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Introduction to the background papers within the IVA-project 
Environmental Foresight 

 
How much resource depletion can the earth take? According to many estimates, 
consumption of the world’s natural resources is far higher than the earth can tolerate, 
while others maintain that shortages will drive the development of new technology. 
Regardless of where you stand, it is fair to say that the demand for various natural 
resources in the world is constantly increasing, not least because of the growth of new 
economies such as China and India. This applies to both renewable and finite 
resources, for energy transformation as well as manufacturing products. All in all, this 
trend points to a very different global situation in the future.  
 
All nations are facing the same environmental challenges, but the strategic priorities 
may differ from country to country. This project will examine and find answers to the 
question of what can be done to promote sustainable development while exploiting 
comparative advantages to develop our economy. The project will highlight resource 
and environmental issues and place them in a broad, future-oriented perspective 
covering both global and Swedish environmental challenges. We will do this by 
describing the global resource flows of today and tomorrow and by analysing how 
these affect Sweden, both environmentally and economically. Documenting Sweden’s 
comparative advantages within innovation systems and R&D will help to answer the 
question of where and how environmental enterprise can be developed.  
 
We need a good overview of today’s situation to discuss the future. Therefore, on 
behalf of the project Environmental Foresight, researchers have made a number of 
background studies. These studies deal with different issues: 
 
 What can we learn from the history of environmental policy 
 How the arenas for environmental work has changed 
 How the global resource situation has changed over time 
 Lessons to be learned from the US and Japan in Clean Tech policy 
 Swedish strength in Clean Tech 
 Venture capital and Clean Tech 

 
Theses studies can’t of course cover the whole areas they are dealing with, they are 
more of a teaser. The purpose is to use them as a way to broaden the views for the 
discussions in the expert panels when they generate ideas and concrete proposals for 
ways in which different players can work to find solutions for sustainable development.  

The authors of the background reports have made the analysis and conclusions. These 
opinions are not necessarily an opinion of the steering group for the Environmental 
foresight or of IVA. I hope you will find the reports interesting and that they will 
contribute to the discussion of the future environmental situation. 

 

Thomas Malmer, Project Manager 
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Abstract 
This background report to the IVA project “Environmental Foresight” presents how 
environmental problems and their management have evolved since World War II divided into 
five time periods: 1945-1971, 1972-1981, 1982-1991, 1992-2001, and 2002 and beyond. For 
each time period, the report recapitulates some of the most important socioeconomic and 
geopolitical trends internationally and nationally as well as the environmental debate. It 
presents a selection of environmental issues that received a lot of attention, including, inter alia, 
how and at what administrative level the issues under consideration were managed and what 
types of political interventions were used.  

In the first period we give three examples of issues that were essential in the environmental 
discourse at the time: 1) Global food supply, which illustrates that environmental issues always 
have contained a global dimension. 2) Struggles over the expansion of water power, shows 
another aspect of the controversies that follow exploitation of natural resources. 3) The 
spreading of mercury, represents the growing awareness that economic activities affected the 
environment and the growing concerns about pollution that arose at that time. In the second 
time period 1972-1981, the first example involves the efforts to link economic development 
and environmental consideration at UN level and in which Swedish diplomacy played a key 
role. The second example concerns an issue that has remained essential, namely the supply of 
energy, particularly the two oil crises and the fate of nuclear power.  In the 1980s, and certain 
environmental problems were framed and more or less successfully handled in this new 
context. The report provides three examples of the increased emphasis on transboundary 
framing and handling of environmental degradation in the 1980s: 1) Acidification, which was 
managed rapidly at national level in Sweden wheras international regulation took almost two 
more decades. 2) The ozone hole, which inter alia illustrates the role of science in detecting 
environmental issues. Emblematic for the period 1992-2001 are the revival of the attempts to 
link economic growth and environmental consideration and the controversies surrounding of 
the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change. Today we see an increasing emphasis on 
linkages between environmental issues, not the least climate, and trade. Another topical issue 
today is the Baltic Sea, which is a common regional resource that provides a multitude of 
ecological services and faces a number of environmental challenges.  

