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As the HEREGREEN project drew to a close in 20235, it did so at a moment
when the policy environment that framed much of the project’s early work
has shifted in ways few of us anticipated. The project unfolded through work-
shops held in Kristiansand (June 2023), Tampere (April 2024) and Linkoping
(March 2025). At the workshops in Kristiansand and Tampere, the sense of
directional momentum in favour of green transitions—even if gradual, con-
tested or uneven—seemed broadly stable. The political centre appeared to be
holding: in the Nordics, in Brussels, and across much of Europe.

By the time the project’s final workshop took place in Linkoping, however,
this sense of stability had eroded significantly. Two developments were par-
ticularly pertinent. Firstly, Donald Trump’s return to the U.S. presidency in
November 2024 signalled a renewed challenge to international climate coop-
eration. Secondly, a few months earlier, the EU’s Commission Head Ursula
von der Leyen’s second term opening speech reflected a recalibration of the
European Green Deal: from broad intergenerational narratives towards a
more industrially oriented, strategically sovereign and domestically anchored
framing. The green transition had not disappeared from policy agendas, but
its meaning, legitimacy and pace had now become contested, with the future
policy environment shaped by ambiguity.

This volume, which examines how universities engage with regional green
transitions in the Nordic countries and beyond, therefore sits at the thresh-
old between two political moments: one characterised by, in relative terms,
policy certainty and consensus, and another defined by ambiguity, competing
priorities, and heightened concerns over economic security and social legiti-
macy. This, in a sense, attests to the multifaceted challenges and paradoxes
that actors working with green transitions across the globe seek to navigate.

Enduring Imperatives, Shifting Conditions

Despite the aforementioned shifts, all the contributors involved with the
HEREGREEN project agreed on the fact that the long-term imperative for
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green transition remains. Students, local networks and civil society actors
continue to express strong environmental commitments, though the forms
of mobilisation, and the pressures they face, vary. The urgency of climate
change and the green transitions have not diminished, but they now compete
directly with short term political imperatives like inflation, geopolitical inse-
curity and widening socio-economic divides.

Several contributors noted that this competition is reshaping public atten-
tion and political will. In some regions, climate neutrality targets are increas-
ingly seen as unrealistic or burdensome; in others, new climate impacts,
especially in northern, rural and Indigenous territories, are intensifying
awareness instead. Regional green transitions are therefore becoming more
uneven, differentiated, and entangled with questions of territorial identity,
demographic change and social justice.

Complexity and Contestation at the Regional Scale

This edited volume illustrates that regional green transitions are neither lin-
ear nor uniform. Some regions and universities act as agenda-setters, lever-
aging local coalitions and innovation ecosystems. Others find themselves in
“waiting mode”, observing what leading regions and universities do before
committing to particular paths. Still others, successfully navigate structural
pressures shaped by national funding systems, global supply chains or secto-
ral dependencies, such as oil, minerals or tourism.

What emerges in the end is a map of regions moving at different speeds,
for different reasons, and involving different types of stakeholders (multiple
levels) at different stages of the process. Universities, in turn, are situated
within these complex dynamics: sometimes as conveners, other times as cau-
tious followers, often as actors struggling to define their role amid contradic-
tory and shifting expectations.

The University’s Role in Times of Ambiguity

Despite these uncertainties, the Linképing workshop pointed out to some key
areas where universities can and should play an active role:

1. Sustaining Long-Term Vision
Universities can help maintain a strategic focus on the long-term soci-
etal need for green transitions, particularly when short-term crises risk
narrowing political horizons.
2. Hosting Democratic and Reflexive Debate
In an increasingly polarised socio-political environment, universities are
uniquely positioned to convene stakeholders who disagree, and to cultivate
the capacity to tolerate complexity and ambiguity, instead of supporting sim-
plified dualistic narratives of what is right and wrong, or who is to blame for
the lack of progress.
3. Supporting “Just Transitions”
Universities should recognise that the costs and benefits of transition
are unevenly distributed, and should amplify knowledge that foregrounds
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equity, intergenerational fairness, and historically marginalised perspec-
tives. The ways they do so in practice is a function of their unique local
contexts, historical patterns, resource capacities and disciplinary profiles,
alongside the types of local actors—within and outside universities—that
are mobilised to make a difference to future generations.
4. Strengthening Cross-Disciplinary Collaboration
Regional green transitions require expertise that crosses technical, eco-
nomic, social and cultural boundaries. Building on inclusive processes
of knowledge co-creation and open dialogue, universities can serve as
the primary hubs or central platforms where this cross-disciplinary and
cross-sectorial integration becomes possible.
5. Remaining Locally Rooted While Globally Connected
Regional universities must negotiate between global climate agendas
and the concerns, values, and lived realities of their local communities.
Their legitimacy depends on striking an adequate balance between excel-
lence and relevance, and the ability to maintain a brokerage position in
matters of political and social controversy.

Looking Ahead

If the earlier phases of the process of green transitions were marked by shared
momentum, the next will require resilience. Universities and the regions in
which they are located must now be bolder, not more cautious. In contexts
where dominant policy paradigms are weakening or fragmenting, universi-
ties may need to lead rather than follow. This means they should be capable
of articulating societal priorities, nurturing capacity for long-term thinking
and actively engaging communities in envisioning futures that are not yet
fully imaginable.

Green transitions will continue, discontinuously, unevenly, and sometimes
contentiously. This volume does not prescribe a single path forward. Rather,
it highlights that transitions unfold through pluralistic, situated and nego-
tiated processes. In the years ahead, the value of universities may lie not
in delivering certainty, but in sustaining spaces where uncertainty can be
worked through collectively—critically, creatively and inclusively.

The work on green transition (and its proxy transformations) continues.
Its direction, pace, and form will vary. But the questions raised in these chap-
ters, and the lessons learned across the examined case regions, will remain
highly relevant as new political cycles unfold, new social movements emerge
and new ecological thresholds demand response by all social actors. In
so doing, the university’s role should not be simply one of reactive adap-
tation to emerging changes, but to pro-actively shape them, in ways that
benefit both their diverse academic communities (and are aligned with cher-
ished academic values of scientific freedom and integrity) and the multiple
publics—Ilocal, national and international—that they seek to serve.



