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Oriented Discourse and Analytical Dialogue
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Northern Research Forum

The 4th Open Meeting of the Northern Research Forum 
took place in the Bothnian Arc, i.e. Oulu and Tornio in 
Finland, and Haparanda and Luleå in Sweden in the 4th-
8th of October 2006. It was organized by the Northern 
Research Forum together with the Host Planning Com-
mi! ee consisting representatives of eleven regional and 
local institutions of the Bothnian Arc region from Fin-
land and Sweden. 

The program was a rich one and included the Opening 
Session, three Plenaries, a Special Session, six Project 
Sessions under the title of Day of Projects, four Square 
Hours and a Summary Session. There were also fi lm 
shows with four documentary fi lms from Finland, Ice-
land and Russia under the title of “Northern Traveling 
Film Festival”, Cultural Evening including an opening 
of a photo exhibition “What’s up North” and a dance 
performance “Deadly a# er dark”, and two NRF din-
ners. Altogether 150 participants took part in the activi-
ties of the meeting including NRF Young Researchers, 
panelists of the plenaries and speakers of the project 
sessions.

The Main Theme of 

“Tech-Knowledgy”

The preparatory discourse for the main theme of the 4th 
NRF Open Meeting, “Tech-knowledgy in Economies 
and Cultures” was started with a tentative theme of 
“Economics, Technology and Regional Development”. 
The idea was to search for a new approach to inter-re-
lations between these three relevant phenomena, and 
further, to fi nd a common understanding of how sci-
ence, technology and economic development would be 
used for the benefi t of northern regions. In a purpose-
ful, if a slightly artifi cial fi nal formulation of the main 
theme, “tech-knowledgy” means the combination of 

(western) science and technology, and traditional and 
local knowledge on one hand, whereas on the other 
hand, an interpretation that technological development 
dominates too much, and that the faith in technology 
is a two-edged sword for peoples and societies, lies be-
hind.

We were asked for a clear defi nition, but we were actu-
ally more eager to hear participants’ interpretations and 
defi nitions of the term, and due to this fresh and unor-
thodox main theme, expectations were high. As a result, 
technology, (western) science and traditional knowl-
edge as the principal components of the main theme 
were broadly discussed in the sessions, particularly 
in the position papers. Though there was some hesita-
tion due to the complex, multifunctional and less than 
easily accepted concept of “Tech-knowledgy in Econo-
mies and Cultures” the main theme was largely well 
received, but in general both scholars and policy-mak-
ers discussed specifi c aspects or elements of the theme 
rather than adopting a holistic point of view. However, 
when trying to defi ne a new phenomena, even a some-
what vague but explorative discourse on the theme pro-
duces results.

Technology is “a purposeful, practical activity which in-
volves an interaction of tools or machines (as hardware) 
and human beings” which also includes “the applica-
tion of knowledge by organizations of human beings” 
and “the interaction between human beings and hard-
ware” (Allen and Thomas 2000, 403). This is not, how-
ever, enough, because all human activity, either techni-
cal or not, has also both a strong social content and an 
economic content and thus deals with development. 
Therefore, “knowledge by organizations of human be-
ings” includes traditional knowledge and local knowl-
edge in general for example, the Saami hey-shoe as hi-
tech of its time, and especially traditional knowledge 
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regarding the environment, i.e. Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge (TEK). It also includes indigenous partici-
pation in resource management such as is discussed in 
the position papers by Gail Fondahl, Tero Mustonen 
and Francois Trudel (see these articles in this volume).

One fundamental general question is, how is it possible 
to have a common language between experts on tech-
nology and its users in a society? Followed from this 
there are challenges of “tech-knowledgy” for example, 
how to include human capital-building and regional 
capacity-building in technology. And further, how can 
we promote an interface between the issues of climate 
change and human development, as refl ected by the 
gaps in knowledge raised and discussed by the Arctic 
Human Development Report (AHDR) which is based 
on a close international and multilateral scientifi c coop-
eration (Young and Einarsson 2004, 238-240). The issue 
is a recent example of a need for a new kind of multi-
disciplinary discourse on knowledge, technology, and 
policies and procedures on one hand, and on the other 
the interplay between science, politics and business in 
general. 

