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To what degree is the Regional Planning Strategy functioning according to the Planning and Building Acts’ intentions? 
The new Planning and Building Act of Norway (PBA) from 2008, introduced a new tool in regional planning, named the Regional Planning Strategy (RPS) (PBA 2008). This paper aims at evaluating how this new tool is understood, interpreted and implemented as practices. The evaluation is conducted as a part of, but also as a supplementary research project to the comprehensive evaluation EVAPLAN2008 of the planning section of PBA. EVAPLAN2008 revolves around the extent to which PBA works in line with the intentions of local and regional planning.
Planning legislation in Europe is constantly changing, ranging from adjustments to major amendments (Miljøverndepartementet 2007-2008). A common feature is a call for coherence and comprehensiveness enabled by strategic planning (Salet and Faludi 2000). Our RSP evaluation of the Norwegian adaption to this European trend will contribute to a broader understanding of how the concept of strategic planning is understood and implemented within different institutional contexts. We will draw lessons learned from relevant evaluations in European countries, and in particular from countries that have similar planning strategy provisions, such as Denmark (Sehested, Groth, and Caspersen 2008). 	
Document studies and interviews from the first round of regional planning strategy work in the Norwegian counties 2011/2012 constitute the basis of the evaluation, together with experiences from the trial period (Skjeggedal et al. 2011), which formed the basis of the ministry’s directing document (Miljøverndepartementet 2012) .  It may also be appropriate to interview people who have experience with relevant planning practices and implementation research in other countries. 

Theoretical approach – explanation approaches
Leaning on theories of implementation (Hill 2013), earlier research of regional planning (c.f.Vareide, Møller, and Jensen 2002, Higdem 2007), a national survey in 2012/13 on the status of regional planning strategies (Langset and Nilsen 2013), and an evaluation of one county (Higdem and Hagen 2015), we expect to find variations in how the RPS is implemented in the 19 counties of Norway. Consequently, we expect to find differences in whether or to what extent the counties’ RPS’ function related to the PBA’s intentions. Variations in implementation can be explained from several approaches. First, implementation theory provides explanations in such top-down situations. Second, the notion of path-dependency (Page 2006) enables explanations on the direction and pace of change as a long established planning practice permits. Third, implementing a new tool calls for paying attention to its origin. RPS can be understood as a ‘model that flows’(Røvik 2002) between different institutional contexts, as European countries, and how models are translated (Røvik 1998) and hence transformed and adapted into another context. Finally, theories of governance (c.f.Sørensen and Torfing 2007, Albrechts, Healey, and Kunzmann 2003, Healey 2006, Veggeland 2004) help to understand the complexity of actors at regional level involved in decision-making of the RPS, and therefore influence how a new tool is interpreted, shaped and implemented as practice. At a later stage, this project will depict what sort of strategic planning Norway is aiming at represented by the RPS (c.f.Salet and Faludi 2000, Healey 2006).   

The intentions of the PBA 
The main goals for, and the intentions behind inserting such a new tool into the regional planning system was to make the political priorities for  regional planning more targeted and  increase the regional planning’s efficiency and flexibility (Miljøverndepartementet 2007-2008), which were heavily debated issues within the former PBA and its practices (c.f.Falleth and Johnsen 1996, Higdem 2001, Asmervik and Hagen 1997, Vike 1995, Røsnes 2001). Additionally it was important to establish the principle that regional elected bodies must have responsibility for the development of the region. In short, ‘the planning strategy shall give an account of important regional development trends and challenges, assess long-term development potentials and determine which issues are to be addressed through further regional planning’(PBA 2008, 7-1). Finally, the RPS were understood as a better instrument for implementing central state’s policies and a tool for coordination between the major planning actors of the region (Miljøverndepartementet 2004). 

Figure 1 describes the new regional planning system from 2008. The RPS is a tool defined as a strategy of the planning activities, not a plan, and now the only mandatory element in the regional planning-system. Figure 1 illustrates that the start-up of an actual regional (master) plan of a territory or within a sector or a theme, is the result of the Regional planning strategy.
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Figure 1: The Regional planning system of Norway (Higdem 2012).

Increasing the efficiency of regional planning is done by abandoning the former mandatory comprehensive county plan, and replacing it by deliberate regional planning related to some identified vital challenges. Hence, the RPS is to give priority to planning by necessity rather than planning by duty. Flexibility is to be achieved by giving the cooperating parties of the RPS the opportunity to choose between planning forms in accordance with the PBA. 
The regional planning strategy shall also contain an overview of how the prioritized planning functions shall be followed up, and the arrangements for public participation in the planning work. 
Even though the county council is the regional planning authority wich adopts the RPS, the RPS is to be prepared in close cooperation with the municipalities and the regional state or other state bodies. The county council may also invite other organisations and institutions to participate in the preparations of the RPS.  Finally, the King approves the Regional planning strategy. The King’s approval implies a third intention of the lawmakers, namely commitment from the central government to regional planning, which influence the aim of increased efficiency of regional planning. When the approval is given, the Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation in cooperation with the other ministries have assessed that the RPS do not counteract central Government’s goals.  Moreover, equally as important, the approval commits the central and the regional state bodies to the coming planning activities. 
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