, which means that dead wood is 

relatively swiftly produced and causes a rich insect fauna, both when it comes to 

insects within the wood itself and underneath the bark. There is also a rich flora of 

fungi that decomposes the dead wood for the insects to feast on, which in turn leads 

to good conditions for high biodiversity of insect eating birds.48 

 

 According to Öhn Umeå, the information webpage of Ön, there are 110 species 

of birds on Ön, of which five are rare and seven are red-listed. The rare ones are: 

Hawfinch, Blackcap, Nightingale, Icterine Warbler and Nuthatch; and the red-listed 

ones are: Red-breasted Flycatcher, Lesser Spotted Woodpecker, Common Rosefinch, 

Nutcracker, Curlew, Wryneck and Pine Grosbeak.49  

 

 The Lesser Spotted Woodpecker is one of the best indicator species for 

deciduous forests, meaning that a high number of them indicates a high number of 

other species of birds present in that place. Some of them might be valuable to 

preserve in the European context. Ön provides from good to ideal habitats for the 

Lesser Spotted Woodpecker, one of the red-listed bird species on this island.50  

 

																																																								
48 Umeå Municipality, GIS-baserad landskapsanalys över Umeälvlandskapet: Rapport innehållande underlag till 
naturvårdsprogram, [GIS-based Landscape Analysis over Ume River Landscape: Report containing Basis for 
Nature Conservation Programme, authors transl.], Umeå Kommun and LONA, Umeå; Sweden, 2008, p. 23-24, 
72-77.  

49 Öhn Umeå, Information om Ön [Information about Ön, authors transl.], retrieved 17 April 2017, 
<https://ohninfo.wordpress.com/about/> 

50 Umeå Municipality, GIS-baserad landskapsanalys över Umeälvlandskapet, p. 25. 
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 As mentioned in the report GIS-baserad landskapsanalys över 

Umeälvlandskapet, Ön can, in time, be preserved as a home area for the Woodpecker 

if the forests are managed, to increase the number of deciduous trees and the forests 

along Lillån are preserved. The deciduous forests of Ön are an important link between 

the areas of Tuvan and Bölesholmarna, along Ume River.51 These waterside zones 

serve as important distribution corridors for birds and insects e.g.52  

 

 Further mentioned in the report is that the deciduous forests that grows in 

these damp and nutritional waterside milieus belong to the richest in species in the 

North of Sweden. Seeds that come with the water flow are easily rooted in these 

unstable ground conditions. It is also important to note that many of the steeply 

sloping watersides along the river have become areas with high nature values since 

they have been allowed to grow freely. Dead wood must be left in the forest to create 

habitats for insects and, thus for different kinds of birds; and the trees must be able to 

grow freely to develop large canopies that can give shade and prevent brushwood 

from taking over. This way there will be natural gaps between the trees and more 

appealing light flow and viewpoints towards the water.53  

 

 When it comes to botany, ‘new’ species of plants can be incorporated to 

increase the biodiversity and the ‘genetic recourses’ on Ön. This will be further 

discussed under the ‘pollination service’. 

 

 Another provisioning service, ‘Ornamental Resources’, indicates that cultivating 

flowers and plants could make up a small part of the production for the city, as an 

ecological and domestic alternative to the more conventional flower shops. One way 

of making the cultivation extend into the cold season is to incorporate a greenhouse 

in the central intervention, thus being able to cultivate houseplants and cut flowers.  

																																																								
51 Umeå Municipality, GIS-baserad landskapsanalys över Umeälvlandskapet, p. 29. 
52 Umeå Municipality, GIS-baserad landskapsanalys över Umeälvlandskapet, p. 12. 
53 Umeå Municipality, GIS-baserad landskapsanalys över Umeälvlandskapet, p. 11‒12, 29. 
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 ‘Fresh Water’ is considered to be a provisioning service, but also a regulating 

service. Ecosystems with their forests and vegetation plays an important role when it 

comes to the provision of fresh water in cities, since they regulate its flows, storage 

and purification. In the context of Ön and its ecosystem services there is a possibility 

to relate and connect the matter of fresh water supply, and its cycle, to the already 

existing sewage power plant in order to make visible and communicate the 

importance of this service and what generates it. A part of the plant could serve as an 

educational centre regarding information about the importance of ecosystems and 

their forests for the provision of fresh water. This can take place in parallel to the 

information about sewage treatment processes, in order to encourage people to 

cherish the natural existence of fresh water and to value its contributing factors. 