Interdisciplinary research is already under way to cre-
ate new knowledge for example, the Arctic Human De-
velopment Report, AHDR (2004) and the report of the 
Arctic Climate Impact Assessment, ACIA (2004), inter-
national agreements to reduce impacts, and response 
policies, either to apply or control, to these impacts. In 
the eight Arctic countries there are excellent universi-
ties and higher education systems and the University of 
the Arctic is an international network for higher educa-
tion. All of these deal signifi cantly with climate change 
and human development. The NRF has also discussed 
these issues extensively in the Open Meetings as well in 
Town Hall Meetings, such as the Special Session at the 
4th NRF (see Report from Town Hall Meeting, February 
8, 2006; Final Report from the Calo! e Academy 2005), a 
series of meetings that deal with the fi ndings of the two 
above-mentioned reports. Another step forward would 
be to educate decision-makers at all levels in the nature 
of climate change, what kinds of inter-relations there 
are, and what human responses we need.  

It would also be relevant to ask, how can there be a  re-
turn of the traditional knowledge of the Saami back to 
the people and the Saami communities? And further as 
a more general issue, how to continue an evaluation of 
information and communication technology (ICT) and 
promote it in Northern peripheries like for example, 
crossing borders by using ADSL (see Kajava, Mamaja, 
An! ila and Ilkko in this volume). Another question is, if 
there is potential for technology that deals with the im-
pacts of climate change and a “risk technology for the 

North” (e.g. Brainstorming meeting 2005), is that then 
only another example of a faith in technology which 
is rooted in the faith in economic growth as one of the 
driving forces of modernization? If we take seriously 
the criticism that spiritual and moral development of a 
human being has been much slower than the triumph 
of technology, we should be concerned with defi ning 
the problem through interdisciplinary and trans-secto-
rial processes and procedures through the collaboration 
of experts of diff erent fi elds, and further, to guarantee 
that new technological innovations are really needed in 
a society, and thus will be utilized. 

The Geopolitical Context, 

the Bothnian Arc

The geographical and geopolitical context of the 4th 
NRF Open Meeting, the Bothnian Arc per se is a good 
example of “The Borderless North” making possible a 
geographical and political focus of both national bor-
ders and a borderless space. “Borderless” can be inter-
preted in many ways for example, “a! ractive, off ering 
the prospect of free and unencumbered transfers of in-
formation, people and goods” although (coastal) states 
“tend to be vigilant concerning the threat…of erosions 
to their sovereign rights” as Ron Macnab writes in his 
position paper (see Macnab in this volume).

Refl ecting current interdisciplinary discourses on na-
tional borders one thing is that in spite of lower borders 
within an integrated area for example, the European 
Union (EU), a boundary as an explicit border between 
territories, states, peoples and cultures has kept its main 
purpose of separating in the name of national security 
instead of promoting cooperation across national bor-
ders at the time of globalization. Though this is still the 
mainstream approach of international politics, in Eu-
rope there have been discourses since the 1950s to in-
terpret a national border as low as possible, an element 
of connection and cross-border activities like euro-re-
gions. As a result there is a borderland which works like 
a bridge, or even a centre, between two or more states 
and regions with the main purpose of connecting peo-
ples, societies and cultures of the both sides of a border. 
Its main aim is to decrease tension and increase stability 
based on the theory of functionalism by David Mitrany 
and even to build security communities based on the 
theory of Karl Deutch. 

A concrete example of a borderland in North Europe is 
the Euregio “Karelia” on the external border of the EU 
between Finland and the Karelian Republic in Russia, 
where both sides of this borderland share much of the 
same history and culture (e.g. Cronberg 2001; Yarovoy 
2006). This interpretation of a (national) border indicates 
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interdependence and is according to new approaches 
of geopolitics, where on one hand actors and identities, 
not only a space, play an important role (e.g. Paasi 1996; 
Heininen 2005a) and on the other, it indicates a de-bor-
dering process which would make it possible to defi ne 
a region in a new way and create a new kind of a virtual 
region.

