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Introduction
Why are some municipalities better than others at 
deploying their resources, attracting people and 
creating jobs? This was the key question studied in 
this analysis of the attractiveness of 14 rural mu-
nicipalities in the Nordic Region. 

The 14 areas selected are all defined as attrac-
tive in the sense that their populations and the 
number of people in work have increased in recent 
years. The nature of the boost to employment 
in some sectors has been identified by means of 
shift-share analyses to determine how much of 
the change is attributable to specifically local fac-
tors. 

Interviews then probed key stakeholders about 
motivation, working conditions, job creation and 
living conditions. These interviews were with public 
sector representatives (e.g. mayors and heads of 
planning and development), business representa-
tives and entrepreneurs, high school students 
and people from the education sector, as well as 
families. Combined with analyses of other data 
and information, the interviews helped us to un-

derstand why some places do better than others. 
Närpes (Närpiö in Finnish) is on the Finnish West 
Coast, in the region of Ostrobothnia. Of the 9,473 
inhabitants (31.12.2018), around 80% have Swed-
ish as their mother tongue. 5.5% speak Finnish and 
14.9% other languages. 

Närpes covers 970 km2 of land. The length 
of the coastline is 45 km, but the many sea bays 
and the islands mean that the shoreline's length 
is about 700 km altogether. The city centre has 
dozens of general and specialist shops and super-
markets. In addition to the centre, there are nine 
bigger villages, offering basic services such as a 
school, shop and post office. The population is con-
centrated partly on the coastal villages, partly on 
the river valley around Närpes river. The distances 
to bigger cities are as follows: Vaasa 80 km, Pori 
120 km, Helsinki 350 km and Turku 270 km.

Administratively, Närpes is part of the Region-
al Council of Ostrobothnia, consisting of 15 munic-
ipalities and four sub-regions. Several state and 
municipal institutions are in the immediate vicinity 
of the centre. Essential services including schools 
and childcare are growing. This had led to con-
struction projects, as has the influx of immigrants. 
The age structure is as follows:

n 0–14 = 5.2%
n 15–64 = 56%
n 65+ = 28.8%

Närpes has had a continuous positive net migra-
tion pattern since 2010 (figure V.11.1.).

V. 11. NÄRPES IN FINLAND: Where “Green Growth” 
contributes to attractive and inclusive development, 
for and with the people 
By Michael Kull, 2018/2019

It is the ideas of the people 
that made this place  

successful. It might have been 
hard at the beginning, but now 
you can find products from Närpes 
even on international markets. 
MAYOR HANS-ERIK LINDQVIST
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The employment rate in 2017 was 81.6%, com-
pared to an average 70.5% for Finland as a whole 
(Statistics Finland). The unemployment rate is very 
low, too, only 3.1% compared to a national average 
of 9.1%.48 There is also a strong local employment 
effect49 in the fields of agriculture, manufacturing 
and other sectors, with most of the jobs in the ag-
riculture and manufacturing sector (Figure V.11.2.).

To better understand the factors underlying 
these quantitative findings, we conducted several 
interviews with a long-term developer, the mayor, 
businesses, heads of schools and pupils, and an im-
migrant family. This gave us an enhanced appreci-
ation as to why Närpes had developed in this posi-
tive way. Among the reasons behind these positive 
indicators are:

n An immigration policy that works well and what 
could be called ‘Model Närpes’
n A good education system/vocational school – 
answering the needs of businesses and integrating 
immigrants
n Healthcare provided in cooperation with neigh-
bouring municipalities
n Närpes seen as an attractive place for develop-
ing and maintaining businesses – the greenhouse 
sector is worth looking at here
n A collaborative and entrepreneurship-related 
culture
n Being an attractive place to live – culture, sport 
and healthy ‘social spaces’

48 These figures are for March 2019; Source: Municipality of 
Närpes.
49 The local employment effect reflects a change in jobs 
(growth or decline) at municipal level and over a period of time, 
attributed to local factors (e.g. local policies, local natural or 
institutional conditions). Compared to national or industry 
trends, this development was more positive.

Figure V.11.1. Närpiö – Närpes Net migration 2007–2016

n Related to the previous point, young people’s 
perception of the place as an attractive one, inclu-
sive of immigrants
n Being a safe place.

Some of the challenges are:
n Road and rail connections to access other parts 
of Finland and beyond
n Switching jobs from the greenhouse to other 
sectors
n Availability of jobs for more highly educated 
people
n The feeling of being ‘overlooked’ by decision-
makers in Helsinki and Brussels.

This chapter starts with a reflection about the cur-
rent situation and the challenges, as seen through 
the eyes of a long-term developer. We will then 
seek to shed light on public policies supportive of 
attractiveness, including healthcare, education 
and particularly the way the vocational school an-
swers the needs of businesses and integrates im-
migrants. Immigration policy a-la-Närpes, and the 
perspectives of an immigrant family, will be out-
lined next. We will then look at Närpes as a place 
for developing and maintaining businesses with a 
specific focus on the greenhouse business, and the 
culture of collaboration and entrepreneurialism. 
The third section discusses Närpes as an attrac-
tive place for living, including culture, sport and 
social spaces. The viewpoints of young people and 
consideration of their future plans play a key role 
in this section. 
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Närpes-Närpio 2008–2015
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Jobs in 2015 

Local Employment Effect

Employment Change predicted on the basis of sectorial and national trends

 A Agriculture, forestry and fishing

 B Mining and quarrying

 C Manufacturing

 D Electricity, gas, steam and air ...

