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INTRODUCTION 

 
Following a mainstream way of defining sustainable development the concept is based on the belief 

that economic growth needs to be reconciled with environment protection, i.e. a constant growth in 

material well-being has implications for the environment that need to be addressed. When travelling 

from the level of vision to that of practice, thus confronting other values and interests than 

environmental ones, the declaratory commitment to sustainable development always runs the risk of 

becoming diluted, or even forgotten (Baker, 2007). One sign of this is the pragmatic, eco-modernist 

framing of the sustainable development discourse that has become popular, potentially at the risk of 

turning into a post-environmentalist story telling that “Environmental concern is not constructed as 

integral to economic growth; rather the earth is subordinate to the global economy” (Petersen, 2007: 

227). Arguably, the prospect, or risk of such a development has not become less probable with the 

global financial crisis. However, as argued by Susan Baker (2007: 314) “the symbolic commitment to 

sustainable development has transformational potential”, and “seeds of radical social change” may be 

found “as society confronts its own ecological irrationality”. To find such seeds we need to direct our 

attention to the everyday practices where sustainable and unsustainable action and behaviour 

confront each other (Jordan, 2007; Olsson, 2009). In this paper we will use climate change mitigation 

to illustrate and discuss the potentialities of reconciling ecological sustainability and economic 

development at the local and the regional levels of society. 

 

There is a growing awareness in cities, regions and nations all over the world of an ongoing global 

warming and its effects. The industrialized world has undertaken the task to lower the green house 

gas emissions, and even stronger commitments to that goal may be taken in future agreements. 

Opponents argue that this implies restrictions that threaten economic development; others argue that 

climate change mitigation can be looked upon as an opportunity to enhance national and regional 

economic development and the creation of new jobs. In times of economic decline, innovations in 

climate friendly technology are sometimes put forward by national and local governments as an 

appropriate cure. This follows the line of argumentation found in the ecological modernization 

discourse (Buttel, 2000; Fisher & Freudenburg, 2001; Gibbbs,2000; Huber 2000). To make it short - 
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economic growth and the creation of new jobs is a challenge that has become top priority for cities and 

regions in the current state of economic crisis. How does this combine with high ambitions in 

combating climate change? Is it possible to make a win-win solution out of this challenge? 

 

Following this introduction is one brief section on the role of local and regional governance in Swedish 

society. Then, in the third and fourth sections we draw upon two case studies to identify two different, 

locally based solutions to the challenge of reconciling ecological sustainability and economic growth. 

In the concluding section we compare the two cases and discuss the pros and cons with regard to the 

prospect of implementing an eco-modernization strategy in times of financial crisis. 

 

Faith in economic modernization 

Sustainable development has become a key word at all levels in Swedish politics. After the Brundtland 

Commission report Our Common Future, the aim to reach the goal – to accomplish an ecologically, 

economically and socially sustainable development – began to permeate the political discussion in 

local governments, in regions and in the Swedish parliament at least in words. In the Government Bill 

Environmental policy for the 1990s (Government bill 1987/88:85), the sustainability perspective 

became part of the national environmental policy, although it was mainly mentioned in connection with 

environmental politics at an international scale. Among the novelties in this bill was also the aim to 

combine economic growth with environmental consideration, thus following the spirit of Our Common 

Future. This way of thinking, that it is possible to have economic growth at the same time as the nation 

or a region can contribute to mitigation of climate change or reduction of environmental pollution or 

depletion, is a cornerstone of the concept, or narrative of ecological modernisation. In a retrospect of 

Swedish environmental politics, Lundqvist (2000) notices the difference between the first generation of 

environmental problems, i.e. problems caused by emissions from large scale industries and the 

second generation problems like climate change and ecological sustainability. Ever since the 1960s 

the first generation environmental problems had more or less been solved in close cooperation 

between the government and its authorities and target group interests, following a long-standing 

Swedish tradition. Climate change mitigation proved to demand new methods: 