 

Regulating Services - the benefits obtained from the regulation of ecosystem 
processes.  

 

 ‘Air Quality Maintenance’ involves both contribution and extraction of 

chemicals by ecosystems, to and from the atmosphere. This process greatly influences 

many aspects of air quality. The pollution in urban air consists of particulate matter, 

nitrogen oxides and volatile organic compounds, and this in turn leads to an increase 

in health risks for humans as well as damage to the environment and in some cases 

also to construction materials. Plants can capture large amounts of substances from 

the air; a mature tree can capture over 1,5 kg of particulate matter per year.54  

 

 The importance of vegetation for the improvement of air quality depends on 

factors such as: type of vegetation, size and the location of vegetation in relation to 

the emission source, the influence of the weather and soil characteristics.55  

																																																								
54 Atelier GROENBLAUW, Urban Green Blue Grids: for sustainable and resilient cities, Air quality, p. 6, retrieved 26 
February 2017, <http://www.urbangreenbluegrids.com/air/> 

55 J A Hiemstra, 2008, cited in Atelier GROENBLAUW, Urban Green Blue Grids: for sustainable and resilient cities, 
Air quality, p. 3, retrieved 26 February 2017, <http://www.urbangreenbluegrids.com/air/> 
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 Urban green structures can, by mixing polluted and clean air, lower the local 

concentration of pollution in the air.56 Yet, in some cases, vegetation can have a 

negative effect on air quality due to the ‘tunnel effect’, reducing the mixture of air 

between buildings. This can happen if the canopies of trees are too wide and the 

street is too narrow to let polluted air mix with fresh air.57  

 
 
 

Figure 11. Polluted air is not able to mix with 
cleaner air due to the closed tree canopy which 
results in the tunnel effect.                                                                    
 

 
 

Figure 12. By using less sprawling trees or placing 
trees on a distance from each other, the mixing with 
cleaner air can take place. 

 
 

 
 

 

 
Figure 13. Current situation on Ön with its village structure and forest which purifies the air. 
 

 

 Since plants remove pollutants from the air and also store CO2, there most 

certainly is a contribution of urban green to air quality, on a larger scale.58 

However, the effect in highly polluted areas is negligible; thus, one can conclude that 

the higher the loss of greenery, the higher the risk of not being able to reduce 

pollution by ‘using’ greenery. 

 

																																																								
56 Atelier GROENBLAUW. 
57 Atelier GROENBLAUW. 
58 Atelier GROENBLAUW. 
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Indirect effects of urban green on the urban air quality: 

 

§ Lowering of air temperature, which prevents inversion and can reduce smog; 

§ A better air quality can be measured in city parks when examining pollution 

such as particulate matter, nitrogen oxides and volatile organic compounds.59 

 
Strategically planted vegetation and open green spaces can enhance ventilation 
of urban air. In any case it has been proven that air quality in city parks and 
urban forests is better than in the surrounding developments.60 

 

 

Building of a City on Ön, and Effects on the Air Quality 

 

The image to the right, in figure 14, is 
included in the Comprehensive Plan for 
Ön 2008, and illustrates an esplanade, a 
street with parking possibilities, roads for 
different kinds of traffic and tree 
plantings.61 It looks aesthetically 
appealing at first sight, still the question 
here is if the canopies of the trees will 
create the ‘tunnel effect’ previously 
mentioned?         
 

                                                                                            Figure 14. Tree canopies. 

