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ABSTRACT 
Research on compact cities repeatedly reveals inadequate amounts of land 
for outdoor recreational activities. However, few studies examine the practi-
ces of planning outdoor recreation in the compact city. This study explores 
the integration of sites for outdoor recreation into the compact city using a 
Swedish municipality as a case study. The paper draws on material semiotics 
to show the existence of several parallel planning trajectories, of which only 
certain adhere to the compact rationale. Results indicate a need to overcome 
administrative silos and suggest the potential of engaging with past plan-
ning for addressing the multifaceted topic of outdoor recreation.
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Introduction

The compact city paradigm has become the dominant narrative in urban planning (Bibri et al., 
2020; Kjærås, 2021; P�erez, 2020; Sharifi, 2016). With its “modern high-rise buildings and high- 
tech mobility infrastructure” (Haarstad et al., 2023, p. 6) the compact city promises more attract-
ive urban areas and a radical break with late-modernist spatial planning. Research indicates that 
the mixed land-use pattern of the ideal compact city, characterised by proximity among hous-
ing, services, leisure opportunities, and public transport, leads to reduced greenhouse gas emis-
sions due to the increased adoption of sustainable modes of travel (Kain et al., 2022). Besides 
offering a sustainable alternative to sprawling urban forms, the compact city is also claimed to 
be health-promoting. ‘Walkable’ neighbourhoods with mixed-use functions are frequently 
claimed to have positive health effects (Heinen et al., 2010; Sallis et al., 2016). Despite this, 
research on outdoor recreation and green spaces repeatedly shows that compact city forms fail 
to provide sufficient spaces for outdoor recreation (Haaland & van den Bosch, 2015; Hautam€aki, 
2019; Lennon, 2021; Qvistr€om et al., 2016). A contradiction thus emerges between the compact 
city as a model for urban sustainability and public health, and the seeming difficulty of engag-
ing with geographies of health, especially in the form of publicly accessible sites for outdoor 
recreation (Balikçi et al., 2022), which are important for promoting mental and physical health 
(ten Brink et al., 2016). The purpose of this paper is to probe deeper into this identified 
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contradiction and scrutinise local planning for outdoor recreational sites in Sweden in order to 
address the rationales guiding the ‘practice of provision’ (Boulton et al., 2018) in the context of 
compact city development. Taking theoretical inspiration from science and technology studies 
(STS), the paper discloses how, in the face of compact urban ideals, sites for outdoor recreation 
are continuously made possible to plan, but only via certain practices and techniques.

Outdoor recreation in the compact city has been researched from multiple angles. GIS, sur-
veys, and statistics are used to examine individual practices and preferences (see e.g., 
Hegetschweiler et al., 2017; Komossa et al., 2019; Lehto et al., 2022; Lindholst et al., 2015; Zhou 
et al., 2021), while qualitative studies explore experiences of using outdoor recreational amen-
ities, their perceived accessibility, and their (un)just distribution (Børrud, 2016; Flemsæter et al., 
2015; Gurholt & Broch, 2019). Further studies examine couplings between urban green space as 
an ecosystem service and as an amenity for outdoor recreation (see e.g., Jansson, 2014; Russo & 
Cirella, 2018; Tzoulas et al., 2007). However, Boulton et al. (2018) argue that studies pay insuffi-
cient attention to factors shaping the ability of local governments and their planning offices to 
supply urban green space; in particular, there is a need for more qualitative studies. 
Furthermore, studies of the operational and conceptual ambiguities of green space policy indi-
cate the need for closer scrutiny of the ways policies are implemented in daily practice (Hislop 
et al., 2019). Thus, more research is needed on the “practice of providing greenspace” (Boulton 
et al., 2018, p. 86). While Boulton et al. (2018) refer to the provision of urban green space in 
general, this paper focuses on planning spaces for outdoor recreation – through specific amen-
ities, land use designations, or other means. This includes programmed spaces (e.g., football 
pitches, skate parks, tennis courts) as well as less programmed spaces (e.g., urban forests, parks, 
roaming areas) for both organised or non-organised activities, performed in a group or individu-
ally. This width of spaces mirrors the results from a recent survey conducted by the European 
Union (2022) on the preferred spaces for physical activities among Swedish residents. The survey 
reports that conducting physical activities outdoors, in parks, or on the way between the home, 
work or school is more common than conducting physical activities at sports fields or similar. 
This tendency, which is also visible at the EU scale (ibid.), indicates that outdoor recreation is a 
practice that spans over a multiscalar and multifaceted landscape (see also Skriver Hansen, 
2021) and includes both formal and informal activities, and thus requires a planning practice 
able to encompass a diversity of spaces. The trend of conducting outdoor recreational activities 
away from programmed sports fields could be understood as a result of a decreased interest in 
participating in organised sports and sports associations, in favour of spontaneous and individu-
ally conducted physical activities (Hedenborg et al., 2022). Though, sports associations still hold 
important positions in civil society (Fahl�en & Stenling, 2016). This indicates the importance of a 
broad provision of a diversity of spaces, for organised as well as non-organised activities, inte-
grated and easily accessible in the urban fabric.