 

…the demands posed by such second-generation problems as climate change and 

ecological sustainability – in combination with the extremely stringent measures to 

overcome the Swedish budget deficit – put severe strains on the organisation and content 

of environmental policy. The political answers to this seem to add up to a distinctive shift 

towards ecological modernisation, initiated – and to a large extent also implemented – by 

central government. (Lundqvist 2000: 22) 

 

The government however underscored the nation’s contribution to the joint global responsibility to 

create a sustainable development: 
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The government’s ambition is that Sweden is going to be a driving force on international 

scale and a model with the aim to create a sustainable society. The ecological demands 

can lead to the next large leap in economic growth. (Government 1996) 

 

The present situation with an economic crisis that has struck almost all the industrialized world makes 

this line of thinking that Lundqvist proposes just as relevant today. However, also in times of relative 

prosperity the rhetoric follows the notion of ecological modernisation. In a speech in the Parliament in 

October 2007 the Minister of the Environment, inspired by the American economist Jeremy Rifkins, 

speaks about the possibility to accomplish a new industrial revolution, driven by green technology, 

resource efficiency and innovations: 

 

There shall be no hesitation: Sweden is going to be the leading international model for 

such a development! We will be one of the world’s most developed economies whit a 

large growth that is totally green and built on sustainable recourses. A shrinking economy 

can never shrink the emissions enough. It is only an economy that develops and grows 

that can accomplish that – an economy that produces without consuming. (Carlgren 

2007) 

 

This message of ecological modernisation, sometimes rephrased as “Green Economy”, is encouraged 

and echoed, as we shall see, on the local and regional level. 

 

LOCAL/REGIONAL GOVERNANCE AND CLIMATE CHANGE MITIGATION  
 

The responsibility for developing and implementing sustainable development policies is not only with 

institutions on the national level – sub-national governments (counties and municipalities) are also 

supposed to take active part in this work. Supported by a national Agenda 21 committee, a majority of 

the Swedish municipalities followed the appeal from the Rio conference to develop a local Agenda 21, 

where the public was invited to participate in the process. With financial support from national 

investment programs the local governments have been called “the engines of the environmental work” 

and have been expected to implement environmental and climate friendly projects on a local scale. 

 

Sustainable development as a policy area has a multi-level character, comprising levels from the local 

to the global, and includes several sectors in the society. The distribution of formal responsibilities 

within the national context can thus be perceived as somewhat blurred (Olsson, 2005). The national 

strategy for sustainable development declares that efforts have to be made on the national, the sub-

national and the local levels, and by actors in the public sector (governments, agencies), as well as in 

the private sector (businesses, individuals, organizations, NGOs). The strategy has then been further 

elaborated and is summarized in 4 goals: (i) Building sustainable communities; (ii) Encouraging good 

health on equal terms; (iii) Meeting the demographic challenge; and (iv) Encouraging sustainable 

growth. (Government communication 2005/06: 126). 



  4

The role of the regions – at the sub-national level 

In Sweden the sub-national level – the regions or counties – has been assigned the task to coordinate 

the local level efforts to achieve sustainable development. This coordination is supposed to be done in 

regional plans of development (RPD). The development plans constitute the basis for tree other kinds 

of plans; regional growth plans, regional plans for infrastructure and structural fund programs. In the 

RPDs the four strategic issues in the national sustainable development program constitute the point of 

departure for the development of the regional sustainability policies. The regions, as political and 

administrative organisations, are not supposed to do all the work by themselves. The regional plans 

are also meant to be a platform of cooperation between different levels of government; local, regional 

and national, and of businesses and organizations. The development of RDPs, however, is still an 

ongoing work. So far most of the regions have finished their plans (Swedish Agency for Economic and 

Regional Growth, 2009) .The RDPs would be a source of information on how the counties or regions 

interpret and implement the sustainability concept into their plans and visions, thus reflecting the 

conditions and ambitions of the municipalities (the local level) that constitute the geographical arena.  