 E Water supply: sewerage, waste ...

 F Construction

 G Wholesale and retail trade: repair of ...

 H Transportation and storage

 I Accommodation and food service activities

 J Information and communication

 K Financial and insurance activities

 L Real estate activities

 M Proffessional, scientific and technical ...

 N Administrative and support service ...

 O Public administration and defence: ...

 P Education

 Q Human health and social work activities

 R Arts, entertainment and recreation

 S Other service activities

 T Activities of households and employers: ...

 U Activities of extra territorial ...

 X Industry unknown

Figure V.11.12. Närpes: Employment and local employment effect. The blue bar shows the number of jobs in the 
area in 2016. The grey bar shows the employment change as predicted on the basis of sectoral and national 
trends. The red bar shows the local employment effect, a reflection of the change in jobs (growth or decline) at 
municipal level and over a period of time, attributed to local factors (e.g. local policies, local natural or institu-
tional conditions). Where it is positive, the local development in that particular industry is better than would 
have been predicted based on national and sector trends. This means that industry in the area is stronger, or 
that specific policies are in place. Qualitative methods of data collection (e.g. interviews) help to understand 
what underlies these figures.
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Current situation and challenges,  
as seen through the eyes of a  
long-term developer
Håkan Westermark has worked in the field of busi-
ness development for private companies for more 
than 20 years, and in city development for around 
six years. Twenty-five years ago, he reflects, there 
were more than 400 greenhouses in operation. 
Now there are about 130. Yet the number of square 
metres used in this way is actually the same as 20 
years ago. Many younger people were in a position 
of not wanting to take over greenhouses. Invest-
ment was needed, including in the types of energy 
to use. Some took the risk, others did not. In the 
late 1980s, the first wave of incoming refugees 
came into employment (see below). Many of them 
found jobs in the metal industry later on.

The biggest change was when Finland joined 
the European Union (EU) in 1995. Most owners 
opposed joining the EU because they feared a 
lowering of prices for their products. After 1995, 
the EU single market brought about real change. 
More employees were needed, and different types 
of contracts were able to be offered. Jobs in the 
greenhouse business and in the metal industry 
have been well-paid for people with a compara-
tively low educational level, according to West-
ermark. Jobs in the greenhouse business require 
better knowledge and experience, but not higher 
levels of education overall. 

Can this positive development, with low un-
employment and positive net migration, be sus-
tained? Håkan Westermark points to innovation 
statistics being rather low for the two core sectors 
in Närpes – greenhouses and the metal industry. 

Moreover, there are many small companies and 
it can be a challenge if they lack a long-term per-
spective and vision for how they intend to grow. 
Since there are no larger companies, no big schools 
or universities, “We have to show that we believe in 
the place”, Westermark argues.

Collaborative networks are also needed, and 
people need to be using them. Håkan Wester-
mark refers to one factory producing beds and 
employing around 100 people, as an example. One 
individual was particularly active and received in-
vestment from the region, from the government 
and from abroad. Attracting investment often 
depends on very small factors. In this case it was 
also due to good connections with a German, who 
helped to sell their products to a larger retailer in 
Finland and in Germany. Another good example is 
the LEADER programme, which funded the plan-
ning of a multi-use building in Närpes (see below).

According to Håkan Westermark, foreigners 
do pretty well in the greenhouse sector, some of 
them opening shops and starting up new compa-
nies. In that sense, he also perceives differences 
between Närpes and other places. An important 
question concerns what the situation will be for 
their children in the future? Will they stay in Närpes 
or move elsewhere? 

Many people, including those with a higher lev-
el of education, commute from Närpes to Vaasa 
to work, travelling by bus for example. Physical 
infrastructure still requires improvement, accord-
ing to Westermark. He and his company Dynamo, 
together with the Regional Centre for Economic 
Development, Transport and the Environment 
(ELY-Centre), have supported the development 
of digital infrastructure and have fought for in-
vestment for broadband facilities. “If the market 
mechanism is not sufficient, the town needs to step 
in”, he argues.

Public policy and public-private  
collaboration to foster attractiveness
Healthcare – provided with neighbouring  
municipalities
The provision of healthcare and care for the el-
derly is working quite well, according to Mayor 
Hans-Erik Lindqvist. To provide these services, a 
new organisation was established in 2009. This 
is the K5 Social and Primary Healthcare Coun-
cil of Coastal Ostrobothnia. K5 organises social 
and primary health care in the municipalities of 
Malax, Korsnäs, Närpes, Kaskö and Kristinestad. 