The paper adopts a material-semiotic approach, taking inspiration from scholars interested in 
the modification of planning issues (Asdal, 2015; Asdal & Hobæk, 2016, 2020) and the work 
dedicated to rendering complex issues as possible to plan or making issues plan-able (Valve 
et al., 2013, 2017). Empirically, the paper presents a case study of municipal urban planning in 
Sweden. The compact city paradigm is influential in Sweden, where it is closely intertwined with 
discourses on urban sustainability (Bibri et al., 2020; Zalar & Pries, 2022). In debates on national 
and local development policies and plans, a densified and compact city is repeatedly described 
as the only viable sustainable future (Lisberg Jensen et al., 2023; Tunstr€om, 2007). Swedish 
authorities also point to the health benefits of compact cities, especially their potential to 
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increase active modes of transportation (see e.g., Boverket, 2022). The comprehensive integra-
tion of multiple policy fields lies at the core of the Swedish planning system (Schmitt & Smas, 
2020). In this context, how spaces for outdoor recreation are being integrated into urban, com-
pact, fabrics merits further scrutiny.

Following this introduction, I briefly describe the Swedish planning system. A section on the 
theoretical underpinnings of the paper leads to a description of the methods and materials 
employed. I then present the case study of Upplands V€asby Municipality and examine the proc-
esses of making outdoor recreation plan-able (Valve et al., 2022) in the compact city. The paper 
ends with a discussion and concluding reflections.

Outdoor Recreation and Compact Cities in Swedish Urban Planning

Urban planning in Sweden is largely the responsibility of 290 municipalities, which have a mon-
opoly on urban planning. National legal frameworks, principally the Planning and Building Act 
(SFS 2010:900) and the Environmental Code (SFS 1998:808) prescribe planning processes and 
tools but leave it up to local municipalities to determine the contents of land use plans. Land 
use planning is steered mainly by two types of plans: the municipal comprehensive plan 
(€oversiktsplan) and detailed development plans (detaljplan). The comprehensive plan is a polit-
ical document setting out the vision for the future development of the municipality and is not 
legally binding. The detailed development plan is legally binding and regulates land use and 
building techniques in a specific limited area of the city.

The Swedish planning system is often described as comprehensive and integrative, whereby 
public bodies, i.e., municipalities, have responsibility for spatial coordination and horizontal inte-
gration of multiple policy sectors (Schmitt & Smas, 2020). This also entails balancing public and 
private interests and determining the spatial distribution of public and private amenities in the 
urban fabric (see Bj€arstig et al., 2018). Therefore, a key challenge facing Swedish planning 
authorities is to determine how diverse planning topics, stemming from different policy sectors, 
relate to each other within the common “spatio-legal framework” (Rannila, 2021) of land use 
planning. This is especially challenging since different policy sectors adhere to “diverging spatial 
logics” (Schmitt & Smas, 2020, p. 7), supported by potentially conflicting political or economic 
rationales. This raises questions regarding how the integration of different planning issues takes 
place in practice.

Today national or regional guidelines for recreational planning in Sweden are scarce, even 
though rhetoric on the benefits of recreation, especially in the outdoors, features prominently in 
both national and local policies (Bergsgard et al., 2019; Petersson-Forsberg, 2014). In the 
absence of national guidelines, it is up to local politicians, in conversation with local planning 
officers, to incorporate outdoor recreation in the municipal comprehensive plan and subsequent 
detailed development plans. These tasks have been identified as a challenge for local planning 
authorities (Stenseke & Hansen, 2014).

The integration of health and outdoor recreation into urban planning is not a new concern 
in Sweden. Outdoor recreation, leisure and sports figured prominently in Swedish planning at 
the height of the welfare era in the 1960s and 1970s (Pries & Qvistr€om, 2021). During this 
period, the broad interest in sports and outdoor recreation was supported by extensive research, 
policies, norms and regulations (Fahl�en & Stenling, 2016; Giulianotti et al., 2019; 
Idrottsutredningen, 1969), which materialised in outdoor recreational sites throughout Sweden 
(Fahl�en & Stenling, 2016; Pries & Qvistr€om, 2021; see also Braae et al., 2020) in the forms of 
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sports halls, roaming areas, running paths, tennis courts and many other amenities. Critics of 
modernist planning (se e.g., Mehaffy & Haas, 2020) often fail to acknowledge the central role of 
landscape and leisure planning in Swedish urban planning in the mid-twentieth century 
(Hautam€aki & Donner, 2021; K€arrholm & Wirdel€ov, 2019; Pries & Qvistr€om, 2021; Valzania, 2022).