 

The municipalities are crucial actors in climate policy because of their responsibility for creating good 

living conditions ecologically as well as socially and economically. Because of their considerable 

welfare responsibilities municipalities are large organizations that employ about one-fifth of the total 

workforce in Sweden. They are politically led by about 45,000 lay politicians (Montin 2005). Having a 

crucial role in eco-governance, including sewerage, waste treatment, recycling, green public purchase, 

green consumption and green accounts the municipalities also have a great potential for climate 

change mitigation and adaptation. However, with regard to transport, they have limited powers to 

reduce overall fossil fuel dependency (Lidskog & Elander, 2000). In addition, climate change 

competes with a number of other high-priority issues on the local political agenda, e.g. unemployment, 

segregation and city growth, thus illustrating an always present and pressing challenge for 

policymakers at any level and sector of society (Granberg & Elander 2007).   

 

The Swedish Environmental Protection Act as of 1999 is the basic legal instrument for achieving 

environmental objectives. Unlike the acts regulating welfare sectors like health and social care, 

however, this act does not include detailed regulation. The code addresses all actors in society and 

does not particularly target the municipalities, and promotes values and principles that need to be 

taken into account in decision-making and implementation, as well as norms that must not be 

overstepped. The code thus offers the municipalities considerable discretion in formulating and 

implementing environmental policies. As environmental policies are generally not mandatory for the 

municipalities, there is a risk that commitments in favour of sustainable development get stuck at the 

level of rhetoric due to lack of financial resources. In order to stimulate local environmental initiatives 

the state on a more or less ad hoc like basis thus offers various kinds of grants to the municipalities 

(Granberg & Elander, 2007).    
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In this paper we take a closer look at two Swedish regions, the County of Västernorrland in the north 

and the county of Kronoberg in the south of Sweden, and especially on two actors on the local and 

regional level, Växjö city in the county of Kronoberg, and the network BioFuel Region, the members 

and activities of which are situated in the county of Västernorrland and the adjacent county. Both are 

illustrative examples of initiatives at local and regional levels on how to build on local and regional 

resources in order to contribute to economic growth in line with the aim of sustainable development.  

 

THE CASE OF VÄSTERNORRLAND COUNTY 

The Västernorrland regional development plan was established in 2001, and then revised in 2005 

(Västernorrland County, 2005). The RDP has a motto: “Västernorrland offers possibilities and 

diversity”. This implies that different kinds of resources in the region – natural, social and financial - 

taken together should strengthen the region’s competitiveness. The seven goals in the RDP express 

aims to develop a more diversified economic structure, and to create more jobs, to promote learning, 

to make the region attractive to young people, to expand the international contacts, and, to place the 

region in the frontline of sustainable development.  

 

What then is meant by sustainable development? The RDP does not offer any explanation or 

definition of sustainable development, and when it comes to strategies to achieve sustainable 

development as one of seven aims, it is foremost the ecological sustainability that is in focus. A few 

sentences touch on the connection between ecological and economical development; “The regional 

environmental work should be growth oriented” by which the program means that it is necessary to 

raise the interest in and knowledge about environmental issues. This can in the end be a competitive 

advantage for both private and public actors in the region (Västernorrland County, 2005: 25). There 

are already a number of environmental oriented businesses located to the region, an “embryonic 

cluster in a line of business with considerable growth potential” to use the words of the RDP.  

 

There are prerequisites for the regional sustainable development strategy to work as all the seven 

municipalities in the region are so called “Ecological Municipalities”, i.e. they are members of the 

network “The Swedish Eco-Municipalities”, where more than 70 of Sweden’s 290 municipalities 

participate. The membership involves a commitment to lift the sustainable development issues to a 

higher position on the local government’s political agenda. This is one of the reasons why the county 

calls itself The Environmental County of Västernorrland. More concrete, issues like raising the level of 

knowledge of environment and energy, tying actors in environmental driven development together, 

and strengthen the county’s profile as “Sweden’s first sustainable region” are the tasks of a project 

during 2008 to 2010, called Arena Environmental County of Västernorrland, partially financed by the 

EU regional fund. 

