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ABSTRACT 

 

This paper compares national planning guidelines concerning location of shopping malls in 

Denmark, Sweden and Norway, and discusses how different policies have resulted in different 

localisation and commercial development of shopping malls in these countries. A traditionally 

strict control in Denmark has resulted in a development where most shopping malls are 

located within city centres. On the other hand the absence of control in Sweden has lead to an 

expansion of shopping malls outside of a significant number of cities and communities, and 

along almost all main roads in the country. Norway has, due to its “back and forth-politics”, 

seen a development where shopping malls are located both within city centres and in 

suburban areas and along major roads. Denmark has, as a result of control and regulation, 

achieved an urban development where shopping malls are located within the city centres, and 

can be reached by more people and by environmental friendly transport modes.   

The conclusion is that planning policies are efficient and sufficient for achieving more 

sustainable urban development, if the policies are consistent and persistent. The responsibility 

for implementing planning policies should be controlled by the national government, and be 

embedded at all administrative levels, that is regional and local authorities (counties and 

municipalities). In this way it’s possible to promote the use of environmental friendly 

transport modes for shopping trips, and at the same time maintaining viable cities with a 

variety of shopping and activities.  
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1.  SUSTAINABLE URBAN DEVELOPMENT AND EXTERNAL LOCATED 

SHOPPING MALLS – A CONTRADICTION?  

 

According to IPCC, the UN’s climate panel, the climate change could lead to catastrophic and 

irreversible climate changes unless the greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions are dramatically 

reduced (IPCC, 2007). It is an agreed international goal to make urban development more 

sustainable and to avoid global warming as a result of anthropogenic emission of GHG. The 

goal of a sustainable urban development is a long standing political goal, adopted by several 

countries and international institutions such as the European Commission (Kyoto Protocol 

1997,) EU (2009), EEA (2007, 2008).  

In the Brundtland commission’s report Our Common Future the concept of sustainable 

development emphasizes that development, both at present time and in the future, ensures the 

fundamental needs, while sustaining the nature’s critical levels (UN, 2009, page 42): 

 

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. It contains within it 

two key concepts: 

 the concept of 'needs', in particular the essential needs of the world's poor, to which 

overriding priority should be given; and  

 the idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology and social organization on 

the environment's ability to meet present and future need”.  

 

The concept of sustainable urban development has high political legitimacy internationally, 

and since the UN’s World Commission on Environment and Development (the commission 

Brundtland) was published in 1987, the concept of sustainable development has become an 

increasingly important part of the vocabulary of politicians, administrators and planners. The 

Earth Summit in Rio in 1992 brought this topic further, and argued that sustainable spatial 

strategies are vital in planning policy debates.  

Transport is a large and growing source of GHG emissions, a trend that must be stopped if we 

are to achieve the objectives mentioned above. At the same time, the trend in Western 

European countries is that more retail businesses are concentrated in fewer and bigger retail 

centres, located at the outskirts of the urban areas (Hansen & Fossli 1998). Several 

researchers in Scandinavia have argued that there is a clear interaction between the location of 

shopping centres and the choice of transport modes (Hanssen & Fosli 1998, Svensson & 

Haraldsson 2002, Lynum 2003, Boverket 2004, Vägverket 2006, Nielsen 2008). According to 

these researchers, shopping malls located outside city centres generate more traffic by car, 

lead to urban sprawl and limit accessibility for people without a car. In this way the shopping 

mall development is contradictory to international goals for a reduction in vehicle miles 

travelled (UNT) as a mean to reduce GHG emission (EU 2009, EEA 2008).  
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If we wish to achieve sustainable urban development, our land use planning must adopt more 

efficient energy consumption patterns, where land use and transport planning go hand in 

hand. Localisation of service, business and retail shopping must, along with housing be done 

in a way that reduces the need for transport and encourage the use of environmentally friendly 

travel modes (Næss 2000, 2006).  

Several European policies have emphasized co-ordinated land use and transport planning as a 

means to achieve land use development patterns that reduce GHG emission. By adopting 

regulations concerning location of shopping malls and following up the implementation of the 

laws, the governments can get better control of retail trade, and fulfil their aim of sustainable 

land use.  