Making Outdoor Recreation Plan-Able

How to plan spaces for outdoor recreation is not immediately evident. Rather outdoor recre-
ation, as other complex or multifaceted topics, needs to be addressed through processes of 
delineation, interpretation and categorisations in order to be framed into more or less stable 
planning interventions (Asdal, 2015; Asdal & Hobæk, 2016). Asdal (2015) names this process 
of framing phenomena into manageable topics as the process of formulating planning 
‘issues’, pointing to the everyday work at play in ‘sorting out’ complex or contested phe-
nomena. Defining how planning issues can be operationalised and made tangible in the 
landscape is thus a central task of planning and as Valve et al. (2013; see also Valve et al., 
2022) phrase it, a way of rendering planning issues as plan-able. This process of securing 
plan-ability could, as Valve et al. (2022) argue, be seen as an ontological work as it delin-
eates a particular version of the issue at hand via mobilising actors into a shared analytical 
frame, and subsequently translates and operationalises policy objectives into schemes of 
implementation. However, this trajecotry is far from linear but rather experimental and 
requires repeated efforts to re-stabilise and re-frame issues as contexts and conditions 
changes (ibid.).

Studying the ‘practice of provision’ of spaces for outdoor recreation would, from this Science 
and technology studies inspired perspective, suggest following how outdoor recreation is inter-
preted and delineated (what the issue of outdoor recreation is and what the spatial forms of 
the issue are). Secondly, following how the issue becomes implemented, looking into the techni-
ques used to operationalise outdoor recreation and following the material arrangements that 
are suggested based on those operationalisations.

As earlier researchers of compact cities with attention to material-semiotic relations have 
pointed out (see e.g., Kjærås, 2021; P�erez, 2020) it is not sufficient to address planning proc-
esses as separate from addressing material constitutions, and distribution, of sites. Instead, a 
material-semiotic perspective can be a tool for addressing the complex arrangements found 
in urban planning (Asdal, 2015; Valve et al., 2017). From elements such as political narratives, 
to charts, maps, lists and categorisations of land and its uses and the situatedness and land-
scape of the sites themselves, outdoor recreation becomes sorted out, framed, and shaped 
into phenomena that are amenable to the institutional technologies of urban planning (Li, 
2007; Valve et al., 2013).

Methods and Materials

The paper is based on a case study of Upplands V€asby, a mid-sized Swedish municipality 
located between Stockholm and Uppsala. The selection was based on an initial search for cases 
across the Stockholm capital region, an area characterised by compact city developments and 
urban densification. Upplands V€asby is identified as a strategic area for urban expansion in the 
Stockholm Regional Plan (Region Stockholm, 2018). This, together with the prevalence of major 
ongoing developments accompanied by a rhetoric of compact city making, and a documented 
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history of acclaimed recreational planning (see Pries & Qvistr€om, 2021) formed the basis for 
selection. Thus, Upplands V€asby is used as a paradigmatic case of outdoor recreational planning 
in a Swedish compact city under construction.

The case study draws on a variety of documents produced by the municipality concerning 
land use planning, urban development, outdoor recreational planning, and maintenance of rec-
reational amenities (see Table 1). Following Asdal (2015) and Asdal and Reinertsen (2021) I per-
ceive these planning documents and policies as active elements in shaping the issue of outdoor 
recreation as well as the material constitution of sites for outdoor recreation.

The written material was supplemented with eight qualitative interviews with municipal 
employees (see Table 2). Selection of interviewees was based on their roles within the municipal 
organisation and their involvement in strategic work within their respective departments or sub- 
departments, or in multiple large-scale development plans and projects.

The interviews were semi-structured and conducted in Swedish. They lasted from 40 to 
60 minutes and were recorded and then transcribed. All quotes that appear below were 
translated into English by the author. Analysis of the interviews loosely followed Braun and 
Clarke (2006) description of thematic analysis. The first coding was made by collecting codes 
that appeared frequently in the interview transcripts. The coding was influenced by empir-
ical observations in previous research that identified conflicts between urban densification 
and outdoor recreation (see e.g., Haaland & van den Bosch, 2015; Hautam€aki, 2019; Zalar & 
Pries, 2022). This generated codes that, from multiple angles, captured perceived obstacles, 
practical everyday work tasks, descriptions of responsibilities and knowledges regarding out-
door recreation. These codes were then collected into themes. This step of the analysis 
brought in notions from the theoretical foundation, putting attention to how the issue of 
outdoor recreation was formulated and operationalised. A third step of analysis followed, 

Table 1. Plans, policies and documents from the case study. Titles translated from Swedish by the author.
Document Year

Future Upplands V€asby - ‘the modern small town.’ Comprehensive plan 2005–2020 2005
Vilundaparken planning program. Public consultation document 2008
Urban qualities (stadsm€assighet) – definition for Upplands V€asby municipality 2013
Development plan for ecosystem services in Upplands V€asby municipality 2016
Detailed development plan for J€arnv€agsparken 2017
V€asby Sports City. Planning proposal 2018
Investment notification, Smedby Skate Park KS/2018:332 2018
Definition of urban qualities (stadsm€assighet) for Upplands V€asby municipality 2018
V€asby City 2040. New comprehensive plan for Upplands V€asby municipality 2018
Detailed development plan for €Ostra Rundby and V€aby Station area 2018
Active through life - strategic plan for sports in Upplands V€asby Municipality 2019
Proposal for location of skate park KFN/2017:1 2019
Minutes of the culture and leisure committee 2019-06-18 2019

Table 2. List of interviewees and their main responsibilities.
Interviewees and main responsibility

1 Comprehensive planning
2 Strategical planning
3 Detailed development planning
4 Detailed development planning
5 Detailed development planning
6 Environmental planning
7 Park management
8 Culture and leisure strategy
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where themes were revised and analysed with attention to how the issue(s) of outdoor 
recreation became rendered into the material and geographical arrangements, looking at 
maps, renderings, descriptions of any geographical or material elements concerning outdoor 
recreation.