There are also other kinds of borders to cross like for 
example, those between sectors of a society in general 
and especially between science and politics. Indeed, 
how to cross sectorial borders in a society, and the glo-
balized world as a whole, is one of the contemporary 
challenges of our modern societies, and corresponding-
ly, the interplay between science and politics is needed. 
Even the wealthy and democratic Northern countries, 
which have recently been used as examples for other 
parts of the globe, such as with the Nordic peace, face 
the same challenges. For these challenges we need live-
ly, fresh and open-minded approaches, discussions and 
dialogues, and new kinds of broader stages, deeds and 
procedures. In the 4th NRF Open Meeting an example 
of this was the Triple Helix interactive cooperation and 
action research between Luleå University of Technolo-
gy, the Swedish University of Agricultural Science, and 
industry and municipal leaders from four Norrbo! en 
municipalities described by Håkan Ylinenpää and Mar-
gareta Strömbäck (2005) in their position paper.

The 4th NRF Open Meeting took place in one economic 
and political union, two states, three countries and four 
sites (cities or towns), and it had eleven hosts. For the 
fi rst time an NRF Open Meeting was organized in an 
international cooperative region, “The Bothnian Arc”. 
It is a unique and exiting region in North Europe and 
within the European Union, with innovation systems 
and knowledge programs as Seppo Saari writes in his 
position paper (see Saari in this volume) and a mod-
ern heavy industry in stainless steel as is described by 
the position paper of Outokumpu Tornio Works. Fur-
ther, within the region the Torniojoki river-valley on 
the Finnish-Swedish border is a sub-region based on a 
rich tradition of communication and cooperation. The 
river-valley includes the Twin town Haparanda-Tornio, 
or “Haapatornio” by the Finnish academic Ma! i Kuusi 
(1988) (see also Ronkainen and Bucht in this volume). 
It is an interesting case study for border research like 
for example, Dennis Zalamans (2001) has shown (also 
Zalamans in this volume). This is especially due to the 
fact that the inter-municipal cooperation did not start 
as a result of Finland’s and Sweden’s membership of the 
EU, but is based on local and regional ‘bo! om-up’ coop-
eration across the border. Indeed, the Torniojoki river-
valley is a unique workshop to study how a borderland 
infl uences the identity/ies and culture(s) of a region and 

peaceful human and social understanding of people(s) 
as it was discussed in the 2nd Plenary in Tornio.

In the Bothnian Arc there are many actors and even 
more interests, several cultures, identities and environ-
ments including diff erent cultures of action and pro-
cedures. It has been needed to cross several national, 
regional, municipal and cultural borders, borders be-
tween sectors, institutions and stakeholders as well dis-
ciplines. Although, there is a well-known proverb “Too 
many cooks spoil the broth”, through the 4th NRF Open 
Meeting we all, i.e. the local organizers and the partici-
pants of the 4th NRF showed, even proved, that there 
are exceptions to that proverb and it is not always cor-
rect. Further, we do believe that in spite of challenges 
and some hindrances, as well as certain imperfections, 
the 4th NRF Open Meeting was worth the eff ort: On one 
hand, we were successful and created new experiences 
and good practices both on an individual level and be-
tween Northern societies, regions and countries; other-
wise, how would we be ready to face real and big chal-
lenges like for example, climate change and its impacts. 
On the other hand, the meeting promoted region-build-
ing, devolution and even regionalization both in the 
Bothnian Arc and in North Europe both in general and 
especially in the context of the “new” Northern Dimen-
sion as it was both described by many and discussed 
lively in the 3rd Plenary in Luleå (see Henriksson, Hein-
inen and Riepula in this volume). 

Further, it was interesting that the North in the global 
context became a hot topic in the discussions of the 
meeting. Though not an altogether new theme in sci-
entifi c discourse (e.g. Heininen 2005b; Southco!  2005), 
the issue was raised in the 1st Plenary by President 
Grimsson and President Halonen (2006; also Halonen 
and Grimsson in this volume) and received a lot of 
support from the participants and media interest. One 
might say that the mutual political conclusion concern-
ing the growing role of the North and that Northern 
actors are playing an increasingly important role in glo-
bal, world politics is one of the main fi ndings of the 4th 
NRF Open Meeting (e.g. Kaleva 2006).