In this paper I will discuss how land use planning, and in particular how location of retail 

centres along with transport planning, can contribute to a more sustainable land use planning. 

The paper compares national planning guidelines for location of shopping malls in Denmark, 

Sweden and Norway. Further on it discusses how different policies have resulted in different 

localisations and commercial development of shopping malls in these countries. The main 

objective of this paper is to find out how regulation of shopping malls can be efficient and 

sufficient in order to achieve a sustainable urban development. I investigate how planning 

regulation best can emphasize a co-ordinated land use and transport planning that leads to use 

of environmentally friendly transport modes. 

The paper contains as following: First a description of the theoretical approach used in the 

paper. My focus is how a co-ordinated land use and transport planning can lead to a 

sustainable urban development, and how localisation of all business activities, especially 

shopping malls, influences travels behaviour and modal choice. Secondly, it summarise the 

development of planning policies regarding shopping malls in Denmark, Sweden and Norway 

the last ten years. I will discuss their implementation and the main differences between them. 

At the end of the paper I will illustrate how the policies can lead to different types of 

localisations and commercial developments. On this basis I will discuss to what extent 

regulation and planning policies can be effective and suitable for a sustainable urban and 

regional development, and how best practice of planning policies can be implemented. 

 

 

2.  THE THEORETICAL APPROACH  

 

2.1.  Land use and transport planning influence travel behaviour and road traffic   

 

Passenger road transport is a large and growing source of GHG emissions, and does also lead 

to other negative externalities, such as poor residential environments, health problems, 

accident etc. To achieve the objective of a more sustainable urban development and to reduce 

GHG emissions from urban road transport, there are two main approaches. The first is to 

reduce GHG emissions per vehicle kilometre (vkm), and the second to reduce total urban road 

traffic volumes (in vkm). This can be done by reducing transport demand and favour more 
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environmentally friendly modes of transport. The aim is to reduce the use of cars, and shifting 

modal split towards public transport, cycling and walking.  

There are several factors affecting the increasing of transport volumes, such as an economic 

wealth and production. Nevertheless, several researchers have shown significant correlation 

between land use, transport planning and traffic volumes (Newman and Kenworthy 1989, 

Strømmen 2001, Næss 2001 and 2006, Tennøy 2008).  These researchers’ claim that land use 

planning, development of transport system, travel behaviour and traffic volumes are linked to 

each other in an interdependent relationship as illustrated in figure 1. 

As the figure shows, the transport system, land use and travel behaviour effect the 

development of traffic volumes.  In order to achieve a reduction in traffic volumes, it is 

necessary to rely on an efficient land use and transport system, and in this way, influence the 

travellers’ behaviour.  

 

 

An efficient land use depends on two factors: density and location (Næss 2000). A high 

population density leads to shorter distance between different functions within cities, and 

make it possible to use public transport and non- motorised means of transport. High density 

leads to both reduced travel distance and encourage energy efficient means of transport. 

Traditionally, cities have a high concentration of offices, services and business activities in 

the central parts of the city. The location of a variety of functions in the city centre results in 

shorter travel distance, and make it easy and possible to walk or cycle. Surveys show that 

daily travel distances are influenced by the distance to city centre, and that people are more 

willing to use car the longer the travel distance is (Næss 2006). 

The development of the transport systems has considerable impact on traffic volumes. In 

order to decrease traffic volumes, public transport and non-motorised means of transport must 

be able to compete with car. Travel distance, travel time and frequency are also important 

factors for public transport, but I will not discuss this further in this paper. For walking or 

Figure 1: Land use development, development of transport 

systems, travel behaviour and traffic volumes are linked in a 

relationship of interdependency (Tennøy 2008). 
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cycling, travel distance is most important (Strømmen 2001). This implicates further the 

importance of efficient land use planning that leads to short distances between the work place, 

shopping facilities and housing location. In addition, restrictive means for use of cars are 

important politics for changing travel behaviour. Restrictions for parking, car taxes, petrol 

duty and road pricing are also useful and essential instruments for achieving such effect 

(Tennøy 2008). 