 

 

 Umeå has been, and is still struggling with bad air quality; and it is highly 

realistic to assume that Ön with its green character is functioning as a considerable 

provider of fresh air for the city of Umeå.  

 

  

																																																								
59 Atelier GROENBLAUW. 
60 CROW, 2011, cited in Atelier GROENBLAUW, Urban Green Blue Grids: for sustainable and resilient cities, Air 
quality, p. 7, retrieved 26 February 2017, <http://www.urbangreenbluegrids.com/air/> 

61 Umeå Municipality, Comprehensive Plan for Ön: with environmental impact assessment, [authors transl.], Umeå, 
Sweden, 2008, p. 29. 
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 ‘Climate Regulation’ is about how ecosystems influence climate both locally 

and globally by sequestering or emitting greenhouse gases. At a local scale, changes 

in land cover can affect both temperature and precipitation. In this perspective, the 

greenery of Ön is presumably an important factor, together with other vegetated 

areas, when it comes to the city of Umeå. The prognosis is that the future climate is 

moving towards a higher temperature and increasing rainfall in the region.62 

 

 ‘Water Regulation’ deals with timing and magnitude of runoff, flooding, and 

aquifer recharge. It is strongly influenced by changes in land cover, particularly 

alterations that change the water storage potential of the system; like the conversion 

of vegetated land on Ön, into an urban area with hard surfaces like concrete, asphalt 

and tiles. 

 

 Surface water from the surrounding grounds are streaming down the 

waterside slopes and unites with the water in the river. Nutritious water from the 

farmland together with the sediment along the riversides produces a specifically 

fertile milieu. The humid climate and the nutritious ground conditions favours a rich 

vegetation along the shore lines. The plants that grow there take up a large amount of 

the nutrient salts, and thus efficiently prevents over-fertilization of the river. The 

system can also be utilized to delay and purify stormwater from urban environments 

if a natural waterside vegetation is kept. 63  

 

 Furthermore, the natural vegetation along the riversides effectively prevents 

erosion and landslides, with its root system, adapted to the unstable ground 

conditions. Water flows decelerates by natural and varied vegetation and ground 

conditions that further reduces erosion.64  

																																																								
 62 SMHI, Klimatologi, Sweden, no 33, 2015, retrieved 28 March 2017, 
<https://www.smhi.se/polopoly_fs/1.95723!/Menu/general/extGroup/attachmentColHold/mainCol1/file/Framt
idsklimat_i_Västerbottens_län_Klimatologi_nr_33.pdf> 

63 Umeå Municipality, GIS-baserad landskapsanalys över Umeälvlandskapet, p. 11. 
64 Umeå Municipality, GIS-baserad landskapsanalys över Umeälvlandskapet. 
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 When it comes to ‘Erosion Control’, Ön is at considerable risk of being affected 

by erosion and landslides, due to its composition of the ground and the steeply 

slanted riverbanks, it would be strongly affected by alterations of its natural 

vegetative cover. Most of the riverbanks of Ön are overgrown with deciduous plants 

and trees today, that are keeping the soil in place, attracts birds and gives a wild and 

somewhat ‘untamed’ atmosphere.  

 

 ‘Water Purification and Waste Treatment’ involves how ecosystems can help 

filtering out, and decompose organic wastes. This is again dealing with water, and 

applies to the natural vegetation along the riversides, mentioned above, as collectors 

of nutrients in stormwater. 

 

 The question of ‘Pollination’ can become highly relevant as an ecosystem 

service on Ön. With an increase of the vegetative biodiversity, instead of a decrease, 

there is a great potential to enhance the effectiveness of pollinators and raise their 

distribution. This can be done in many different ways. First of all, by safeguarding the 

existing greenery; and secondly by complementing it with new trees and enriching 

the environment with different kinds of plants that will higher the biodiversity. 

Arboretum Norr is one conceivable actor to consult when it comes to planting an area 

with suitable new species of trees.65 The idea is to complement the population of trees 

with fruit trees and berry bushes of different species.  