Upplands V€asby: A Compact City in the Making

Upplands V€asby Municipality covers roughly 84 square kilometres and most of the 47,000 inhab-
itants live in the central urban area surrounding the commuter train station. From its beginnings 
as a low-density semi-rural area in the early twentieth century, Upplands V€asby experienced a 
rapid wave of urbanisation starting in the 1950s and culminating in the 1970s with the building 
of a new commercial and public centre, surrounded by both low- and high-rise residential build-
ings. These residential and commercial areas are still dominating the urban landscape, however 
increasingly embedded in new residential developments.

According to official projections, the population of Upplands V€asby will grow to 63,000 
inhabitants by 2040. This expected increase in population is linked to expansive urban develop-
ment, which is supposed to transform Upplands V€asby from a “suburb” to a “city” (Upplands 
V€asby kommun, 2018c). The creation of this new city implies extensive densification and restruc-
turing of the existing urban environment. Outdoor recreation, such as health and sports, are 
mentioned as crucial elements for the future compact city, as aspects contributing to good qual-
ity of life (ibid.).

Outdoor recreation impinges upon the work of several municipal departments, as displayed 
in Table 3. However, the main actors involved in planning, maintaining, and developing sites for 
outdoor recreation can be found at the Department of Planning (via land use planning) and the 
Department of Culture and Leisure (via management of facilities and in the role of specialist in 
sports and recreational governing).

The following four sections present results from the thematic analysis of interviews and stud-
ies of municipal documents. The results are interpreted according to the theoretical frame of 

Table 3. Organisation of committees and departments in upplands v€asby municipality with a short and 
selective description of each department’s responsibilities. Source: www.upplandsvasby.se.
Political organisation Administrative organisation (Selected) responsibilities

Local government Executive Committee Department of Municipal 
Management

Budgeting, main responsibility 
for municipal developmentEconomic Development and 

Competence Committee
Technical Services and 

Property Committee
Department of Planning Strategic planning, comprehensive 

planning, land use planning, 
environmental planning, parks, 
landscape architecture, 
ecosystem services

Environmental and Planning 
Committee

Building and Environment 
Committee

Department of Building and 
Environment

Building permits, geographical 
data, mapping

Culture and Leisure 
Committee

Department of Culture and 
Leisure

Sports facilities, support for 
sports associations, youth 
activities

Social Services Committee Department of Social Services 
and Community Care

Elderly care, care for people with 
disabilities, municipal primary 
health care

Community Care Committee

Educational Committee Department of Education Schools and education including 
physical education and 
facilities
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the paper, seeking to address how the issue of outdoor recreation is defined, how it is opera-
tionalised and what material arrangements such operationalisations suggest. Four parallel plan-
ning trajectories become visible following this interpretive work, indicating that outdoor 
recreation is rendered plan-able under different guises: as quality, as programmed amenities, as 
a temporal strategy, and as an ecosystem service.

Outdoor Recreation as Quality

Firstly, the result shows a planning trajectory portraying outdoor recreation as an issue of qual-
ity to include in the compact city. In the strategic planning of the municipality, density is visual-
ised as a non-diversified space, and in this space outdoor recreation appears as a quality, but 
how this quality is to be materially provided is not specified.

In the municipal comprehensive plan, which sets out the aim of transitioning from suburb to 
city, access to a wide range of small and large recreational amenities is held to be a positive 
quality. However, the plan does not address the location of new outdoor recreational spaces. It 
focuses instead on future needs for indoor facilities, stating that “by the year 2040 at least four 
additional sports halls, three gymnasiums, three synthetic grass football pitches and one indoor 
ice rink will be required” (Upplands V€asby kommun, 2018e, p. 48), a calculation based on popu-
lation forecasts. The location of these additional facilities is not specified. While the comprehen-
sive plan combines the interests of all municipal departments and sectors, it is combined and 
produced at the Department of Planning.