 This leads to following conclusion: if the aim is to reduce traffic volumes and promote modal 

shift towards more environmental friendly transport modes, we must make the following 

changes: 

 The transport system must prioritise for public transport, walking, cycling, and apply 

restrictive politics for use of car 

 An efficient land use includes high density, concentrated cities, and “right” location of 

“right” activities, and must avoid urban sprawl, car dependency and limited access for 

people without car 

 To achieve travel behaviour that favour more environmental friendly modes of 

transport, the travel distance and travel time must be short  

 

Because of the strong interdependent relationship between these factors, it is of great 

importance that all these three aspects must be considered jointly.  

In this way, the development of the transport system and land use determines the travel 

behaviour and the modal choice. In addition to these external conditions, the motives for the 

trip can be of great importance too. Engebretsen, Fearnley and Vibe (2005) studied travel 

behaviour in Norway’s three largest cities; Oslo, Bergen and Trondheim. The study showed 

that the trip’s motive also matters. Travels for shopping purposes generate more use of car; 

especially trips motivated by shopping of large goods such as furniture, white goods, and 

other goods that demand motorised transportation.   

The choice of transport modes is also determined by sociological patterns such as economic 

wealth, social background and ideological perspective (Engebretsen, Fearnley and Vibe 

2005). Engebretsen, Fearnley and Vibe also found that access to car and driving licence were 

important determinants in the modal choice for choice of transport modes.   

 

2.2.  Localisation of shopping malls matters for travel behaviour and choice of 

transport modes 

 

The development of shopping malls started in the US in the early 1900s and emerged in 

European countries in the 1950s. These malls were often located in suburban areas, offering 

easy access to new and large areas of land (Holsen 1995). The building of such malls 

accelerated during the 1970s and 1980s, and several researchers in Scandinavia argue that 

there is a relation between localisation of retail centres and use of cars. A Danish review 

(TetraPlan 2006) made on the behalf of the committee of retail trade (Detaljhandelsutvalget), 

shows that travel for shopping and use of travel modes changes mainly between car or 
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cycling/walking. The report concludes that shopping malls in the inner city can mainly be 

reached by walking or cycling. For shopping malls outside of the city centre, car is the 

dominated means of transport.   

A report (Vägverket) released in 2006 by the Swedish road authority compares the transport 

to four shopping malls in Skåne. The report concludes that shopping malls outside city centres 

should not be permitted. External localisation implies low accessibility for bikers and walkers, 

lead to a higher car dependence, and to more trips with cars. The report compares among 

other a shopping mall in Lund, centrally located in the inner city centre, and a shopping mall, 

Center Syd, located 13 km from Lund city centre. In a 1 km radius of the Center Syd we can 

count ca. 2000 habitants in Löddeköpinge, but mostly of the malls clients travel from Lund 

city, and areas around the city. The survey shows that the shopping mall, Center Syd, gives 

four times as much CO2-emission as the shopping mall inside Lund city centre. These two 

shopping centres provide the same selections of items, and have comparative numbers of 

clients. 

A study (Svensson and Haraldsson) released in 2002 by VTI, Swedish National Road and 

Transport Research Institute, shows similar results. The study classifies different retail 

businesses, based on distance from residential area and location from existing city- and 

community centres, and examines how modal choice varies among them. The survey shows 

that retail trade located outside the city centre lead to three times more traffic by car than 

retail trade located in the city centre.   

Similar studies have been carried out in Norway. Since the first establishment of a shopping 

mall in Norway in the 50s up to 2007, it’s established many department stores all over the 

country. Like the trend elsewhere in Europe, several of these are located outside of city 

centres. Nielsen (2008) Lynum (2003), and Hanssen and Fosli (1998) found that retail centres 

located outside of cities induce high car dependency. Centres located within the city have low 

car dependency and the customers mainly turn to more environmentally friendly modes of 

transport. Nielsen (2008) found that the clients of retail centres located outside of city centre 

have a car dependency up to 95 %. Clients of retail centres located within the city have a 

significantly lower car dependency at only 20 %.   