 

Although much speaks in favour of the realism in implementing a regional sustainable development, 

the division of the strategic goals in the RDP, i.e. economic growth, learning processes and so on, 

making sustainable development one of several other goals instead of an overriding goal can be 
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problematic. An ongoing discussion about regional enlargement, driven by a network consisting of six 

municipalities in the Västernorrland county and the adjacent county, aiming at the creation of a larger 

labour market challenges the sustainable development concept. Enlarging the region and the labour 

market means longer travel distances to work, but the aim of the programme is to improve the 

infrastructure (foremost the public transportation) thus contributing to sustainable development along 

with an improvement of the possibilities for the regional businesses to enhance their competence. All 

in all this is a prerequisite for regional sustainable growth, according to the Sundsvall region 

programme (Sundsvallsregionen 2008). 

 

Although the region is going through a structural turn from being an industrial region into an economy 

based on service and trade, the forest industry has been and still is of great importance in the region’s 

economy. Sweden’s only primary aluminium producer, some chemical industries, paper and pulp 

industry and sawmills still dominate the industrial picture of the county, even if the share of employees 

in industrial production is lower than the national average. To use knowledge about forestry and 

refinement of forest products that are assembled in the local industry, as well the infrastructure that 

has been built up around the forest industry, and to develop a production of bio fuels seem like a good 

idea and a potentially efficient way to use existing recourses.  

 

The optimism expressed from the former prime minister in the governmental declaration from 1996 

and the present minister for the environment in the quotations above is echoed on a regional scale. 

One example is the BioFuel Region, a network consisting of local and regional actors in the north of 

Sweden: 13 municipalities, 7 regional companies and 2 county boards (landsting and regionförbund). 

Other co-operating partners are universities, the Swedish Road Administration and county boards. The 

aim of the networks is to support regional development and production of bio fuels, mainly based on 

cellulose. The expectations on the production are extremely high in policy documents from the 

network; aside from the advantages for the environment, the bio fuel industry in twenty years time is 

expected to become the largest industry in Sweden ever. “There is, broadly speaking, no limits for 

maximal growth potential”, a visionary document explains (BioFuel Region, no date). A bit less 

enthusiastic, but still optimistic, tone characterizes a report from the county board on the potential of 

bio fuel production in the county of Västernorrland (Söderström, 2004). The report says that he focus 

in BioFuel Region on available resources in the region – natural resources, technology and knowledge 

– should be able to increase the interest to locate new industries to the region as well as cooperation 

over the regional borders (Söderström, 2004: 30). 

 

One recent setback for the BioFuel Region is the difficulties that have afflicted one of the companies 

(Sekab) that are members of the BioFuel Region. Sekab is the largest importer in Europe of ethanol 

from Brazil, since 2008 foremost produced by “green” cultivation – a result of cooperation between 

Sekab and local producers in Brazil. At the same time Sekab is investing in development of new 

technology for production of ethanol from cellulose in a plant in Örnsköldsvik, one of the BioFuel 

Region municipalities. Sekab also has had plans for starting production of ethanol in Tanzania and 
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Mozambique, in order to help these countries to reduce their oil dependency and to begin exporting 

ethanol. Because of financial difficulties these plans for international involvement are however recently 

abandoned. Falling prices on petrol compared to ethanol during autumn 2008 has reduced the 

demand in Sweden for ethanol, which is one explanation to the economic troubles for the Sekab plant. 

The unwillingness of the market to pay more for the “verified sustainable ethanol” Sekab is trading is 

another explanation. Independently of the explanation, this example points at the vulnerability in these 

kinds of attempts to commercialise new, environmentally friendly technology.  