Globalisation and social, technological, cultural and economic modernisation processes 
influence two fundamental processes that characterize the period cover in this report: an 
unprecedented global environmental change, a dramatic shift in social organisation vis-à-vis the 
environment. The report concludes that although history do not repeat itself, we can conclude 
that hitherto chances of a successful management of an environmental issues has increased with 
a combination of political will/ambition as well as windows of opportunities in geopolitical, 
socioeconomic and technological respects. Consequently, reflexive and adaptive institutions 
have an advantage in coping with the inherent uncertainties of future conditions in economy, 
technology, politics and society. 
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1. Introduction 

This report provides a background on how society have identified and managed environmental 
issues since World War II up until today. It also explores what could be the most pertinent 
environmental issues for the most immediate future. This brief encounter with environmental 
history background paper is written primarily for Swedish business people and policy makers 
as a source of inspiration when struggling with coming to grips with how the environmental 
challenges of tomorrow are to be managed. Sweden is, thus, our primary interest but 
international outlooks are included because they are necessary to understand the evolution of 
Swedish environmental policy. Our main ambition is that the background paper will feed into 
the discussions of the IVA project “Environmental Foresight” in at least three ways:  

• firstly, to facilitate understanding of how conditions for future environmental arenas 
have been formed; 

• secondly, to help identify long-term trends which will influence the possibilities and 
constraints of future environmental ambitions; and 

• thirdly, to provide us with examples of initiatives with different levels of success as 
inspiration or food for thought when reflecting on future practices. 

The section on socioeconomic and geopolitical context recapitulates shortly the major 
international and national economic and political trends. This is essential because 
environmental issues and their perceived solutions cannot be understood in isolation from the 
general trends in society. 

Before we start, we would like to make a brief mission statement: When one’s ambition is to 
characterise different historical trends of development, it is easy to fall into temporal 
provincialism, with the words of historian Göran B. Nilsson (Nilsson 1988). The past is 
apprehended as something more or less identical to the contemporary and thus we write 
history backwards, by interpreting the actions of the past based on the knowledge we think we 
have today. This is unavoidable, but in a forward-looking project such as ”Environmental 
Foresight” we should also strive to write history forwards. Accordingly, we should not only 
look for historical confirmation on the dominating trends of today, but also, more importantly, 
put our own time in a larger historical picture. Of course this is easier said than done. 
However, we should keep this in mind to not just confirm our present discourse or 
understanding through history. Then there is a risk that the project will not identify anything 
new as well as not envisage important future trends or make trends of issues topical today.  

The environmental issues we have selected in this report serves two different functions: they 
can be emblems as well as examples. Some issues become emblematic in the environmental 
debate and politics. They symbolise environmental issues at a certain time by dominating 
media, politics or the public debate and thus they become hallmarks that shape the 
understanding of the environmental crisis and its solutions. The list of such emblematic issues 
in the post-War era is long and include pesticides, traffic exhaust emissions, noise, animal 
protection, erosion, acid rain, genetically modified organisms, green consumerism, carbon 
dioxide, lead poising, mercury, ozone depletion,  
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Waldsterben (death of forests due to pollution), depletion of rain forests, seal extinction, 
marine eutrophication, traffic projects, whaling, water pollution, population growth. Some of 
these issues will also serve as examples. These are not necessarily the most influential or 
dominating at their point of time, but each example illustrates certain characteristics of 
environmental policy and may thus provide food for thought in the project discussions. 

Consequently, in this background paper we discuss a selection of environmental issues, based 
on their characteristics, at what level or levels they were handled by the administration and 
what political interventions were used to achieve the change deemed necessary. In the first time 
period (1945-1971), we have selected global food supply, the expansion of water power and 
the spreading of mercury. In the period 1972-1981, we have chosen linking economic 
development and environmental consideration and the energy issue: the oil crise  and nuclear 
power. In the third period (1982-1991), we have selected acidification and the thinning of the 
ozone layer. The next period (1992-2001) contains linking economic growth and 
environmental consideration and climate change. In the forward looking period, 2002 and 
beyond, we explore two issues that are we think reveal some of the challenges facing 
environmental policy in the future such as the interaction between climate change and world 
trade and management of the Baltic Sea. 