Photo: Tomas Salinka
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In consultation with its member municipalities, 
K5 determines the scope, quality and production 
method for each service. Most of the services are 
ordered by the member municipalities. In addition, 
the municipal council can arrange services through 
procurement involving third parties. The joint mu-
nicipality is bi-lingual, with Swedish as the admin-
istrative language. K5 organises a service centre 
for the elderly. Psycho-social facilities, drug advice, 
psychotherapy, and so on, are also organised un-
der the auspices of K5. Telemedicine has been in 
use for several years already. Serviced apartments 
were built in various villages to enable elderly peo-
ple to go on living where they are, instead of be-
ing forced to move to the centre. (This is currently 
under evaluation.) Overall, according to Lindqvist, 
the per capita costs are fairly low compared to the 
quality of service provided. 

Among the concomitant challenges is a short-
age of doctors. At the end of 2018, four out of six 
positions were filled. Sometimes doctors come 
from Sweden. There was an expectation that if 
healthcare and regional reforms (known as SOTE 
– which were not implemented in the end) were 
placed under the auspices of regional councils, 
the situation might improve, it is believed. Mayor 
Lindqvist fears that decision-making might suffer 
in these circumstances, but that, correspondingly, 
things might improve from an organisational per-
spective. 

Infrastructure and housing
A recurrent issue raised by most interviewees is 
the need for maintaining and improving road and 
rail infrastructure. Both of these are of vital im-
portance for the economy. “We need good connec-
tions for a living rural area and all investments will 
come back”, Hans-Erik Lindqvist, Närpes’ Mayor, 
stresses. Many interviewees referred to highway 
8/E75 and to the train connections to Seinäjoki, 
both in terms of commuting and for the transpor-
tation of products produced in Närpes. The former 
needs to be improved and there is collaboration 
across regions to raise the funds. Proposals by the 
former Centre-party led government to discon-
tinue the train link to Kaskinen harbour was met 
with a great deal of misunderstanding by many 
interviewees.

While school bus services are good, the bus 
system could still be improved, according to Mayor 
Lindqvist.

Elderly people have been moving to centre, 
while immigrants buy their houses in less central 
areas of Närpes. Families are also finding plots on 
which to build houses for themselves.

Education and the vocational school –  
answering the needs of businesses and  
integrating immigrants
There are seven primary schools, one secondary 
school and on upper-secondary in Närpes. Further 
education is also provided by a vocational school, 
the Närpes Adult Institute, and the Legato Music 
Institute.

The Vocational College of Ostrobothnia has 
around 2,200 students, with 400 at the Närpes 
campus. The curriculum includes logistics, met-
alwork and welding, construction, business and 
administration, information technology (IT), and 
homecare. Students can apply all year round, but 
the courses on offer vary. For example, logistics is 
offered twice a year, while other courses are pro-
vided almost every week. There is also a dormi-
tory attached to the school. Study programmes 
last two to three years. One out of the three years 
will usually be spent on practical work and/or at 
companies. The timetable is made as flexible as 
possible, and students have individual study plans. 
Around half of students are in adult education and 
this proportion is expected to grow. 

With around a quarter of students foreign-
born, the school also plays an important role in in-
tegrating immigrants into the local labour market 
and community. Many of the adult students work 
in the greenhouses and are preparing for a new 
profession. While non-EU residents have a work 
permit to work in greenhouses, and cannot work in 
other professions, they are allowed to take an edu-
cation in another area. Also, while language issues 
were a potential problem in the past, the school 
has now started to offer fast-track education and 
students are not required to master Swedish any-
more. In late 2018, a pilot project on welding tech-
niques was initiated by the national government. 
The purpose was to satisfy high demand from the 
Närpes Trä & Metall (NTM) company, which was 
in urgent need of welders. So, while national leg-
islation and language have been initial obstacles, 
there are high hopes that the pilot study will help 
in overcoming these problems, and that this will 
enable people employed in greenhouses to find al-
ternative jobs. 
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This pilot study was the result of close collabo-
ration between the school, Närpes municipality, 
the Regional Centre for Economic Development, 
Transport and the Environment (ELY-Centre) and 
the company NTM. The ELY-Centre helped with 
the development of the pilot and the Finnish gov-
ernment has supported it financially. The pilot will 
last for a year and will be evaluated afterwards by 
the government. It was designed for 30 people, and 
all the available places were filled almost immedi-
ately. Instruction will be in both English and Swed-
ish, with the assistance of an interpreter. In 2018, a 
delegation from the school visited other schools in 
Bosnia and Croatia in order to build networks with 
the places where many of the immigrants who are 
now in Närpes were originally born. An initial idea 
has been to develop an EU project enabling Bos-
nians and Croatians to work in teaching, as well as 
additional courses being taught by native speak-
ers of these languages. Various departments are 
also working on particular projects. International 
student exchange programmes are also an option.

According to head teacher Kjell Langels, the 
number of people in adult education is growing 
and the future therefore looks bright. However, 
there is a continuing trend of lower demand and 
lower applications from younger students. “While 
five years ago we had around 100 applications, now 
there are around 60. The low birth rate is one ex-
planation,” says the head teacher. But the reality 
is that most students find a job after the school.