 

Another setback is the drop out this year (2009) of four of the member municipalities because of the 

economic situation. Each member municipality must pay a small fee every year and an additional fee 

based on the number of inhabitants (approx. 91 €/year +0, 5 €/inhabitant. This means that the largest 

municipality pays ca 53 000 € and the smallest 1 400 € per year in membership fees).This constitutes 

half of the incomes in the BioFuel region, the other half comes from national authorities and from the 

European Union. Above that some municipalities have made commitments in specific projects, for 

example, the three municipalities that are engaged as three of six owners of the Sekab company. The 

municipalities are under severe financial stress as the consequence of the economic crisis, and they 

have a difficult task in prioritizing between mandatory issues such as school and care of young and 

elderly on the one hand, and participating in and financing of projects that are not part of the 

municipality’s own affairs. Although grants from authorities and the EU may contribute to industrial 

development in the north part of Sweden, the recession makes it harder to attract private risk capital 

(BFR 2009b). Despite the setbacks, the Managing Director of the BioFuel region is optimistically 

looking forward, underscoring the strategic importance of cooperation in the development of bio fuels 

in the regions: “We have to be organised when the economy turns […] BioFuel Regions is exactly 

such a formation that can contribute to a sustainable development” (BFR 2009a).  

 

THE CASE OF KRONOBERG COUNTY 
 
Another example comes from a region in the south, the Kronoberg County. Among the municipalities 

in the county we find Växjö municipality that calls itself “the greenest city in Europe”, thanks to its 

ambitious climate change mitigation policy (Gustavsson, 2008). Växjö city describes itself as situated 

“in the middle of the woodshed”, referring to a landscape characterized by forests. Similar to 

Västernorrland, forestry has become an important industry in Kronoberg, but the industry is of a 

smaller scale. In Kronoberg the RDP has the title “Meeting place South Småland” (Kronoberg County 

& SSKL, 2006) (Småland is the name of a rather large province of which Kronoberg county is a part) 

and takes its point of departure in three future scenarios; globalisation, demographic changes and 

climate change. The overriding goals are entrepreneurship and sustainable development. This is well 

in line with the general image of the region and the people living there, something that is underscored 

in the program.  
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The inhabitants in Småland are by tradition considered to be extremely entrepreneurial. The 

background is that in times when agriculture was the dominating livelihood in Sweden, the Småland 

farmers suffered especially hard, because of poor soils. They simply had to find other income sources 

as a way to adapt to the circumstances. Following the picture promoted by the regional agencies and 

inhabitants, this attitude is still present in the region and also a starting point for the future regional 

development. The other overriding goal, sustainable development, builds on the assumption that a 

wealthy economy enables social justice and environmental protection. Further on, the RDP points at 

three perspectives that are meant to be helpful in reaching the goals; firstly, the region as an arena for 

meetings and cooperation in networks, secondly to strengthen the “Småland brand” and make the 

region even more attractive in social terms, and thirdly, creativity, where gender issues, education and 

entrepreneurship are catchwords. 

 

Växjö, being the county’s “capital”, is of course an important node in the effort of the region to become 

sustainable, but also because of the local government engagement in environmental and climate 

change mitigation. One example is the plan to create an international climate centre in the city for 

research and innovations. The starting point is the already existing companies in different branches 

related to environment and energy. The aim is to attract new business and investments to the region. 

The text in then 2009 municipal budget well illustrates the political expectations:  

 

The ambition is to create a cluster around the strong concentration of successful 

businesses within environmental technology, in connection with the establishing of an 

international climate centre in Växjö. Through creating a company, together with industry 

and research, where the municipality is one of the owners, with the aim to sell the unique 

competence and knowledge in the Växjö region, we can take part of a strongly expanding 

market for environmental technique. (Växjö 2009a). 