As this literature illustrates, there is a clear interaction between the location of the shopping 

centre and choice of transport mode. Location matters, and retail centres must be situated 

centrally, close to the existing centre and housing and intersections of public transport, in 

order to use environmentally friendly modes of transport. If the development pattern of 

locating shopping malls in suburban areas continues, it will result in urban sprawl, limited 

access for people without car ownership as well as a loss of market share for the city centre 

business (Hansen & Fossli 1999). 
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3.  PLANNING POLICIES AND IMPLEMENTATION 

 

3.1.  Adopting planning policies to prevent shopping malls in suburban areas 

 

In the selected countries, national authorities are responsible for land use planning and 

preparing planning policies. Several European countries have adopted guidelines and policies 

aiming at controlling retail trade and as a tool for use of environmentally friendly modes of 

transport (Hanssen 2008). Studies of national policies indicate that most Western European 

countries have during the last decades, understood the importance and necessity of controlling 

the development of shopping malls. Britain, the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany and most of 

the Scandinavian countries have, to different extents, introduced restriction regarding 

shopping malls (Hanssen 2008).  

An analysis of Western European countries’ planning policies shows that, despite varies 

contents, the objectives are mainly based on environmental, social and economic arguments:  

 Contribute to efficient land use and environmentally friendly transport modes  

 Preserve and strengthening existing city- and municipality centre 

 Achieve a mixed use development in the centre of cities  

 Reduce negative effects as: 

o urban sprawling 

o dependence on car 

o limited mobility/accessibility for people without car ownership 

 

On the other hand, it’s a considerable variation in how the countries formulate and implement 

these planning policies. The main difference is in extent of control (strict or liberal policy 

instruments) and the administrative level of control (central or local government 

administration). 

 

3.2.  Case study of Denmark, Sweden and Norway 

 

A further study of the three Scandinavian countries will underline how dissimilarity in 

planning policies can result in different development of shopping malls, and how different 

localisation leads to various transport modes. These countries are chosen because of their 

similarity concerning social and cultural relationship, and that they in high extent have the 

same economic growth, institutional framework and administrative level for development 

issues. This indicates that it’s likely that the countries adopt similar policies and implements 

same demands of control. The study will evaluate how the planning policies succeed in order 

to achieve the goals mentioned above, and answer the main question of this paper - is 

regulation of shopping malls efficient and sufficient to achieve the objective of a sustainable 

urban development? And how can planning regulation best emphasise a co-ordinated land use 

and transport planning that leads to the use of environmental friendly transport modes?  
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A traditionally control in Denmark- mostly shopping malls in urban areas 

Denmark has traditionally had a strong control of establishing and location of all form of 

retail trade. Regulations for retail trade were implemented in Danish planning law as early as 

1997, where the primary objective was (Folketinget 2007): 

 to strengthen the existing city centres and prevent establishment of competitive 

shopping malls in suburban areas 

 ensure accessibility for all users  

 reduce dependence on car for shopping trips  

 

The law was based on experience from temporarily prohibition of establishing externally 

located shopping malls, given in 1995, that showed the need for more regulations concerning 

localisation of retail trade (Miljödepartementen i Norden 2000).  

By law the regional authorities (counties) are given responsibility to work out planning 

premises for the local authority (municipalities) in regional plans. The plan shall include a 

geographic boundary of central areas in the cities and municipalities, located on maps. In 

addition the plans shall include an upper limit for areas where these centres can be built. 

Corresponding boundaries and area demarcations are required for the municipalities in their 

municipal plans. The Ministry of the Environment has a legal right for raising an objection to 

regional plans that are in conflict with national interests. The objection right ensures that 

similar policies are implemented in all the counties, and that these are in accordance with 

national policies (Folketinget 2007). 