The exclusion of outdoor recreational sites in the strategic plans for Upplands V€asby is vis-
ible in the comprehensive land use map. The map, a compulsory component of the compre-
hensive plan, defines four main building typologies: ‘rural,’ ‘small-scale,’ ‘medium-dense’ and 
‘dense urban.’ The area allocated to ‘dense urban’ development appears on the map as an 
undifferentiated surface covering most of the central area of the municipality (see Figure 1). 
This contrasts with earlier comprehensive land use maps, where new developments and 
planned interventions were defined spatially down to individual premises (see e.g., Upplands 
V€asby kommun, 2005). Interviewee 1, a comprehensive planning officer, comments upon this 
imagery:

As far as I understand, there were quite far-reaching discussions; the main point is that we don’t [spatially] 
define anything in this compact city, we just assume that it will work.

This way of displaying the future city of Upplands V€asby is more than solely a design choice; it 
effectively pushes potential land-use conflicts to a later stage in the planning process, when pri-
orities among multiple uses will inevitably have to be assigned.

To operationalise the ‘dense urban’ building typology, the municipality makes use of the 
Swedish concept stadsm€assighet, which can be roughly translated as ‘functioning as a city’ 
(Tunstr€om, 2007). The concept implies a collection of more or less explicitly defined urban qual-
ities (Metzger & Wiberg, 2017), and aligns closely to the international model of new urbanism. 
Stadsm€assighet is often used normatively to denote a city characterised by streetscapes laid out 
in a grid pattern, clearly referencing a nineteenth-century urban form and sharply demarcated 
from the modernist “suburban” building typology (Tunstr€om, 2007). In the context of Upplands 
V€asby, the concept of stadsm€assighet is defined in two policy documents, from 2013 and 2018 
(Upplands V€asby kommun, 2013, 2018c). The definition is in the form of a list of nine qualities 
that a city should strive to attain, including, among others:
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� Frequently used public spaces, including parks for recreation
� Experiences, such as spontaneous sports
� Clear boundaries between public and private [spaces] that are “naturally intelligible.”
� Diversity and variety
� Social and ecological growth

These qualities are to be developed by a set of design features summarised in another list, 
including:

� Buildings of variable designs, heights, and forms of tenure
� Building typologies that delineate and create streets, places and parks with clear distinctions 

between public and private
� A streetscape that contains active ground floor uses
� A streetscape where multiple modes of traffic coexist
� An ecological and socially multifunctional urban structure, rich in ecosystem services and 

meeting places

The policy implies moving beyond a modernist planning legacy. This includes replacing 
traffic separation, green open spaces (described in the policy as a “no-man’s-land” (Upplands 
V€asby kommun, 2018c, p. 9)) and spacious building typologies with a compact, mixed city, 

Figure 1. Central Upplands v€asby, showing the area demarcated as “densely urban” in the comprehensive 
plan and the location of two areas containing “valuable green and recreational values.” Aerial photo from 
lantm€ateriet #, modified by the author.
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bound together by a grid street pattern. The vague land use map and the elusive qualities of 
urbanity are translated into strategies for ordering urban materialities into city blocks and spe-
cific schemes for streets and public spaces. Outdoor recreation is included in the list of qual-
ities of the compact city but excluded from the design features, which focuses on the 
arrangement of streets, facades and buildings. Depictions of an elusive ‘densely urban’ future 
effectively leave future outdoor recreation as an unmapped and unpredictable land use (c.f. 
Zalar & Pries, 2022).

The Department for Culture and Leisure has recently developed a new “sports strategy” 
(Upplands V€asby kommun, 2019a), the first since 1980. The plan does not discuss where sports 
or recreational activities are to take place, instead focus lies on questions of equal access to par-
ticipation in both organised and unorganised sports.

This approach to planning outdoor recreation, which acknowledges its value but disregards 
its spatiality, is only made possible by an unspoken reliance on the products of past recreational 
planning inspired by the modernist planning paradigm from which the municipality so keenly 
wants to escape. It is assumed that future residents will continue to make use of recreational 
amenities, including sports fields, urban forests and sites, dating back to the 1960s and 1970s 
(see e.g., Upplands V€asby kommun, 2017).

Outdoor Recreation as Programmed Amenities

Secondly, in opposition to rendering outdoor recreation as an issue of qualities, another plan-
ning trajectory pushes the view of outdoor recreation as a question of well defined, and well 
programmed, recreational sites. By leaning on the long history of both sports associations, and 
of the existing outdoor recreational sites of the municipality, operationalising planning interven-
tions becomes a challenge of maintenance.

For the Department of Culture and Leisure, arguing in favour of protecting and expanding 
existing outdoor and indoor recreational amenities is part of their everyday work, especially in 
response to current proposals for compact urban development. Access to land is a central topic 
of concern, as described by Interviewee 8:

If the priority is to densify the already densely populated areas, well then maybe a sports hall will not be 
the highest priority. Then there is no room for [recreation] in the dense urban area. And then one can ask, 
where can recreation take place?

This interviewee identifies the absence of national guidelines as a factor limiting the mandate 
for recreational planning and explains that “the difficulty is that our activities [culture and leis-
ure] are not statutory. Everything is voluntary for the municipality; we do not really have to do 
anything.”