 

To create a climate centre is of course a long term project, and it will thus take at least another year 

before the plan is realized. To this date the work has largely resulted in a background investigation, 

but anyhow, about ten companies situated in the region, and representing production of raw material, 

or services, technological development and climate friendly products have already shown an interest 

in participating in the climate centre. The background investigation shows that there is a large potential 

for companies in “cleantech” (clean technology that helps to reduce energy consumption or 

environmental impact, i.e. “green technology”) branch of industry on the national and international 

market (Växjö 2009b). In order to make the most of the situation and the local resources, the 

municipality has taken on the role of coordinating and deepening the cooperation between the 

municipality and the local business, or as formulated in the local government´s own words, in order to 

make better use of the “locked-in environmental and climate change knowledge in the municipality” 

(Växjö 2009b). 

 



  9

Another green technology project that Växjö municipality, through its energy company VEAB, is 

involved in, is the production of DME (di-methyl-ether), a so called second generation bio fuel for 

vehicles, made of cellulose (or of waste) that has been gasified and then reformed to a synthesis gas 

out of which DME is produced). Financially supported by EU, VEAB, Växjö University and a number of 

other national and international partners from the private and public sectors are running a trial facility, 

but the ambition is to have a full scale production in a new facility in Växjö within 4-5 years. This of 

course demands large investments, and already there have been problems in finding enough private 

risk capital to continue the work in the trial facility. But again, the local government has confidence in 

this industry, and that it will contribute to the local and regional economy by creating new jobs in 

refining local raw material to a fuel that can substitute diesel as fuel for heavy vehicles. 

 

Notably, often small scale plants for production of alternatives to fossil fuels are continuously planned 

and launched, where for example waste from households, restaurants or industries is turned into 

biogas. Words like “best in the country”, “world leading producer” or “world leading technology” are 

recurrent in press releases and media coverage of local and regional development in this field. This 

could either be interpreted as signs of an overoptimistic belief in the possibilities attached to the 

mitigation of climate change, or, the opposite, a clever strategy to promote local industry and local or 

regional farsighted development policy in line with the concept of ecological modernization. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 
 

Based on two Swedish case studies, we identified two different, locally based solutions to the 

challenge of reconciling ecological sustainability and economic growth. The case studies showed that 

different geographies, different historical paths of development, and the presence of key actors 

together determined the way climate mitigation and climate friendly production were combined with 

growth strategies in the two regions. In what way the current financial crisis will affect the fairly 

ambitious climate mitigation policies of the two regions and in the municipalities in the regions is too 

early to say, but after summarizing our empirical findings, we will finish this paper by drawing some 

cautious conclusions with regard to the prospects of reconciling economic development and ecological 

sustainability in front of the crisis. 

 

Early starters 
To replace oil with bio fuels in heating plants is a common and efficient way to reduce the emission of 

greenhouse gases. In Växjö this kind of replacement goes as far back as to the early 1980s, when 

problems with air quality and worries about rising oil prices were factors of vital importance for the 

conversion of oil to bio fuel. This paved the way for a large scale change to bio fuel in the 1990s. It 

also became the start of an ambitious climate policy. Indeed, when Växjö in 1996 formulated its 

overriding climate goal of becoming fossil fuel free, the city was the very first one in Sweden to adopt 

such an ambitious goal, and probably the first one also by global comparison. Today there are several 

followers in this direction among Swedish cities, but Växjö in this respect still stands out as 
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exceptional. This has brought attention to the municipality on the part of international organizations 

which have awarded Växjö for its climate change mitigation work, and international media are 

spreading the news about the paragon city of climate change mitigation. Inspired by a newspaper 

article Växjö itself now boosts the devise “Växjö, Europe’s Greenest City”.  

 

In Sundsvall like in Växjö, the forest industry has been and still is crucial to the region. For quite a long 

time emissions from the industry had been polluting air and water, when at the end of the 1980s a 

government initiative to clean polluted areas like the one in Sundsvall, triggered the advent of a local 

environmental policy. Still, air quality seems to be the environmental issue of highest priority, but the 

municipality also works to fulfill its local climate goal; to reduce the green house gas emissions with 30 

percent by 2010 as compared to 2000. This will be made possible by replacing oil with sewage in the 

district heating plant, and by energy efficiency measures at the large industries. Just like in Växjö, the 

challenge is to persuade the inhabitants to use public transportation or bikes instead of commuting 

daily with their cars. So far, in both Växjö and Sundsvall the result of campaigns to change the travel 

pattern of their inhabitants have been bleak.  