 

 One example of an existing botanical element is a small population of 

windflowers (Anemone nemorosa) in a riverside slope on North Ön. The ground cover 

can be substantially supplemented in different ways on different locations of Ön; from 

wild flowering species, in connection to the forest and riverside environments, to 

straight-out cultivated plants in the more park-like, and garden emphasized areas. The 

vegetation should be planned to extend across the whole growing season.    

																																																								
65 Arboretum Norr, Umeå, Sweden, retrieved 28 April 2017, <http://www.arboretum-norr.se> 
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 Concerning ‘Storm Protection’, North Ön is today covered with a mix of trees, 

bushes and open fields. The vegetation catches and reduces the wind, thus makes the 

environment comfortable on a ground level. Considering the prevailing wind and how 

Ön is located in the river, exploitation by high buildings and streets would most 

certainly affect the wind conditions severely, particularly on the north part. It is 

difficult to foresee how the wind conditions will be affected. It depends on several 

factors such as existing terrain, the amount of buildings and their heights, the relation 

in between, their placing, remains of vegetation and its height in relation to the 

buildings and so on.  

 

With an increasing number of buildings, climate variations become larger and 
more noticeable. A careless planning, in both the conceptual and detailed 
planning can create an unfavourable wind climate in the area.66  

 

 Johansson & Sandberg have investigated these issues in their essay: Wind in 

Built Environment. Their research states that the wind effect is reduced by vegetation; 

and even a sparse tree stand over a hill is strongly reducing the effect of wind speed, 

up to half compared with a bare ridge. Similarly, the wind speed on the heights 

becomes reduced in a slightly hilly and wooded terrain because the trees in the lows 

tend to grow higher than the top of the crest. The terrain obtains a more even treetop 

level and this contributes to a smoother airflow over the landscape.67 When observing 

North Ön and its sloping edge together with its vegetation, it becomes highly 

probable that removal of the trees would increase the wind speed in that position. It is 

important, as well, to consider that the wind is less under than above the level of 

treetops, which makes it imperative to keep the buildings lower than the trees in 

windy places.68 High buildings generally causes problematic wind turbulence around 

them, on the ground level, where people are staying.  

																																																								
66 I Eliasson & M Svensson, Lokalklimat i planeringen När? Var? Hur? [Local Climate in Planning When? Where? 
How?, authors transl.]; Naturvårdsverkets reprocentral, Sweden, 1999, s. 8, cited in  

 Å Johansson & J Sandberg, Vind i Bebyggd Miljö [Wind in Built Environment, authors transl.], Malmö högskola, 
Institutionen för Teknik och SamhälleByggdesign ‒ Examensarbete, Sweden, Maj 2006, p. 9. 

67 Å Johansson & J Sandberg, p. 12. 
68 Å Johansson & J Sandberg, p. 13. 



(RE)DEFINE	GROWTH		 	 Anna	Kassberg	43	

According to a survey conducted by the BRE (Building Research Establishment, 
UK), people begin to think that wind on ground level is a problem in buildings 
higher than 25 m (about 6 levels) or if the building is more than twice as high 
as the surrounding houses.69 

 

A wind that sweep across the surface of water 
will not be slowed down by a rough surface, 
and is thereby not reducing its speed.70 Ön is 
located in a north-west to a southerly 
direction, seemingly the same direction as the 
prevailing wind (Figure 15), for the most part 
from north-west in wintertime, and from the 
south during summer. The main concern is the 
wind during winter, since the temperature is 
low and wind makes the cold effect higher. 
Since the wind is often coming from north-
west, it means that it will blow straight 
towards the north end of Ön, where the new 
urban area is planned and trees are being 
removed in favour of hard surfaces. Another 
question is how much of the city’s pollution 
will come with the wind over this area? ‘Some 
land areas can, for example, be subjected to 
extra wind or lie downwind of pollution, and 
are then less suitable for housing.’71 

Figure 15. Prevailing Wind in Relation to Ön 

Figure 16. Average wind conditions in Umeå during 10/2001 ‒ 01/2017.72 

																																																								
69 T R Oke, Boundary layer climates, Cambridge University Press, G.B., 1987, s. 272, cited in Å Johansson & J 
Sandberg, p. 14. 