Among the things that need improving is a 
good highway connection and better rail links 
to and from Närpes in order to connect with the 
ports in Vaasa and Turku.

What about the future? According to Kjell Lan-
gels, the greenhouse business will probably grow. 
The other two larger companies, NTM and Närko, 
have found their own niches, producing high-tech 
garbage trucks and trailers respectively. While the 
two metal companies are focused on (and depend 
on) exports, greenhouse businesses mainly con-
centrate on domestic markets at the moment. 

Immigration policy –the Närpes model
What researchers describe as ‘Model Närpes’ (e.g. 
Ivars, 2012) refers back to a long history of immi-
gration and the institutionalisation of integration 
activities. This includes the conscious integration 
of children in daycare facilities and schools, as well 
as brining their parents into the cultural life of 
their new home municipality. Närpes was the first 

municipality outside the largest city regions to re-
ceive immigrants after the late 1980s, and it has 
continued to do so ever since.

Immigration Timeline:
n 1988–1992, Vietnamese refugees.
n 1992–2002, Bosnian refugees.
n 2002–Serbo-Croats.
n During the 2000s, labour immigration (green-
houses – see below)
n 2014–2015, Sudanese refugees.
n 2015–Asylum seekers from Syria and the Middle 
East.

The way the first refugees were received some 30 
years ago has laid the foundations of today's situ-
ation, with over 14% of Närpes’ residents having a 
background overseas. The structures for the inte-
gration of incomers have been developed since the 
1980s and 1990s. 

In the early 2000s, employers began to con-
sider the need for labour immigration. Närpes is a 
small place. This is good for cross-sectoral coop-
eration between the local authorities, employers 
and the third (voluntary) sector. The integration 
structure and model consists of several different 
elements: work, housing, language training and 
the provision of a social infrastructure.

Children from an immigrant background are 
integrated into the normal daycare activities of 
the area. People with different cultural and na-
tional backgrounds support the children. There is 
continuous staff training to manage daycare on a 
multicultural basis.

For older children, language classes are of-
fered during their first year of arriving at school. 
After that, students participate in regular classes, 
but support teaching and assistance with inter-
pretation offered when needed. Åbo Akademi Uni-
versity’s pedagogical faculty in Vaasa is responsi-
ble for the continuing education programme for 
teachers, including a module entitled ‘Our Multi-
cultural School’. There is also provision for immi-
grants at Ostrobothnia's folk high school, SÖFF, 
which is for young adults.

In addition, Närpes opened a new ‘Welcome 
Office’ in 2012. This is an advisory and guidance 
centre for immigrants and others who might need 
a variety of information, including:
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n Information during the initial stages/step-by-
step guide to a new country
n Providing information on which authorities are 
responsible for what
n Language courses, vocational training and fur-
ther education
n Additional information provided to employers.

The municipality can now look back at more than 
two decades of immigration policy, implemented 
(and recently further institutionalised) through 
a specially dedicated immigration unit and the 
Welcome Office. The municipality helps with an 
integration course, which is organised during the 
winter months, while most activities are in win-
ter hibernation. Courses offer Swedish language 
training and lectures about Finnish society, rules 
and norms. Day care centres and local schools are 
welcoming to the children of greenhouse workers.

Researchers have spoken of the ‘Närpes Mod-
el’ in this regard (e.g. Mattila and Björklund, 2013). 
This model builds on the reliable availability of jobs, 
the infrastructure of a small community, and the 
positive attitude of the local population. Through-
out its immigration history, most of Närpes’ resi-
dents have been welcoming towards immigrants. 
Another recent study (Ekberg and Östman 2017) 
concluded that integration in line with the Närpes 
model generally works pretty well, but the situa-
tion is more complex than the official image, and 
mutual acceptance was lacking in some of the in-
terviews conducted for this study.

Consequently, and for this case study, we inter-
viewed an immigrant family from Bosnia to discov-
er what their perspective and experience has been. 

What makes the place attractive – insights from 
an immigrant family 
In the family we interviewed, the husband’s sister 
had informed him about jobs in the greenhouse 
business in Närpes. He started working there in 
2012, commuting in three-month intervals be-
tween Närpes and Bosnia. The husband’s job has 
not changed much since coming to Finland. He still 
works in the largest greenhouse. Work there, ac-
cording to him, is “not so hard, but sometimes the 
place is too warm. Also, women are working there.” 
The reason he gave for immigration to Finland was 
working in the greenhouse business. Immigrants 
are required to work for five years there, as their 
visa is specifically connected to greenhouse work-

ing. This man would be interested in switching to 
another sector, but he considers his language skills 
insufficient at present. 

His wife’s story is quite different. She worked 
as a teacher in Bosnia, where the families’ oldest 
son was also born. She came to Närpes in 2014 and 
worked in a greenhouse for a year. The work was 
hard for her. Until the birth of their youngest child 
and her maternity leave, she attended language 
school for around six months. Later, she also at-
tended a course for foreigners at the vocational 
school, learning about Finland and its society. Two 
months after finishing this course, and through 
the support of one of her teachers, she found a job 
as an after-school teacher. Later, she was able to 
work for the city of Närpes as a religion teacher 
focussing on Muslim studies, commuting between 
five different schools. She has between two and 
15 pupils.