s
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2. The period 1945–1971 

2.1 The socioeconomic and geopolitical context 

From the end of Word War II to the stagflation and oil crisis that occurred in the early 1970s, 
Swedish society changed swiftly, fuelled by rapid economic growth, particularly in 1958 to 
1964 but also in the end of the 1960s (Figure 1). Internationally this period is referred to as the 
‘golden age’ or as in France ‘trente glorieuses’. Swedish economists, who expected a similar 
turn of events as after World War I, i.e. an economic crisis, did not anticipate the economic 
boom at that time. The Swedish production apparatus was relatively less destroyed than in the 
rest of Europe, which gave Sweden a competitive advantage. Instead of a decline, demand 
driven inflation and shortage of labour made the Social Democratic government suggest that 
the unions should strive to lower wages in order to combat price increases. The unions refused 
and instead the role of the government became to match aggregate demand with the amount of 
labour available. The policy routine for wage determination, the Rehn-Meidner model, was a 
central element of the Swedish model. In this period, the modern industrial society evolved in 
the western world and the services sector grew steadily.  

Politically, the Social Democrats (in Swedish: Socialdemokraterna) ruled the country in Sweden 
throughout the period. The Social Democrats were committed to full employment and 
embraced economic growth to achieve this goal. Hadenius et al. (1993) have divided the period 
1945 – 1973 into two calmer periods and two conflict periods. The conflicts were about 
socioeconomic issues that divided the left and right blocks: the harvest years (in Swedish: 
skördetiden) and the battle over the general occupational pension (in Swedish: Allmän 
Tjänstepension, ATP).  

The harvest years began at the end of World War II when the Swedish Social Democrats 
formed a programme based on a vision of an active state containing three main sections: full 
employment, fair distribution and an efficient and democratic private sector. In the booming 
and inflationary Swedish post-War economy this seemed to be the right track to fulfil the 
‘people’s home’ (the welfare state) vision of the Swedish Social Democrats. In spite of the 
impending threat of a superpower confrontation, the belief in a new and better world that 
would rise out of the ruins of Europe was sustained. The concrete reforms included, inter alia, 
the national basic pension (1946), general child allowance (1947), general health insurance 
(1951) and housing subsidies (1946-1948). In 1951 the second period starts, when the Social 
Democrats and the Farmer’s union (in Swedish: Bondeförbundet, nowadays the Center Party) 
formed a coalition government. This limited the room for political action and thus there were 
no more major political reforms in the first half of the 1950s. In the third period, the general 
occupational pension (in Swedish: Allmän Tjänstepension, ATP) issue totally dominated 
domestic politics between 1956 and 1959 and symbolised a right turn of Social Democrat 
policy. The fourth period, from 1960 and forth, was characterised by a dramatically growing 
material well-being for the absolute majority of the Swedish population. There was a little 
room for new reforms, however, because the reforms of the 1940s and 1950s were costly. 
Accordingly, the socioeconomic issues of the political debate were downplayed and other issues 
emerged at the centre of the political stage, e.g. environmental, moral and foreign policy issues.  
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In the late 1960s, a major public housing reform took place, which involved the construction 
of 1 000 000 new dwellings. In this way the government enhanced the urbanisation process. 
This short exposé illustrates that at the end of the 1960s, the so-called Swedish model was 
firmly established.  

The consensus politics of inter and post-War Social Democracy depended on a growing 
economy for levelling out economic differences, distribution of wealth and welfare reforms. 
Technical and economic development was to be the corner stones of the Swedish welfare state. 
Annual GDP grew on average by 3.9% between 1950 and 1971. Export and import rates also 
grew steadily with 6.5 and 6.7 per cent annually on average in this period, which was about 
the same rate as in the rest of world. The rates, however, shifted more than the GDP growth 
did. The period contained four periods with very high (1954-1957, 1960, 1962-1965 and 
1968-1970) and two periods with low or negative import and export growth (1952-1953 and 
1958-1959).  
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Figure 1. Annual GDP-, import- and export growth 1951-1971 in per cent (Source: Statistics 
Sweden and National Institute for Economic Research). 