70 M Glaumann & M Nord, Uteklimat. Stad & Land [Outdoor Climate. City & Country, authors transl.], 
Förvaltningsavdelningens repro vid Sveriges Lantbruksuniversitet, Alnarp, Sweden, 1993, s. 33, cited in Å 
Johansson & J Sandberg, Vind i Bebyggd Miljö [Wind in Built Environment, authors transl.], Malmö högskola, 
Institutionen för Teknik och SamhälleByggdesign ‒ Examensarbete, Sweden, Maj 2006, p. 10. 

71 Å Johansson & J Sandberg. 
72 Windfinder, Forecasts & Reports, retrieved 28 February 2017, 
<https://www.windfinder.com/windstatistics/umea> 



(RE)DEFINE	GROWTH		 	 Anna	Kassberg	44	

 
 
Figure 17. Example of placing greenery as wind protection. (From left to right: 1. Bad. 2. Good. 3. Best.)73 

 
 

Cultural Services - the nonmaterial benefits people obtain from ecosystems through 
spiritual enrichment, cognitive development, reflection, recreation, and aesthetic 

experiences.  
 

 ‘Cultural Diversity’, influenced by ecosystems, is applicable to the context of Ön 

and its landscape. The whole setting is cultural. Historical remnants are, for instance, 

farmland, traces of log-driving, and the old village structure that originates from the 

16th century. Ön represents both history, and presence of the Norrlandic atmosphere. 

It provides a place for contemplation and reflection in close proximity to the urban 

centre, within reach for everyone residing in the city, without having to travel any 

distance or pay any fee to get there. With new connections to Ön and by enhancing 

the already existing qualities it will be a unique and important resource, a refuge, for 

people in the growing city.  

 

 ‘Educational Values’ can be incorporated through cultivation, an arboretum, 

and a cultural centre, exposing the history of the place. This can be applied in a 

visual, experiential, and participatory way; by inviting school classes, day-care centres, 

and simply being open to the general public.  

 

 Ön can be a source of ‘Inspiration’ for art, architecture, folklore, regional 

symbolism, and other cultural movements; with its biodiversity, cultural environment, 

																																																								
73 Å Johansson & J Sandberg, p. 24. 
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rural atmosphere and natural beauty. It can also function as an influence for private 

individuals, other cities and municipalities who has the ambition to invest in a green 

and healthy environment. The foundation is already there, and by adding the ‘right’ 

kind of elements it will become the ‘central park’ of Umeå, with its own local qualities. 

 

 ‘Aesthetic Values’ are not to forget or belittle in any way. Various aspects of 

ecosystems are known to be considered beautiful and pleasant to the senses. This is 

reflected in the support for parks, ‘scenic drives’, and the selection for housing 

locations among people.  

 

 When it comes to the situation on Ön today, the conditions for ‘Social 

Relations’ can be considerably expanded and enhanced. This is very much due to the 

isolation of Ön from the city, which likely has been the main reason for the 

preservation of its green and rural environment. Moreover, the only built structure 

there, is either private property or industry at present. The conclusion is thus, Umeå 

residents have no obvious reason to go to Ön, nor do they have an obvious way to get 

there if they want to. However, what makes Ön unique and different in its context is 

the rural, green structure, and this is the main reason to go there without an obvious 

motive. It is reasonable to assume, as observed, that the people who go there are 

either islanders going to their homes, employees going to their work (UMEVA e.g.), or 

visitors coming for exercise and recreation.  

 

 Since the qualities are already there: the greenery, the rural atmosphere, the 

cultural history of the site, and proximity, there is opportunity to provide spaces and 

situations for social interaction in a natural setting, that can take different forms over 

the seasons of the year. ‘City Life's daily routines include very little time outdoors. 