In 2005 the committee for retail trade (Detaljhandelsutvalget) was appointed by the Danish 

government. The committee’s primary goal was to examine the rules concerning existing 

retail trade and their location, and recommend a strategy for planning and location of all 

future retail trade. As a result of the committee’s strategy and recommendation, an 

amendment of the planning law was approved in 2007. The new regulations give the 

municipalities the responsibility to enforce new rules on land use and define geographical 

limits for areas where location of shopping centres will be allowed, and to designate in which 

areas this location will not be allowed (Miljøministeriet 2007). The new planning guidance 

regulate both grocery shops’ surface to 3500 m² and shopping goods shops’ surface to 2000 

m² to be located to city- and municipality centre. In cities over 40 000 inhabitants shopping 

goods shops’ surface to over 2000 m² is allowed every forth year. It’s the municipalities’ 

responsibility to give a hierarchic classification of centres at their level and for their urban 

plans in accordance with the planning policies 

These planning policies are applicable to this day, and a traditionally and continued strict 

control in Denmark has resulted in a development where most shopping malls are located 

within city centres. 
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Absence of control in Sweden- extensive expansion of shopping malls  

In Sweden the municipalities have, to a large extent, self-determination for land use planning. 

The statutory framework, the 1987 Planning and Building Act, gave to the municipalities 

“planning-monopoly” and limited opportunities for governmental intervention 

(Miljøministeriet 2007).  The municipalities’ “planning-monopoly” also includes planning of 

all form for retail trade through their municipal plans and detail plans. This has lead to none 

or weak county planning and fragmented municipal plans without an overall perspective 

(Vägverket 2006).  

The municipalities’ self-determination has resulted in an increasing growth in shopping malls 

in and between the municipalities, because all municipalities wanted business activity in their 

community, and compete with nearby municipalities. Despite a claim for impact analysis 

(including traffic analysis) due to the Planning and Building Act, most of these conclusions 

state that the external location does not lead to increasing traffic, and do not deal the issue of 

how this changes accessibility for different transport modes (Vägverket 2006). 

The Swedish government has the opportunity to intervene in local authority resolutions 

through the county authority, if the local decisions are in conflict with governmental aims and 

imply negative social or environmental consequences (Miljödepartementet 1987). Surveys 

carried out by several researchers indicated that the Swedish government (by county 

authority) only in rare cases raises an objection and make a nullification of local decision on 

establishing shopping malls. The Swedish government mainly depends on the local authority 

to control development of retail trade (Svensson og Haraldsson 2002, Boverket 2004, 

Vägverket 2006).  

Weak governmental control has lead to a rapid development and large growth in shopping 

malls outside the city centres and in suburban areas all over Sweden and along major roads. 

Between 2000 and 2005, retail trade in these areas was doubled (Vägverket 2008). A study 

(Vägverket 2006) done by The Swedish Road Administration showed that 80-90 % of 

shopping trips were made by car. Shopping malls located in satellites with none or low 

density population, result in longer distance, bad accessibility without car and more traffic by 

car. Already in 1999 the Swedish planning authority, Boverket, was facing this development, 

and recommended that the local authority composed a separate politics for retailing, and 

published a guide that encouraged the municipalities to cooperate with other nearby 

municipalities. Another guide was released in 2004. Their aim was to provide guidelines for 

county planning that lead to a more friendly environmental planning, but because the guide is 

not legislative, but normative, it’s not statutory by law, and is not being in followed up by the 

municipalities (Vägverket 2008). There is therefore infrequently a regional coordination, and 

the establishment of shopping malls outside city centres is still ongoing.   

 

 Control in Norway- back and forth  

The development of shopping malls in Norway emerged in the 1950s and accelerated during 

the 1970s and 1980s (Holsen 1995). These malls were often located outside the city centres 
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and in suburban areas, where there was an easy access to large areas of unused land (Hanssen 

and Fossli 1998, Holsen 1995). As a result of this development, the Norwegian government in 

1993 adapted a National Policy Guideline for a co-ordinated land use and transport planning. 

The purpose or the aim for the guidelines was to provide guidance for of land use and urban 

planning, where all public functions and business activities should be located in immediate 

proximity to city centres, stations and intersections of public transport. 

The absence of follow-up of this guideline, and an expansion of shopping malls in suburban 

areas, lead to another legislation concerning shopping malls. In 1999 the Norwegian 

government adapted “The National Policy Guidelines for temporarily prohibiting 

establishment of shopping malls in suburban areas”. The prohibition restricted establishing or 

extension of shopping malls larger than 3000 m² outside central parts of cities and densely 

populated areas. The aim of the prohibition was on the one hand to strengthen existing city- 

and municipality centres, and on the other hand, to prevent urban sprawl, car dependence and 

limited access for people without car ownership. 