Given the challenges involved in finding new sites to expand the recreational landscape 
within the compact city, the additions of new functions at existing sites represents a more feas-
ible strategy. Examples include adding a new obstacle course alongside an existing running 
path; drawing new maps of proposed running routes; and adding new features such as parkour 
tracks and outdoor gyms to existing recreational sites.

Vilundaparken, where the new parkour track depicted in Figure 2 is located, is a focal point 
for outdoor recreational activities and outdoor recreational planning initiatives. With a history 
dating back to the 1960s, Vilundaparken have since then been a central feature of the intricate 
landscape of linked public green spaces and recreational sites within and adjacent to residential 
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areas (Upplands V€asby kommun, 1979, 2008). A recent planning proposal would disrupt this his-
torical trajectory by adding residential developments to the area, rebranded as “V€asby Sports 
City” (Upplands V€asby kommun, 2018d). Although planning of the new sports city is currently 
paused, due to unresolved issues of ground water protection, the idea of densifying the space 
by incorporating new residential buildings and services is still prominent in municipal marketing 
materials.

While the construction of V€asby Sports City remains on hold, a new indoor football hall was 
recently opened adjacent to the project area. The new football hall was built in response to 
energetic lobbying by local sports associations (Upplands V€asby kommun, 2022). However, the 
hall does not add to the exiting recreational supply, but rather replaces two outdoor gravel 
football pitches. Furthermore, the decision to construct the new football hall was made outside 
of the conventional planning process, without the production of a new detailed development 
plan for the area. The budget for the project covers the bare minimum: a full-size indoor foot-
ball pitch on artificial grass, but with no changing rooms, additional parking spaces or other 
services (Upplands V€asby kommun, 2019c). How the closed-off, boxy building with an indoor 
11-player artificial grass playing field will be fitted into the dense mixed-use building typology 
with active ground floors depicted in plans for the ‘Sports City’ remains to be seen.

The example of the new football hall highlights the central role played by local sports associ-
ations. Given the lack of national norms and standards, the needs of sports associations become 
a central factor underpinning arguments in favour of investment in new recreational amenities, 
indoors and outdoors. According to Interviewee 8, this leads to concerns about local democracy. 
Sports associations only enrol part of the total population and therefore cannot be seen as 
reflecting the overall needs and wishes of people in the area. Furthermore, some associations 
are more forthright than others in voicing their demands and, in the words of the interviewee, 
“put pressure on local politicians and local media.”

From this perspective, the absence of such programmed provision to meet the needs identi-
fied by the Department for Culture and Leisure, outdoor recreation only becomes plan-able by a 
continuous re-ordering and refinement of existing programmed sites, separately from spatial 
planning at large.

Outdoor Recreation as a Temporal Strategy

Thirdly, it is possible to detect a planning trajectory drawing in a rather different set of elements 
than seen in the previous two. Local political debates and a sense of urgency for decision- 

Figure 2. Three examples of new features added to existing recreational facilities and streetscapes. Photos by 
the author.

216 A. ENGSTRÖM



making, coupled together with public space design initiatives lays ground for ad hoc invest-
ments and a scattered geography of outdoor recreation.

Interviewee 1, a detailed planning officer, reflects on the combination of urgency for deci-
sion-making and lack of available land for outdoor recreation:

From a political point of view, there are different interests [that want to] develop different kinds of sports 
facilities and it [ … ] is often very urgent [ … ] and in the end, they have to be put where there is space; 
and there is not so much space in what is densely urban today.

In this interview, the political dimension comes to the surface. The interviewee goes on to describe 
how outdoor recreation has become an opportunity for local politicians to connect to the electorate 
by responding to the needs of local organisations and residents on a case-by-case basis.

As elections for the local municipal government are held every four years, decisions regarding 
investments and the provision of outdoor recreational amenities can become tangled up in local 
political debates. An example of this is the longstanding debate about the plans for a skate 
park in Smedby, a residential area in south-central Upplands V€asby. Following years of political 
and public debate on funding for the project and where it should be located, a project start 
date was set for 2017. However, funding was withdrawn following municipal elections in late 
2018. The project was restarted in 2019, but at a different location, at the existing sports com-
plex in Vilundaparken (Salmaso, 2020; Upplands V€asby kommun, 2018b, 2019b). A report by the 
Department of Culture and Leisure states that local sports associations based in Vilundparken 
see the plan as a “short-term solution, which hampers development of existing sports in the 
area.” The report notes the absence of a “holistic approach and a long-term strategy” for the 
recreational use of Vilundaparken (Upplands V€asby kommun, 2019b, p. 2). This example illus-
trates the difficulty of adding a new facility to an existing mix of facilities.