In the post-War period, the global trade in goods and services was relatively regulated and 
national or regional markets dominated on the economic stage. Trade barriers, mostly tariffary 
ones, were gradually removed resulting in increasing amounts of international trade (GATT-
rounds). International capital flows were strictly regulated since World War II. The 
transformation of economic policy in the West enabled an enormous industrial growth targeted 
at a global market, built on mass consumption and production. The geopolitical strategies of 
the major powers placed the natural resource situation of poorer countries on the international 
political agenda. The economic and political interest in the natural resources of the world thus 
created legitimacy for the critical scientists’ attention of this problématique (Linnér 2003). The 
metaphor the world household encapsulated the central notion of the natural resources debate. 
It stressed global interdependence, that is, to regard the world as one entity and to plan for 
wise use of its resources through international cooperation.  
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The raising standards of living and the building of the welfare state, affected the conditions for 
environmental management. While contributing to the ecological crises, it also created 
opportunities for solutions. With more leisure time, nature recreational areas became more 
important for people. In addition, the welfare state spurred infrastructural projects, like water 
sewerage plants, which reduced some of the negative impacts of the industrialisation that made 
the Swedish form of welfare state possible. 

2.2 The Environmental Debate 

In the early post-War period, a new nature conservation ideology was formed that differed in 
comparison to the elder, more limited and more conservative one of nature protection. Nature 
conservation became multi-dimensional and came to include numerous and more serious 
threats. Concurrently, the recommendations for action became a question that involved more 
policy areas and the criticism also became more radical. The new nature conservation ideology 
influenced essential parts of the environmental debate that would take place in the future. The 
change of names of the law in 1964 from nature protection to nature conservation 
institutionalised the change in problem apprehension (e.g., Eliasson 2005). 

Nature protection was no longer solely a concern for a threatened species or ecosystems, 
humankind itself now had become viewed as a threatened species. The manipulation of nature 
not only risked destroying industrial resources or scientific, national and historical values. This 
became an alarming thesis with a high news value, which placed environmental issues on front 
pages in newspapers worldwide. The mushroom clouds over Hiroshima, the Bikini atoll and 
Siberia were factual symbols for the threats facing humankind. They bare an all too clear a 
witness that humankind was fully capable of self annihilation. 

Consequently, in the debates on natural resources, a new form of apocalyptic1 evolved, which 
was different from the Judeo-Christian eschatology and the cultural pessimism of the Mid-War 
period. There was no need for doomsday prophets claiming hidden knowledge or revelations 
of the apocalypse. Anyone looking into scientific facts could easily foresee the end of the 
world. Catastrophe empiricism replaced doomsday prophecies and philosophical end-of-the-
world theories. When the commentators warned about the coming catastrophe, they referred to 
research reports and spiced the warnings with statistical analysis of the growth in global 
population and food production (Linnér 2003). 

The environmental discourse early on connected ecological deterioration and the growing 
demand for natural resources with human development. As such, the international 
environmental debate and discourse in the post World War II period included and addressed 
from the beginning the intersection of environment and development. These issues raised for 
the industrialised countries in the global North included levels of consumption, resource use, 
air and water pollution and its health effects. Concerns for developing countries mostly in the 
global South focused on population issues and the improvement of social conditions (e.g., 
housing and access to clean water) and economic conditions (e.g., financial wealth) (Caldwell 
1996). 
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After World War II, international policy-making and debate on species protection began to 
shift focus. While multilateral efforts on species protection continued, countries began debating 
larger issues of natural resource use and management. This change in the international 
discourse was fuelled by scientific and technological development and geopolitical security 
concerns that were related to the Cold War intense competition between the East and West. 
This discourse included debates of threatening conditions in developing countries. Fears were 
expressed that “underdevelopment” and instability in newly independent countries could result 
in violent conflict with potentially severe domestic and international implications (Caldwell 
1996, Linnér 2003). 