The NRF as an International Fo-

rum for Open Discussion and Di-

alogue

The Northern Research Forum (NRF) is an international 
forum for open discussion across sectorial borders and 
discourse between disciplines. Although not “Davos” 
of the North, the three Open Meetings have revealed 
a new kind of lively forum for an issue and policy ori-
ented intensive dialogue addressing the critical issues, 
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challenges and opportunities facing Northern peoples 
and regions in the context of social and environmental 
changes and economic globalization (e.g. NRF Mission 
& Activities; Proceedings of the NRF Open Meetings in 
2000, 2002 and 2004 on the NRF web-site). Further, ac-
cording to the NRF Rules of Procedure, which the NRF 
Steering Commi! ee accepted on October 9th of 2006: 
“The mission of the NRF is to be a platform for a pro-
ductive dialogue among members of the research com-
munity and a wide range of other Northern stakehold-
ers in order to (a) facilitate the eff orts of researchers to 
carry out work that is relevant to issues on the contem-
porary Northern agenda and (b) engage members of the 
policy community and other stakeholders to discuss, 
assess and report about research products relevant to 
contemporary Northern issues.” 

The NRF is also an international research project with an 
aim to take into consideration all disciplines of science 
and has an interdisciplinary approach, which should 
be a part of teaching and supervision and to mean sci-
ence with innovations. Further, the NRF Open Meet-
ings brings together senior professionals and young re-
searchers with their expertise and scientifi c knowledge 
with an aim that this inter-relationship creates fresh 
ideas and unconventional approaches. This refl ects the 
idea that “NRF is a gathering of minds” like one of the 
students of the NR Master Degree Program put it at 
the 4th Open Meeting. As an achievement of outreach 
the 4th NRF managed to a! ract a bunch of good young 
researchers (mostly from Russia and North America) 
with substantial and qualifi ed presentations which cov-
ered well the main theme of the sub-themes. Indeed, the 
NRF Young Researchers is a signifi cant human capital 
in the NRF context.

In the NRF context an open discussion and dialogue 
is among members of the research community and a 
wide range of other northern stakeholders, and also for 
policy-relevant discussion on the role of research. In the 
background there is one of the criteria of science, the 
social relevance of science saying that a scientifi c com-
munity is not isolated in society and scholars and sci-
entists do not work in an ivory tower, but are a part of 
the society where scholars and scientists live. If so, then 
the idea is that research fi ndings have, or are expected 
to have, an infl uence in a society in general and espe-
cially when decisions are made, and further, in order to 
implement the social relevance of science the interplay 
between science and politics is needed (e.g. Heininen 
2006).

On the one hand, we are interested in research fi nd-
ings being described, summarized and discussed in the 
public by the scientifi c community. On the other hand, 

we are concerned with, and emphasize that research 
fi ndings are taken into consideration, and used in deci-
sion-making by the rest of society for the development 
of societies and the international system. And further, 
that a scientifi c community is active in a dialogue be-
tween science and politics, and actively organizes this 
kind of dialogue. The la! er needs forums and platforms 
in general, and especially new kinds of stages like the 
stage-building in the North as a part of region-building 
such as, the Arctic Council, the Northern Dimension of 
the EU and the NRF which were promoted, partly even 
initiated, by social sciences (Heininen 2005c).

In the background there is also the complex and multi-
functional state of the international system, a globalized, 
but not necessarily democratic world order, the need 
for a global dialogue between the EU, Russia and the 
USA, and China and India, and cultures and nations in 
general, and the interpretation that “The North appears 
to be an active, fresh and innovative region, a charac-
teristic manifest in pan-Arctic cross-border coopera-
tion, region-building, and through new and innovative 
political arrangements”. Thus, it has a positive a! itude 
“as a functional, viable region challenges the power and 
hegemony of the Cold War”, and further, it has the po-
tential to be a (positive) example, if not a model, for the 
rest of the world (Heininen 2005b).

Behind the main idea, or philosophy, of the NRF is 
thinking that it is be! er to have fl exibility and mobility, 
to be based on lively personal connections and to build 
a process rather than a heavy structure. It is similar to 
a knowledge-based network with “the ability to trans-
form scientifi c knowledge” like Boris Segerståhl writes 
in his position paper (Segerståhl 2006; also Segerståhl in 
this volume). Indeed, the NRF is a process and includes 
for example, sub-forums of, and for, the NRF Open 
Meetings such as the Calo! e Academy, theme work-
shops on relevant themes, town hall meetings on the 
fi ndings, issues, problems, opportunities and initiatives 
on human development and impacts of climate change, 
and a network of experts with its core in the NRF young 
researchers (NRF Steering Commi! ee 2005).  