The regulation ended in 2004 and was replaced by regulations at the regional government 

level. The assessment of the temporarily prohibition indicated that new shopping malls were 

in this period located in central city areas. It also stopped future plans for new shopping malls 

located outside central part of cities and municipalities. Nevertheless, experiences from the 

prohibition show, that the implementation of the prohibition came too late for restraining 

establishing external located shopping malls, and that transferring the responsibility to 

regional government in the individual county have not been followed up to full extent. The 

counties’ regulation varies a lot, and only few counties have implemented the regulations in 

their plans (Civitas 2006). 

As a result of the weak regional guidance, several shopping malls have been built outside of 

city centres, and several plans for future trade centres are proposed. This led to a new national 

policy regulation for shopping malls approved by the Norwegian government in June 2008. 

The purpose of the regulation is to ensure a coordinated regional planning process for 

establishing of massive trade centres. In addition to earlier aims for a more efficient land use 

and enhancing more environmental modes of transport, the Government of Norway also 

emphasizes the importance of land use planning as a contribution for achieving the long-term 

goal for a sustainable urban- and regional development (Miljøverndepartementet 2008). The 

new policies were operative immediately after the approval, and according to an annual report 

released by the shopping mall businesses in Norway (Senterboken 2009), the regulation has 

stopped several planned shopping malls in suburban areas. The report also show that malls 

located in the centre of cities and communities has had the biggest growth since 2000, and 

concludes that the planning policies for establishment are an important explanation of this 

development. This shows that the regulation seem to prevent further establishment of 

shopping malls outside of city centre, but it is too early to conclude on the full result of the 

regulation and how long these policies will endure.  
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4.  CONCLUSION – BEST PRACTICE 

 

A study of the three Scandinavian countries Denmark, Sweden and Norway show that the 

countries have different planning policies and implementation. Denmark has had strict control 

of retail trade for several years. The control has consistently been followed up by central 

government (The Ministry of the Environment), and as a result to this, most shopping malls in 

Denmark are located within city centres. Danish malls can be reached by more people and by 

more environmental friendly transport modes. On the opposite, the absence of control in 

Sweden has lead to an expansion of shopping malls on the outskirt of the urban areas, and 

along several major roads. In Sweden the planning policies are guiding and not legislative. 

This has lead to an absence in county planning and results in fragmented municipality 

planning. Competitive municipalities and a “planning-monopoly” lead to establishments of 

shopping malls outside city centres, and further resulted in generating of more car traffic. 

Norway has carried out a “back and forth-politics”, where regulation first have been adopted 

and later removed for some years for then being applied again. This has resulted in a 

development where shopping malls are located both within cities and also in suburban areas 

and along major roads. 

 

Table 1.Characteristic of regulation policies in Denmark, Sweden and Norway. 

 
Level of administrative 

control 

Planning policies 

extent: strict vs. liberal 
Result 

Denmark 
Central (National government/ 

Ministry of the Environment 
Strict 

Few or none shopping malls outside 

of city centres 

Sweden Local (municipality) Liberal 
Several shopping malls outside city 

centres and along main roads 

Norway County/ Municipality 
Liberal-strict-liberal-

strict 

Several shopping malls outside of 

city centres and along main roads 

 

The conclusion is that planning policies can be efficient and sufficient for obtaining more 

sustainable urban development, if the policies are consistent and persistent. The responsibility 

for implementing planning policies must be controlled by the national government, and be 

prolonged down the administrative ladder, in regional and local authorities (counties and 

municipalities). In this way it is possible to promote the use of environmental friendly 

transport modes at shopping trips, and at the same time maintain viable cities with a variety of 

trade and activities.  

Even if studies show that the consumers transport generates more polluting kilometer than the 

supply of goods, it would be necessary to include the logistics side of goods delivery to 

shopping malls. A more comprehensive study, which lies beyond the framework of this paper, 

would further investigate how both passenger and freight transport to shopping malls result in 

increasing the traffic volumes.  
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