Environmental awareness in the post-World War II period mainly evolved within the scientific 
community and after this in a wider public debate. The investigation of Jan Thelander and Lars 
J. Lundgren (1989) demonstrated that it was often a very long process from the (natural) 
scientific preconditions were fulfilled until these were more commonly accepted within the 
scientific community. It often took time and hard struggle from identification and 
characterisation through scientific theories and instruments of a phenomenon as an 
“environmental problem” before it became the dominant views within the scientific community 
(Thelander and Lundgren 1989). Critical (natural) scientists, therefore, published popular 
science books, such as William Vogt’s Road to Survival (1948), Georg Borgström’s Jorden – 
vårt öde (Earth – Our destiny, 1953), Sten Selander’s Det levande landskapet (The Living 
Landscape, 1955), Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) and Hans Palmstierna’s P undring,
Svält, Förgiftning (Looting, starvation, poisoning, 1967) in order to increase the public’s level 
of awareness about environmental issues. 

 

l  

The major breakthrough of environmental issues in the public debate took place in the 1960s. 
Illustrated by, inter alia, increased number of members in Swedish Society for the Nature 
Conservation (In Swedish: Svenska Naturskyddsföreningen, SNF), increased number of 
editorials on environmental issues and increased number of parliamentary bills on 
environmental issues. In 1969 also eighty per cent of the Swedish population stated that they 
were willing to pay more income taxes if the funds went to reduced environmental 
degradation. The environmental problems also were increasingly seen as a negative 
consequence of the production and consumption in society at the expense of nature. 
Environmental protection, pollution and emission gradually turned into a common 
responsibility in society. Environmental issues started to attract the interest of established 
political parties and in a few years in the 1960s the foundation of Swedish environmental 
policy was laid (Hedrén 1994, Djerf Pierre 1996). 

It is also important to keep in mind that at the beginning of the period 1950-1971, there was 
no legal structure for environmental issues. Sweden, e.g., had legislation for water and 
sanitation but this emphasised the expansion side not environmental protection. In the early 
1970s governments often established a council of independent scientific experts followed by an 
organisation such as an environmental ministry and/or agency. In Sweden, the Environmental 
Advisory Committee was established in 1968 and both the National Environmental Protection 
Board and the Franchise Board for Environmental Protection were formed in 1969.  
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Once technical expertise and governmental agencies were established, policy development 
could take place. The policies themselves, which were also developed at the beginning of the 
1970s, were often borrowed from other countries (Weale 1992). They often started with visible 
consequences of pollution and issues where there were well-established health interests, such as 
air and surface water pollution. In Sweden this was included in the Environmental Protection 
Act of 1969. Next, the policies often concerned control of toxic chemicals and control of waste 
facilities. Policies differed between countries, thus reflecting national circumstances and 
political history. Lundqvist argues that Swedish air pollution measures emphasised economic 
and technological feasibility with bargaining between public and industry resulting in flexible 
plant-specific standards whereas the American policy stressed uniform emission limits that 
were implemented in a context of widely spread public participation. 

The term environmental politics (in Swedisk: miljöpolitik) is found in parliamentary bills in 
1962 from the Centre Party (In Swedish: Centerpartiet) that demanded an environmental plan 
of action. The same year the governmental inquiry “Naturen och samhället” (In English: 
Nature and Society, SOU 1962:36) was published, which argued for an active relationship with 
nature and that advocated environmental conservation instead of environmental protection. In 
the 1960s, four other governmental inquiries investigated how to handle environmental issues. 
The inquiry ”Luftförorening, buller och andra immissioner” (In English: Air pollution, noise 
and other emissions, SOU 1966:65) was presented in 1966 and the 1964 Natural resources 
enquiry delivered its final proposals in 1967 ”Utsädesbetningens effekter” (In English: The 
effects of treatment of seeds for sowing, SOU 1967:42) and “Miljövårdsforskning del 1 och 2” 
(In English: Environmental conservation research 1 and 2, SOU 1967:43–44). In the mid-
1960s, the environmental issue was assigned a title of its own in legislation, where the 
environmental concept included: the natural environment, the cultural environment, the 
dwelling environment and the workplace environment. In 1964, the Environmental Protection 
Act was passed, which was complemented five years later by the Environmental Conservation 
Act (Hedrén 1994). 