An Open Meeting is, however, the core of the NRF ac-
tivities and both includes and is parallel to, relevant 
case studies and general processes, and inter-relations 
between them. It is fi rst of all a platform for open dis-
cussion and dialogue between the participants, who - 
either as a panellist, a speaker, a young researcher or 
another kind of participant - are the most important ac-
tors of the NRF Open Meetings. Followed from this, the 
participants of the 4th NRF Open Meeting were asked 
to a! end all the plenaries, square hours, special session 
and one-to-two of project day sessions of the meeting. 
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The main procedure of the work of an Open Meeting 
can be described according to the following ways and 
principles: fi rst, to have the fi rst round of discussions 
through the so-called position papers, which cover the 
main theme(s) and most of the sub-themes, feed the dis-
cussions of a meeting. Here I would like to thank the au-
thors of the position papers of the 4th NRF for their im-
portant contribution for our issue-orientated dialogue; 
second, in the Plenaries / Project Day sessions there are 
expert panellists / speakers that represent diff erent dis-
ciplines, fi elds of expertise, countries and regions. Their 
contribution is both a short presentation and to actively 
engage in an open discussion. Thus, a high expertise 
on Northern issues is present in the sessions; third, a 
lively dialogue is not, however, possible without active 
participation by all experts who are present in sessions, 
and time for an open discussion. In NRF sessions there 
is always time enough for an discussion, dialogue and 
debate both between the panel and the audience, and 
in general between the participants of a session; fourth, 
although the main method is a dialogue per se, the main 
product is new knowledge with the aim to have ana-
lytical discourses, to make syntheses when it is possi-
ble, and to create new ideas and concrete proposals for 
the future; fi # h and fi nal, in order to implement these 
methods all discussions, ideas, proposals and conclu-
sions will be reported and documented orally by the 
NRF Young Researchers on one hand, and on the other 
hand, these reports and articles by the panellists and 
speakers and re-wri! en position papers will be pub-
lished in a proceeding. 

Conclusions

Briefl y saying the 4th NRF Open Meeting was successful 
and created on one hand new things and ideas and on 
the other, confi rmed several existing thoughts, things 
and procedures. There were dynamic discussions and 
dialogues between decision-makers, young researchers 
and senior scientists and a wide spectrum of relevant 
subject ma! ers were covered in the sessions during 
these four days. From these the main themes “tech-
knowledgy” and “borderless”, not least due to the slo-
gan “The Borderless North”, were broadly discussed 
and also concretized through the case study of the Both-
nian Arc region. Further, the fact that two heads of state, 
President Tarja Halonen and President Olafur Ragnar 
Grimsson had a speech and participated in the discus-
sions shows that Northern issues are relevant, and even 
more that the importance of Northern regions is grow-
ing in world politics.

Although there is still room for more representatives 
of politics, business and the civil society there were 
enough academics from the Northern countries, deci-

sion-makers from Finland and Sweden, and business 
people from Finland and Iceland for lively and interest-
ing discussions and dialogues. As a result, the 4th NRF 
was taken seriously by politicians and civil servants 
both at the national, regional and local level in Finland 
and Sweden. Internationally in the context of North Eu-
rope the meeting became a meeting place of sorts for 
both academia and policy-makers to discuss critical is-
sues, to meet each other and to hear what is going on in 
Northern research. Thus, based on the evaluation of the 
4th NRF and the analysis of the fi rst three Open Meet-
ings the NRF is both needed socially and has proven 
itself as a potential, even already successful, activity by 
the scientifi c community. 

In order to both maintain this position in the future and 
to fulfi l new expectations and opportunities, we must 
continue to develop the essential cross-sectoral dialogue 
needed to advance the NRF both as a forum and a more 
institutionalized and established process. Based on this 
the NRF can be developed in the near future as an in-
ternational forum – for both regional and global discus-
sions and dialogues – much as it is today with some 
additional activities. The NRF can also be developed 
-  this is neither controversial to the above-mentioned  
paragraph nor an ultimate alternative to the fi rst option 
- more toward an international epistemic network, or 
even platform, of experts on contemporary issues with 
an academic context and high professional skills.
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