Moreover, the time outdoors is further limited by season and weather a large part of 

the year, especially here in the North.’74 To create a vibrant and sustainable city 

																																																								
74 U Westerberg, Climate and the use of urban public spaces, University of Gävle, Sweden, 2004, s 1, cited in  
 Å Johansson & J Sandberg, p. 50. 
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where we can feel belonging, we need to have places where people can meet. The 

requirement for such a site is that people will slow down, stay and choose to interact 

with their environment.75 The island has the potential to function both as a place to 

stay and rest when crossing, but also as a visitor's destination.  

 

 Many people value what is associated with recognised features of their 

environment, the ‘Sense of Place’, which include many aspects of the ecosystem. Ön 

has a strong sense of place with its history, the rural and natural environment, and 

furthermore, with its regional character and contrast to the ‘modernity’ of the city. 

 

 ‘Cultural Heritage Values’ goes hand in hand with many of the previous 

categories. They shine a light on the value of maintaining and safeguarding 

historically important landscapes and their characteristic features. Ön has culturally 

valuable buildings, in a cultural landscape with traces of its history. It is the buildings 

in the environment that renders the historical value and the interesting, rural 

atmosphere.76 77 The proximity to the city makes the milieu even more unique and 

valuable in the present time, and to the presumed coming urban expansion of Umeå. 

 

 People choose, if they can, where to spend their leisure time based in part on 

the characteristics of the natural or cultivated landscapes. The service ‘Recreation and 

Ecotourism’ is highly relevant for Ön in the context of Umeå city. Ön is a place of 

recreation and it can become even more so, by enhancing the existing qualities of 

biodiversity and inartificial atmosphere. A great advantage is the location.  

  

 Recreation can happen in the everyday life, in between all the other events on 

a person’s regular day, instead of being an exclusive event that happens once in a 

while, when time and money is not an issue.  

																																																								
75 Å Johansson & J Sandberg, p. 50. 
76 Västerbottens museum & Umeå kommun, p. 74. 
77 Länsstyrelsen Västerbotten, Samrådsredogörelse: Fördjupad översiktsplan för Ön maj 2008, Umeå Municipality, 
Stadsledningskontoret, Utvecklingsavdelningen, p. 5. 
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 The City management office, Umeå Municipality, is writing about the landscape 

on Ön as being a mosaic of varying natural deciduous forests, culture and farming 

landscape with fields and overgrown meadows. 

 

It is mainly the north part of Ön with its rough, old and dead deciduous trees 
as well as the open but overgrowing farmland that has the highest biodiversity 
value.78 

 

 Further mentioned in the text is that the Trail of health leads across the 

landscape of Ön, and many Umeå residents passes through there during their exercise 

round. Ön is, apart from the islanders, mostly used as a green area by residents of 

East Teg; but there are also visitors from Söderslätt, Central City and Ålidhem. The 

elementary school south of Ön, East Teg School, is often using primarily North Ön, 

Figure 18, for various types of outdoor activities, since it is the only green area within 

walking distance for them.79   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       
    

 

 

 

																																																								
78 Umeå Municipality, Stadsledningskontoret, Utvecklingsavdelningen, Comprehensive Plan for Ön: Exhibition 
Document, [authors transl.], Umeå, Sweden, 2008, p. 35. 

79 Umeå Municipality, p. 36.  

     Figure 18. ‘School Forest’ 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 It is with Ön as it is with Norrland - in a slumber, like a Sleeping Beauty waiting 

for the right kind of authority, with the right kind of will power, to change the course 

of it and make it flourish.   

 

 Ecosystem Services are becoming scarce in urban environments, and this 

undermines the basis for human well-being and quality of life. There is mounting 

evidence supporting this concern, including much of the research presented in this 

paper. When it comes to well-being and quality of life it is of course a question of 

how to interpret and define these concepts. This can be considered a limitation when 

measuring and validating the concepts in question. However, in relation to Ecosystem 

Services there is a clear connection to, direct and indirect, consequences for human 

well-being and quality of life when these services become endangered. Further it is 

not merely a question of biodiversity and tangible services that affect our lives, but 

the simple presence of nature has proved to be beneficial to human health. 