The wife says: “It may seem nothing special, 
but the most important thing is financial security, 
to ensure that our kids are fine and able to learn 
fast. Our oldest is the best pupil in the whole third 
class.” Her hopes for the future are that she can 
continue to work in the school system and that 
her language skills will improve further. Her hus-
band hopes to learn Swedish and eventually to be 
able to switch jobs. Overall, they see their future in 
Närpes. “We like smaller places. It also feels safe for 
our kids. They can go to the shops on their own and 
traffic is not a problem.” 

Both refer to the welcoming environment they 
experienced when they came to Närpes. Right 
from the start, people were helpful. “Finnish peo-
ple are kind,” they say. Their oldest boy likes to go 
to school. He enjoys drawing, which is his favourite 
subject. He takes a taxi to school (8 km from their 
home). The youngest son (who is six) started in a 
special language group for five weeks, after which 
he will attend pre-school. He has friends who 
speak Swedish as their mother tongue.

Critique and things to improve
The father in this family has worked in the same 
greenhouse for five years and only receives the 
minimum salary. There has only been one wage 
increase in the past five years. This is due to the 
fact that the greenhouse pays the minimum wage. 
This family would like to see a higher proportion 
of the successful company’s profits put back into 
its workers’ payslips. This is particularly important 
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due to inflation, higher rents, living costs, and so 
on. “We have less income because of the minimum 
wage,” the father says. However, changes in the 
Aliens Act, which came into force on 1 June 2019 
will make it easier for foreigner workers, including 
those in the greenhouse sector, to move on to the 
metal sector.50 In the case of Närpes, this is a posi-
tive step forward in response to local needs. 

An attractive place for developing and 
maintaining businesses – green smart 
specialisation
The case of jonathan nordberg and the närpes 
vegetable cooperative
Looking at the structure of business in Närpes for 
2018, 56% of all jobs are in the service sector com-
bined, 20.3% are in manufacturing and construc-
tion, and 22.2% are in agriculture and forestry 
(Source: City of Närpes – see also Figure V.11.3., for 
individual sectors). Agriculture stands out as a par-
ticularly significant sector. We will, therefore, focus 
in on greenhouse cultivation before shedding further 
light on the culture of entrepreneurship in Närpes.

Närpes Vegetable Cooperative was founded 
in 1957 to market the region's greenhouses. The 
cooperative is owned by 37 growers, with many 
farmers continuing a long family tradition and 
many farms being family run. 

 Farmers are able to learn from each other and 
do not have to compete. Profits are shared between 
the members of the cooperative. Närpes Vegeta-
ble Cooperative is the country's leading supplier 
of domestic tomatoes. Its produce includes differ-
ent varieties of tomatoes, cucumbers, peppers and 
chillies. Between 80 to 90 % of tomatoes and 60 
to 70% of cucumbers produced in Finland are from 
Närpes. More than 95% of vegetables grown by the 
cooperative are produced using renewable, local 
thermal energy. The company also cultivates indig-
enous vegetables. The average distance from each 
farmer to the packing centre is 13 km.

Jonathan Nordberg, who was interviewed for 
this case study, is part of the third generation in 
greenhouse crop cultivation. 

On 14,500 m2, he cultivates steak tomatoes and 
bead tomatoes. Jonathan currently has seven em-

50 For instance, “if a foreign employee who has worked in 
Finland with a residence permit as an employee for at least 
one year wishes to change occupation, the Employment and 
Economic Development Office will no longer carry out labour 
market testing”. See Finnish Immigration Service information 
(2019).

ployees, but in busier periods he hires more people. 
Since his parents own a greenhouse, it was fairly 
easy for him to go into the business himself, al-
though he started his career differently. After 11 
years in the business and a good deal of learning 
Jonathan has witnessed many transformations, 
with just four growers starting business and 250 
growers closing down. Twenty years you needed to 
go to the greenhouse for everything, but Nordberg 
explains: “Now you more or less take the house with 
you and receive feedback via your smartphone. In 
fact, there are many things measured in relation to 
the plants which can now be reported to you in real 
time.” 

Among the enablers for, and transformation 
of, the greenhouse business in Närpes are:

n Marketing and selling through the cooperative
n Smarter greenhouses.
n Advanced packing technology
n Automation
n Cooperation, alongside healthy competition
n More specialisation on specific products.

Branding proved to be a crucial step in the devel-
opment of the cooperative. Prior to the beginning 
of active branding about five years ago, a consum-
er survey was conducted. This showed that fewer 
than 10% of Finns knew about Närpes. Now this 
figure is over 50%. Branding, improved production 
quality and shelf-live and new distribution chan-
nels – these all had a huge impact on the quantity 
of sales. While five years ago about 200,000 units 
were sold, the cooperative went on to sell more 
than 10 million units in 2018. One person is now 
employed full-time for marketing purposes and 
“to show that our products are better than others”. 
One challenge in the development strategy is to 
convince those who are sceptical about producing 
in the far North to understand the advantages.