Planning new amenities in tandem with new residential areas, as part of detailed develop-
ment plans, could, in theory, make it easier to set aside land for recreational use. However, this 
is not always the case, according to the interviewees. While the language of the comprehensive 
plan is too vague regarding locations of outdoor recreational amenities, the detailed develop-
ment plans have limited scope to contribute to policy decisions. Reflecting on this gap between 
policy levels, one interviewee explains that the limited geographic scope of the detailed devel-
opment plan makes it a blunt instrument for recreational planning (see also Petersson-Forsberg, 
2014). Legally, a detailed development plan can only regulate land use within the project perim-
eter, often covering little more than a single city block. As noted by Interviewee 5, the subse-
quent “fine-scale planning” and “furnishing” of public places lie outside the formal planning 
process, as things that happen only after the plan has received formal approval. The same 
applies to compensatory actions taken when densification forces recreational amenities to 
relocate. For example, in a recently adopted detailed development plan for one of the major 
densification projects, planning for outdoor recreation is explained in the following terms:

The proposed plan implies that existing tennis courts will be used for new buildings. Investigation [to 
identify] a new location is ongoing. The plan proposes [creation of] a public park along the stream with 
new activity areas that could include [an area for] boules, a playground and spaces for activities (Upplands 
V€asby kommun, 2017, p. 15)

No decisions are made, making any overview or evaluation of planning for outdoor recreation 
difficult.

The high priority accorded to compact developments, the limited geographic scope of 
detailed development plans, and ad hoc political decision-making, hamper engagement with 
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outdoor recreation from within the detailed planning process. Thus, decisions on outdoor recre-
ational provision are pushed back to the final stages of development, when furnishing and set-
ting the detailed design of public space.

Outdoor Recreation as an Ecosystem Service

Fourth, a parallel trajectory to render outdoor recreation plan-able is via the terminology of eco-
system services. Outdoor recreation as an issue of cultural ecosystem services enables its opera-
tionalisation firstly into blue and green values, which should enable outdoor recreational 
possibilities, and in a second step, into specific elements of the urban environment, such as 
green rooftops, flower planters and stormwater dams. Upplands V€asby Municipality pays close 
attention to ecosystem services, in line with recent national guidelines (Milj€odepartementet, 
2017), and a plan for protecting and expanding ecosystem services throughout the municipality 
was recently produced (Upplands V€asby Kommun & Ekologigruppen, 2016). The work with eco-
system services is conducted within the department of planning by experts in environmental 
planning. Cultural ecosystem services identified by the municipality include those related to 
health and leisure experiences, a category which includes outdoor recreation, in the form of 
access to nature. Nature, in this context, comes in a variety of forms. According to Interviewee 
5, individual trees in the streetscape “contribute lots of ecosystem services, including recreation 
and wellbeing.” The idea that a few trees along a street are a recreational amenity betrays an 
understanding where outdoor recreational values are calculated and quantified as a collection 
of discrete points.

Using ecosystem services as a proxy for outdoor recreational values is an effective strategy for 
fitting recreation planning to the limited geographic scale of detailed development plans. At this 
scale, Interviewee 1 explains, “There is a focus on green and blue values. It is very seldom [that 
anyone says] ‘maybe we should take the opportunity to build a sports hall here’.” This relates to 
the difficulty of demonstrating social, or cultural, values through the framework of ecosystem serv-
ices. Social values escape the confinements of quantification (cf. Setten et al., 2012) and as such 
are “difficult to evaluate” after the plan is realised, as explained by Interviewee 2.

In one major development area surrounding the train station, Upplands V€asby Municipality is 
working extensively to add green and blue features into the urban fabric. Under the heading of 
“passages for recreation” the plan explains that the design of streets will make them 
“recreational and rich in experiences.” This is to be done by creating urban squares that also 
function as parks, incorporating “trees and other vegetation that improves the microclimate and 
… reinforces ecosystem services in the area” (Upplands V€asby kommun, 2018a, p. 31). On the 
one hand, outdoor recreation is abstracted as a service “disconnected from the complexities of 
the social world” (Setten et al., 2012, p.305); at the same time, it is simplified and solidified into 
discrete entities.

Discussion

The paper set out to scrutinise local planning for outdoor recreational sites to address the prac-
tice of provision in the context of Swedish compact city making. The results have shown that 
there is not one practice of provision, but several, as seen in the different planning trajectories 
described above. While consensus prevails on the importance of outdoor recreation, tensions 
emerge when ‘outdoor recreation’ is to be defined as a plan-able issue and operationalised into 

218 A. ENGSTRÖM



specific material arrangements (c.f. Valve et al., 2017). These material arrangements are, to vary-
ing degrees, successfully integrated into the cityscape and will by extension influence how and 
where urban residents may conduct their everyday outdoor recreation.

Rendering outdoor recreation as an aspect of ecosystem services, and thereby also of eco-
logical sustainability, is an effective way of modifying it into a plan-able issue. So is also the 
move to define outdoor recreation as a non-localised quality of life in the compact city, as seen 
in the narrative of Stadsm€assighet. Both these versions of outdoor recreation are portrayed as 
realisable through streetscapes, green roofs, amenity planting, or urban parks; and therefore, as 
Hautam€aki shows, “conceptualised and modified to fit in with the compact city policies and fulfil 
the priority of densification” (2019, p. 27). Similarly, it is also possible to insert smaller, local ini-
tiatives into the dominating logic of compactness. Outdoor gyms in parks, mapped walking 
routes through the cityscape, and activity areas for spontaneous sports adjacent to playgrounds 
are all spatially limited enough to be ‘furnished’ at later stages of site development. The furnish-
ing of streetscapes thus becomes an important means of providing opportunities for spontan-
eous recreation but as elements of design rather than a question of planning. Safeguarding 
extensive places for amenities, as demanded by sports associations, proves to increasingly con-
flict with the goal of compactness. The facility-based approach of outdoor recreation provision 
continues to evolve in the work of the Department of Culture and Leisure, but only through the 
more intensive use of existing sites already demarcated for recreational use.