 

Geography matters  
The climate mitigation stories of the two regions strongly confirm that geography matters. The 

extensive local self-government in Sweden has a strong potential for discretionary action and is a 

fertile breeding ground for developing climate policies, as well as other policies, based on local 

resources. Thus, the different geographies of the two cities in significant ways influence both the level 

of ambition and the local climate policy profile in each city. Their contrasting business structures lead 

to different climate policy strategies. The large and energy consuming industries are crucial actors in 

the local climate strategy of Sundsvall. In addition, the domination of a few large industries tends to 

bring about large scale projects and solutions, In Växjö, on the other hand, local industry is typically 

small scale and less problematic from an environmental point of view. The city’s climate policy thus 

has initiated a variety of projects, often small scale and experimental in character, where local 

government and local firms interact as partners with mutual interests. The physical circumstances at 

the local level also make a difference. In Sundsvall, the steep hills surrounding the city and the fact 

that heavy traffic passes through the city centre, constitute an environmental problem favouring large 

scale infrastructural solutions, where decisions and financing is heavily dependent on the central 

government. 

 

The role of entrepreneurs 

As illustrated by our two cities, local geographies do not transform automatically into particular climate 

policies. Action must be taken by agents of flesh and blood, and this on several scales and levels. 

Although cities can be understood as collective actors representing the local population at large 

(Kazepov, 2002; Le Galès, 2002) not only political elites but also committed individuals play a 

significant role in initiating and promoting environmental and climate issues. Thus individual initiatives 
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and personal enthusiasm have proven to be of importance in both Växjö and Sundsvall over the years, 

both at an early stage of policy formation and in networking with other cities.  

 

Networking cities 
Climate policy is to a large extent expressed through cooperation in various multi-level networks. 

Networks undoubtedly represent important institutions crossing territorial borders, and bridging 

between different levels and scales of operation. Participating in networks offers an arena where future 

project partners can meet and personal contacts can be established, as much as for the benefit of the 

municipality’s mitigation work as for creating new markets for the local businesses and, not least 

important, for getting to know people personally that share the same interest and work with the same 

tasks. Networks also have the potential to function as vital channels for dissemination of information, 

best practice and knowledge, thereby speeding up the process of capacity building, not least at the 

local level.  

 

Växjö and Sundsvall are both involved in a number of climate networks, although the arenas on which 

these networks appear are different. In the case of Växjö there is a concentration to networks 

operating on the international and the national level, whereas Sundsvall mainly participates in 

networks operating on the regional and local level. The international profile of Växjö reflects an 

ambition to be known as an active and ambitious city in climate change mitigation, not least in order to 

be able to get funding for specific climate projects. This can also be used as a tool for place marketing, 

illustrating the value of being a municipality in the forefront of climate protection. The regional profile of 

Sundsvall is conditioned by the crucial role played by local and regional industry, and the need to 

cooperate on large scale projects. It seems that climate change mitigation in the case of Sundsvall is 

more dependent on the vertical, intergovernmental structure of national politics in Sweden, whereas 

the case of Växjö to a larger degree is characterized by independent action and self-governance.  
 
Resilient enough to withstand the financial crisis? 
What about the effects of climate change mitigation efforts in the two cities? Like most other towns and 

cities in Sweden the two cities have been successful in shifting from oil and electricity based heating 

systems and this conversion will help bringing down GHG levels substantially. On the other hand CO2 

emissions from the transportation sector have not been reduced to the same extent, or have even 

increased. This is in line with a general trend in Sweden and elsewhere. The EU policy of facilitating, 

indeed stimulating, trade between the member states underpins the increasing flow of manufactured 

goods, a line of development that seems to contradict the national climate goals as well as those of 

the European Union. The strong focus in Swedish growth policy to enlarge regional labour markets is 

another example of transport increasing measures.  