Sustainability Challenges and Opportunities
While Jonathan Nordberg believes that the future 
of agriculture looks bright, and that more people 
will be eating more vegetables (reinforcing the 
need for additional greenhouses), there are a num-
ber of challenges to solve.

Location is both a challenge and an advantage 
at same time. On the one hand, the location “is 
great because it has lots of opportunities and pos-
sibilities”. According to Nordberg, the carbon emis-
sion is lower compared to other parts of Europe, 
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for example. Shortage of water is not a problem 
in Finland, either. As with other farmers, Nordberg 
uses biological (organic) substances for disinfec-
tion and for pest management. There is no great 
need for pesticides, and most of those used are or-
ganic. From a sustainability point of view, the use 
of plastics for packaging needs to be looked at fur-
ther. According to Nordberg, there is good plastic 
and bad plastic. He also reminds us that the use 
of plastic keeps products fresh for longer a longer 
period and increases shelf-life. 

Logistics are something of a challenge too, 
and better access to rail services and main roads 
is needed, especially to facilitate better access to 
the larger cities. “National politics does not take 
care of that”.51 In spite of this, Nordberg says that 
Närpes remains several steps ahead of the domes-
tic competition – for instance in terms of direct 
delivery to a large German-owned supermarket 
chain, with no long storage requirement. “We sell 
directly. They are very flexible. We can call on Fri-
day and get our products onto their shelves during 
the following week”, Nordberg explains. Flexibility 
is highly valued, as there is no way of reliably pre-
dicting the harvest. A quick response on the part 
of the retailer is therefore required.

From an economic and environmental sus-
tainability perspective, production patterns have 
changed over the years. According to Nordberg, 
subsidies to support production are not neces-
sary. Instead, farmers need support for making in-
vestments, especially in greener technology. Most 

51 A reference to the Sipilä government, which was in power 
until 2019.

greenhouses in the cooperative are heated with 
biowaste and renewables. The goal here is to have 
100% renewable heating. Fuels include wood, bio-
energy and peat. 

The workforce is mainly recruited from outside 
Finland, including from countries outside the EU. A 
labour law exemption makes this possible. In the 
late 1980s, it was refugees coming in with their 
families who were finding work in the greenhouses. 
According to Jonathan Nordberg, integration was 
more difficult then compared to now, especially 
because of the language barrier. 

In addition to foreigners, greenhouses also at-
tract a few Finnish workers, not least from neigh-
bouring municipalities. But overall, because wages 
are not high, interest among Finns is rather lim-
ited. Nordberg compares the situation of workers 

A greenhouse in Närpes. Photo: Tomas Salinka

Jonathan Nordberg (left) introduces Nordregio 
researcher M. Kull to his business, and to tomato 
growing. Photo: A-S. Backgren
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here to the attitude of employers in other parts of 
Europe and argues that Finns are now ready to pay 
more. According to him, there is “pride and under-
standing that we are bringing jobs to Finland.” He 
continues: “The Dutch are very good at cutting costs. 
But I don’t want to follow that model. I’m happy with 
things as they are, knowing that workers have better 
conditions here.” In fact, Jonathan Nordberg sees 
his workers as long-term investments. “I want peo-
ple to like to work here. I want to have a good reputa-
tion, as this attracts new staff.” Currently, 19 out of 
24 of his employees are from Vietnam.

Food for thought for political decision-makers
Much depends on who sits in government in Hel-
sinki and Brussels. Politicians at this level, when 
asked to help with solving local problems, often 
choose “the path of least resistance,” according to 
Nordberg. “We are in the front line and we are de-
tached. Local politicians are more accessible. Oth-
ers seem to lack responsibility for people here (…) 
and have their own agendas. Populism is not the 
solution,” he says. With regard to the EU, Nord-
berg feels that you should be able to “decide lo-
cally what is good for us.” He does not want to see 
a similar development to the Netherlands, where 
there are huge greenhouses. Instead, he is proud 
to see the cooperative work with much smaller 
units. He also criticises what he sees as “the strong 
Spanish lobby in Brussels and the EU institutions” 
and being able to conduct “bogus marketing and 
labelling” for organic products. 

Håkan Westermark thinks that agriculture will 
remain an important part of Närpes’ economy. In 
the future there may well need to be other types of 
farms, he says. Potentially, new types of products 
will be produced in the fields. Production costs are 
higher in Finland when compared to the Nether-
lands, for instance. While a lot of manual work is 
required in the greenhouses at the moment, the 
nature of the work in the future remains a big 
question, especially due to increasing automation.