 

Together this evidence has shown that the presence of nature has profound 
psychological and physiological benefits for humans ‒ affecting healing, heart 
rate, concentration, levels of stress, blood pressure and mental well-being.80 

 

 

 In a survey performed in a report on the links between human well-being and 

environmental quality in the Credit River Watershed, in Canada, nearly 70% of the 

respondents rated natural areas as an important contributor to their well-being. The 

results are showing that, for most people, it is extremely important for personal well-

being, to be near natural areas. This indicates that having the connection, inclines an 

individual to derive benefits from those areas.  

 

																																																								
80 C Brown & M Grant, p. 16. 
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In other words, once people gain access to natural areas, they derive greater 
benefits to quality of life, health, and well-being. Furthermore, access is most 
acutely connected to quality of life when natural areas are within walking 
distance of one’s home.81 

 

 Natural environments, in all its forms, are beneficial for human beings. It is a 

simple fact, even without research. However, all the research presented in this paper 

is pointing in the same direction. Human well-being is highly affected by proximity to 

nature. Ecosystems contribute with services that we all depend on, direct and indirect, 

and further makes us prosper on many levels. 

 

 This study is supporting the relevance of preserving natural environments 

within the city, in particular continuous areas in close proximity to places where 

people reside; thus, where people are prone to slow down, stay and choose to interact 

with their environment.  

 

 The Ecosystem Services on Ön can be enhanced to provide the city of Umeå 

with an important layer of life, a source of fresh air, a green structure of biodiversity, 

and a unique thriving recreational area in a central place. My proposal is to build a 

pedestrian and bicycle bridge in timber across North Ön. This way the whole city can 

benefit from the ‘everyday life recreation’ on this green botanical hub. Ön would act 

as a refuge in the growing city, provide cultivation in the garden, tranquillity among 

the trees, and key habitats for insects and birds along the deciduous shoreline forests.  

 

 In proximity to the bridge pathway on North Ön a ‘centre’ would be built. This 

building, preferably a wooden structure in connection to a greenhouse can contain a 

café/soup kitchen or similar, and make visible the history of the site through 

exhibitions. Because Ön is already rich in trails, there are good opportunities to 

enhance this feature by, among other things, installing lighting to improve the 

																																																								
81 Green Metrics Ltd., The Importance of Ecosystem Services to Human Well- 
 Being in the Credit River Watershed, Technical Report, Credit Valley, Mississauga, Ontario, Canada, 2011, p. vii. 
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exercise qualities throughout the year and to provide a comfortable atmosphere in the 

‘garden’. 

 

 This study originated from a fascination for Ön and the discovery of the city’s 

exploitation plans. During the research, I have become more aware of the causes for 

planning decisions in society and the influences that affect those decisions. It has led 

to a wider understanding of how trends and popular theories spread, how these 

theories can come to dominate the course of decision making. It can be resembled 

with a snowball in motion, where one person’s voice can come to make an echo 

resounding in time and space. One person can actually make a difference. 

  

 There are always different choices to make, different paths to choose from, 

different turns to take. The question is simple. What is most important? The answer is 

not always crystal clear, but we must make the decisions. The choices we make will 

consequently affect both ourselves and other people, sometimes for a long period of 

time. When it comes to issues concerning nature our decisions will affect the whole 

system in which we live; and when it’s done, it’s done. 

 

Additional information: During the completion of this paper Umeå municipality’s Comprehensive Plan 

2017 came out, but did not make it in time to be included in this study. Further, the rare white-backed 

woodpecker (Dendrocopos leucotos) has been spotted on Ön, during an inventory, in summer of 2017. 

 

 

 

Let the heavens rejoice, let the earth be glad; let the sea 
resound, and all that is in it. 
Let the fields be jubilant, and everything in them; let all the 
trees of the forest sing for joy. 

 
Psalm 96:11-12 
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