 

However, local climate policy is not only about defending the environment and mitigating climate 

changes. Our case studies show numerous examples of climate policy induced projects that are 

offensive in character, in the sense that they have the potential to generate new jobs and new 
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industries, at least in the long run, building on new techniques and innovations related to renewable 

fuels, waste handling, and efficient use of energy. Again, this seems to confirm the eco-modernist 

thesis that there is no necessary contradiction between a radical climate policy on one hand and 

economic development on the other (Cf. Baker, 2007).   

 

The geographical contexts of the two regions, the presence of entrepreneurial 

businessmen/businesswomen, politicians and administrators, the experiences gained and knowledge 

exchanged in frequent networking, and the fact that current mitigation initiatives in both regions have a 

long tradition constitute a set factors creating good opportunities for making climate mitigation and 

sustainable development realistic prospects for the future. In other words, the two regions seem to 

have a great potential to be resilient in front of challenges such as the financial crisis. Although, it is far 

too early to draw any firm conclusions about the realism in such a forecast we can already identify 

some effects on local and regional climate mitigation of the crisis threatening the successful outcome 

of this challenge. 

 

Firstly, the financial crisis have made the banks less prone to lend money to environmental 

investments like wind-power stations that are perceived as risk investments at the same time as the 

Swedish currency is getting weaker,  thus making the import of technology more expensive. This 

seems mainly to have affected small scale investors, while the large power companies and 

municipalities continue to fulfil their plans to build wind farms, biogas plants and so on. Secondly, eco-

friendly fuels like ethanol are losing market shares, as price sensitivity seems to have a stronger 

impact on the consumers’ choice of fuel than environmental consciousness. Thirdly, because of 

decreasing tax incomes the municipalities have to concentrate on their mandatory activities, such as 

social services like basic education, child care and care of elderly. The role of local government in the 

Swedish welfare regime is crucial, and investments in environmental or climate change mitigation 

projects within or outside their own organisation are thus down prioritized in many municipalities 

(Granberg & Elander, 2007).  

 

Climate change is a borderless phenomenon, both in terms of how global warming is induced and how 

it can be counteracted. The multilevel handling of climate change mitigation reflects the complexity 

and multi-dimensionality of this policy area. Agreements and regulations at the international and the 

national level are of course important frameworks within which local and regional policy measures are 

taken, but local and regional action taken by public institutions, private companies and voluntary 

organizations is also likely to influence policy making at, or between, various levels. The sheer 

magnitude of policy initiatives at the local and the regional level, their diversity, and the experimental 

and practical nature of many local and regional projects, are bringing forward genuinely new ideas and 

solutions that in the end may have an impact on a larger scale. Whether these initiatives have the 

potential to make cities and regions ecologically and economically resilient in times of financial crisis 

remains to be seen.  
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	In Sweden the sub-national level – the regions or counties – has been assigned the task to coordinate the local level efforts to achieve sustainable development. This coordination is supposed to be done in regional plans of development (RPD). The development plans constitute the basis for tree other kinds of plans; regional growth plans, regional plans for infrastructure and structural fund programs. In the RPDs the four strategic issues in the national sustainable development program constitute the point of departure for the development of the regional sustainability policies. The regions, as political and administrative organisations, are not supposed to do all the work by themselves. The regional plans are also meant to be a platform of cooperation between different levels of government; local, regional and national, and of businesses and organizations. The development of RDPs, however, is still an ongoing work. So far most of the regions have finished their plans (Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth, 2009) .The RDPs would be a source of information on how the counties or regions interpret and implement the sustainability concept into their plans and visions, thus reflecting the conditions and ambitions of the municipalities (the local level) that constitute the geographical arena. 
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