A culture of collaboration and  
entrepreneurialism 
“Here in Närpes we work together and find ways 
to suitable for our needs. It is a lively city and al-
ways ‘on the go’,” Cisse Grönholm from the Hotel 
Red and Green explains. As in other case studies, 
one ingredient for a thriving and attractive place 
to live and work is a particularly entrepreneurial 
culture. “We do things ourselves and we collabo-

rate”, Grönholm adds. The hotel is part of a new 
multi-purpose building with many different types 
of services and amenities “under one roof”. With 
the support of an EU LEADER project, the city 
built the building to satisfy a variety of needs. It 
provides a good hotel, venues for cultural events 
and films, medical and dental services, office and 
meeting space in the heart of the city, as well as a 
venue for art exhibitions. Of course, there was also 
some opposition to the building.

For the hotel, the city looked for a genuine en-
trepreneur to run the business. Cisse Grönholm, 
interviewed for this study, was engaged for that 
purpose in 2012 and was able to open the hotel 
and restaurant in 2014. She was able to influence 
the design, and the city’s openness to her own 
ideas “was a fantastic experience”. She invested 
about €1 million in the project and employs around 
15 people. The hotel has 30 rooms. Most of the 
guests are business people. The hotel has filled a 
niche, because Närpes previously lacked new hotels 
that were easily accessible and had meeting rooms.

Grönholm also refers to some of the chal-
lenges involved, such as the degree of acceptance 
of outsiders. So, as an entrepreneur from outside 
Närpes, she decided “to win and convince one per-
son from Närpes every day. It took time, about a 
year, but then I was accepted.” One idea was to of-
fer special lunch deals for elderly people. This im-
proved her image and word spread.

Another challenge is to find the right people 
to work in services, especially people able to com-
municate in three languages (Swedish, English and 
Finnish). Grönholm has high hopes that the latest 
reforms in education will help. These allow voca-
tional schools to customise teaching to suit the 
needs of both entrepreneurs and pupils. A mini-
mum of five people is needed for this purpose, and 
the teaching can be adapted to the schedules and 
needs of both groups, integrating education and 
teaching into the enterprise itself to a greater ex-
tent. Since it is particularly challenging to attract 
young people, “You need to teach them; which is why 
people have high expectations of these reforms.”

Overall, Grönholm believes that the city can 
look to the future with an optimistic attitude. “We 
are in Närpes and people realise that we exist, that 
we do good things, and that maybe we are differ-
ent to what you would get in the larger cities. But 
people are always positively surprised.”

Other than the challenges above, she had no 
real criticism. “I want to be here, as you can have a 
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positive impact. There is no ‘det går inte’ (this does 
not work). We look for solutions together. After all, it 
is a small place and we have to work with each other.” 

An attractive place for living – culture, 
sport and healthy social spaces, plus 
youth perspectives on the future
To understand the current situation of young 
people, students from Närpes Upper Secondary 
School were interviewed in October 2018. What 
makes the place attractive for them, what are 
their plans for the future and what are the chal-
lenges of the place from their viewpoint? In addi-
tion to the students, Mikael Snickars, the head-
master of Närpes Upper Secondary School, was 
also interviewed. 

Around 140 students are studying at the at 
the school, including young people from Kris-
tinestad and Kaskinen. The students interviewed 
all live close to the school, but they pointed to the 
fact that the municipality operates a school bus 
for students who need to commute. Most of the 
older students have driving licenses. “Everyone 
owns a car, but we should change that thinking. 
Rather than using cars, we need to change our at-
titude. But the reality is that since everyone owns a 
car, nobody is using the bus anymore.” 

All the students said that they had very good 
opportunities for after school activities. The or-
chestra, which has been playing for more than 60 
years, was especially praised. In their spare time, 

Photo: Tomas Salinka

students like to play football, ice hockey, or take/
run dancing courses in their school.

“It is a small place, and it is modern”, one stu-
dent stressed. An important element in the quality 
of life of the place is what students and Wester-
mark called ‘social spaces’. This includes cultural 
amenities like theatres, sports provision, and other 
facilities people need, such as gyms (Table V.11.1. 
next page).

The city of Vaasa is also fairly close by, offer-
ing additional cultural and other amenities. Asked 
about how they see the integration of immigrants, 
students said that they thought the municipality 
treats them well. The greenhouses provide many 
jobs, including for refugees. The students think 
it is mainly immigrants who work in them. They 
meet immigrant children in school, but also dur-
ing leisure activities and because of shared hob-
bies. “Immigrant children have good opportunities 
here. They take part in leisure activities, but they 
also have their own groups. The cultural café in the 
city square is one meeting point but we also meet 
privately,” the students explained. 

Asked about their future, all of the students 
interviewed wanted to move to other parts of 
Finland to study. The Swedish speaking Åbo Aka-
demie was referred to frequently. One of the stu-
dents said that it is “very common to go there; you 
are not alone there.”

The problem for some is coming back and find-
ing jobs after higher education. It has proved dif-
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ficult for people with higher levels of education to 
find jobs in Närpes. Some choose to live in Närpes 
and commute to Vaasa. Another interviewee saw 
the ‘brain drain’ Närpes is facing as a challenge 
but said that if she wants to find a job here, she 
will be able to return. But first she wants to travel, 
see the world and study. Then she will be return at 
some point after that.