Hence, if planning for compact cities, in Sweden and elsewhere, continues to enforce an 
understanding of outdoor recreation as primarily a question of ecosystem service or as a non- 
materialised quality one runs the risk of marginalising the material geographies supporting 
other – more space-consuming – forms of outdoor recreation, a negative process that is already 
underway (Jansson & Schneider, 2023). The results also indicate a possible conflict emerging 
between sites for specialised or indoor recreational activities, especially if advocated by local 
sports associations, and non-programmed urban green spaces for non-organised outdoor recre-
ation. This is an unfortunate direction as informal recreational activities are increasingly popular, 
while participation in sports associations is reducing in Sweden (Hedenborg et al., 2022).

In the Swedish case, safeguarding, refining and expanding existing legacies of modernist leis-
ure planning provides one way of securing the continuous provision of outdoor recreational 
sites. Even though the compact city is portrayed as a new alternative to a past era of modernist 
planning, it remains dependent on past planning for recreational provision. Planning for outdoor 
recreational sites is thus caught between the political vision of the compact city, supported by 
national and international research that argues for a break with a modernist urban planning leg-
acy (see also K€arrholm & Wirdel€ov, 2019; Zalar & Pries, 2022), and continued dependency on a 
leisure planning legacy in the form of sites for outdoor recreational purposes.

Concluding Reflections

This paper shows that, despite its precarious position in the compact city, outdoor recreation is 
still on the agenda for urban planners, albeit in a marginal position. Outdoor recreation is not 
posed as an opposition to the compact city, neither in interviews nor in documents, but only if 
outdoor recreation is rendered as compatible to the advocated form of a compact city. Hence, 
the paper discloses how the processes of rendering outdoor recreation as a plan-able issue are 
multiple. Even if integration between sectors appears at an analytical level – relating to the 

PLANNING THEORY & PRACTICE 219



consensus of the need and importance of residents’ access to outdoor recreation – tensions 
emerge when operationalisations adhere to diverse spatial logics.

Valve et al. (2013) use plan-ability to point to the experimental aspects of planning, where 
issues need to be formulated, tested, and repeatedly sought to be stabilised. The aspect of 
experiment is present also in the case of recreational planning in Upplands V€asby. However, 
what becomes visible is how the use of the material inertia of existing recreational landscapes 
acts as a prerequisite for such experimentalism, as an infrastructure that keeps providing recre-
ational opportunities that the compact city cannot (such as multiscalar green landscapes and 
extensive sites for organised and non-organised sports). Nevertheless, diminishing urban green 
spaces in the wake of densification partially undermines the complexity of this infrastructure 
(Zalar & Pries, 2022). Thus, drawing on the notion of plan-ability provides a more complex pic-
ture of how high ambitions yet insufficient material operationalisations (as identified by e.g., 
Lisberg Jensen et al., 2023) coexist. The historical attentiveness contributes to the notion of 
plan-ability by enabling a deeper understanding of the material-historical tensions that may 
intercept to open or close potential routes for rearranging both planning issues and their mater-
ial manifestations.

The findings of the paper indicate that the several parallel trajectories for how to plan and 
engage with outdoor recreational sites partly depend on the organisational set-up of the muni-
cipality. As discussed in an earlier section, the responsibility for outdoor recreation is divided 
within the municipal organisation, creating a structural fragmentation (see also Balikçi et al., 
2022). What the paper shows is that this fragmentation not only has effect on processual issues 
of who does what and when but enforces opposing material configurations. This highlights the 
need for plannig practice to transcend administrative silos, not only for finding a shared analyt-
ical understanding of outdoor recreation, but especially for encouraging a discussion on the 
geographical requirements for a multitude of recreational activities.

The paper discloses the need for scrutiny of the material arrangements of green spaces in 
the compact city paradigm, going beyond a semantic representation of the positive benefits of 
green to address the changing patterns of green on the ground (see also Engstr€om & Qvistr€om, 
2022). To do so, a continued effort to investigate the practices of provision is needed. Especially 
coupled with attention to how existing landscapes are mobilised and rearranged as a central 
part of such practices. And, to what versions of green, and outdoor recreation, the practices of 
provision adhere to, as this might imply drastically different material configurations. To continue 
probing into the messy integration of outdoor recreation into the compact city, further research 
would benefit from considering the roles of local political organisations, landowners, and devel-
opers in modifying issues and the ordering of land use in the compact city.
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