Another student stressed that a lot depends 
on the type of job you find. As an “economist it 
might be harder, and I may be better off staying 
in a larger company and not returning.” Another 
student wants to be an interior designer and does 
not see many opportunities for her profession. But 
she would consider moving back when starting a 
family. Students do see their parents as a model 
in this regard – people who went abroad to study 
and work, and then returned enriched by the ex-
perience. 

In a situation like this, when students are un-
decided, strategies to attract them back are im-
portant. A member of the Nordic Thematic Group 
for Sustainable Rural Development, Ann-Sofi 
Backgren, emphasises that many municipalities in 
the region of Ostrobothnia have discussed ways of 
attracting young people to return. “The culture and 
spirit of entrepreneurialism are among the qualities 
that might convince students to come back to the 
place”, she explains.

Asked about what he sees as the most attrac-
tive resources in Närpes, Snickars adds that one 
advantage of living in here is the family connec-

tions and bonds. It is a safe place to live and the 
cultural amenities, including the theatre and the 
orchestra, are good. There is a lively sports scene 
and the integration of foreigners seems to work 
well. “We are growing, we enjoy a range of possi-
bilities, and the world has become smaller through 
infrastructure development, job hopping and so on,” 
Snickars adds. Overall, he believes that Närpes has 
invested well in its future.

Conclusion
This study has combined quantitative analyses of 
net migration patterns and local employment pat-
terns with qualitative interviews featuring busi-
ness representatives, the public sector, headmas-
ters, students and families. Through this mixed 
method, we have been able to identify the differ-
ent reasons underlying various positive trends and 
the overall attractiveness of Närpes, as well as a 
number of the challenges that lie ahead. 

We found that there is a good education sys-
tem and close collaboration between businesses, 
with the vocational school providing customised 
education to suit the needs of the local economy. 
The public sector – both at municipal and regional 
level – is able to support this. To integrate people 
from various cultures, a distinctive immigration 
policy, known to some as the “Närpes Model” has 
been developed over the past few decades. Health-
care is provided in collaboration with neighbouring 
municipalities. Interviewees stressed that the place 
is an attractive one for quality-of-life due to a good 
menu of cultural and sporting activities.

The availability of jobs for more highly edu-
cated people is a particular problem, and many of 
them travel to nearby Vaasa. Another challenge 
was switching jobs from the greenhouses to other 
sectors. However, amendments to the Aliens Act 
that came into force on 1 June 2019, make it easier 
for foreigner workers, notably in the greenhouse 
sector, to move to the metal sector. Many inter-
viewees also felt that there was a need to main-
tain and improve road and rail links to other parts 
of Finland, particularly for the purposes of export-
ing local products. There was also a feeling that 
the previous government had overlooked Närpes 
because it is a Swedish-speaking rural area. 

Table V.11.2. summarises good practices and 
the main reasons underlying the attractiveness of 
Närpes, as well as the obstacles and challenges it 
faces. These enable us to see drivers for both de-
mand- and supply-driven migration.

Table V.11.1. Culture and Sports in Närpes

Cultural Activities Sports Activities and 
Facilities

Närpes Art Club Swimming and sports 
halls 

Photo Club Focus Mosedals sports field 

Närpes School music 
classes

Ice rink

Närpes Theatre Bowling

Active youth associ-
ations

Tennis

Local folklore Gym

Museums Vargbergets fritids-
centrum

Focus Photo Club Twenty sports clubs
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Table V.11.2. Attractiveness in Närpes and obstacles/challenges to overcome 

Good practices and reasons underlying attractiveness Obstacles and challenges

Access to public services
Availability of different public services, including schools.
Health care provided in cooperation with neighbouring 
municipalities.
Culture, sport, recreation
An attractive place for living – good cultural and sporting 
amenities. 
Education
Good education system/vocational school – answering 
the needs of businesses and integrating immigrants.
Employment and jobs
An attractive place for developing and maintaining busi-
nesses, especially the greenhouse sector.
Recent changes in the Aliens Act, making it easier for for-
eigner workers to move to other sectors.
Entrepreneurial culture
A collaborative and entrepreneurial culture.
Housing
Immigrant families buying houses from elderly people in 
the villages/elderly people moving to the centre.
Immigration
A well-functioning immigration policy – the ‘Närpes Mod-
el’.
Quality-of-life and local community 
An attractive place to live due to ‘healthy social spaces’ 
and the perception of it being a safe place.
Young people – living, staying/returning 
Young people’s perception of the place as an attractive 
one, inclusive of immigrants.

Employment & jobs 
Lack of availability of jobs for more highly 
educated people.
Switching jobs from greenhouses to other 
sectors perceived as not easy by some inter-
viewees, but support mechanisms (schooling, 
legislation change) are in place. The latter 
includes changes in the Aliens Act as of the 
beginning of June 2019.
Infrastructure and transport
Road and rail connections to access other 
parts of Finland and beyond.
Location
Feeling of being ‘overlooked’ by decision-mak-
ers in Helsinki and Brussels.
Young people, staying/returning 
Lack of availability of jobs for more highly 
educated people.
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