In the 1960s also a division between non-governmental (environmental information and 
formation of public opinion) and governmental, professional environmental conservation 
(planning and practical work) took place. The government agencies should actively take on the 
role to uphold the biological balance. In 1963, environmental protection was assigned an 
agency of its own, Statens naturvårdsnämnd (the Swedish Environmental Protection Board), 
which was re-established as the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency four years later 
(Hedrén 1994). The establishment of environmental policy-making also involved the capacity 
building to monitor and carry out applied research such as the creation of IVL Swedish 
Environmental Research Institute (In Swedish: IVL Svenska Miljöinstitutet) in 1966.  

Environmental protection, both in Sweden and internationally, also radically criticised the 
current capitalistic economic system. Taken together, the deepened problématique and the 
increased crisis awareness forced environmental issues onto the political agenda; they could no 
longer be limited to upper- or middle-classes worries. This criticism penetrated deeply into the 
perspective of science and the role of the scientific community in that it enhanced the role of 
science to legitimise political action. The agenda of the debates on natural resources 
management was to a large extent determined by interplay between (natural) scientists and 
policy makers (Thelander and Lundgren 1989, Sundqvist 1997, Linnér 2003). 
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Within the new ideology, a political criticism appeared that argued that since society broke 
natural laws it would inevitably collapse. Therefore it was necessary to change course 
politically to make society abide by the laws of nature. The environmental political debate 
changed from predominantly dealing with individual, mainly local, issues to regarding society 
per se as the problem. The civilisation criticism did not, however, mean that the modern 
project had failed; it was simply not completed and in need of adjustment. Through 
international political cooperation, a more equitable word order and a major scientific effort, 
humankind could steer into the right path and avoid ecological collapse. The criticism towards 
existing policy was clearly targeted on reforms. Their most important objective was to make 
policy makers aware about the laws of biology and ecology.  

Issues relating to rapid population growth became a central issue in an emerging environment 
and development discourse in the 1960s. Again, concerns were voiced that a “population 
bomb” in the developing countries and related demands for natural resources would cause 
instability and conflict with dire local and international consequences (Ehrlich 1968, Meadows 
et al. 1972). At the same time, many larger developing countries took a much more 
independent position in the United Nations (UN) and argued that the international community 
had a responsibility to pay more attention to local and domestic development issues in the 
global South. In addition, public and political attention to pollution issues increased sharply in 
mainly industrialised countries in the 1960s. Rachel Carson’s “Silent Spring” started much 
discussion on the growing use of pesticides. These trends lead to calls for increased multilateral 
cooperation on transboundary pollution issues (Caldwell 1996). Each country or region, 
evidently, had its own alarm-bell in this respect, but Carson’s book was to become the core 
symbol of an environmental awakening in the developed world. Paul Ehrlich’s The Population 
Bomb (1968), which examined risks associated with a quickly accelerating population, gained 
widespread public and political attention. Another highly publicised study was produced by the 
so-called Club of Rome, an international think tank of scientists, economists, businessmen and 
politicians, who attempted to examine the limits to growth in a world with finite resources and 
soaring world population (Meadows et al. 1972). To that end, they used computer models to 
predict future conditions and trends based on past and present data.  

Warning about a faith in technology as the single solution, the authors presented three major 
conclusions from their computer modelling exercise: first, if the current growth trend 
continued, the limits to growth on earth would be reached within the next century; second, it 
was possible to alter current trends and establish a sustainable condition of ecological and 
economic stability; and third, the sooner efforts began to reach a condition of ecological and 
economic stability the greater were the chances of success.  

Emerging pollution problems also gradually entered the environmental debate, predominantly 
in industrialised countries. Cases that gained both public and political attention in the 1960s 
included mercury poisoning in Minamata, Japan (giving name to the so-called Minamata 
disease); oil pollution around Santa Barbara in California; smog problems in New York; and 
pollution of the river Rhine. International concern about industrial chemicals increased 
significantly in 1968, when many people in Yusho, Japan, were poisoned after eating rice 
contaminated with high levels of polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) that had leaked from a heat 
exchanger.  
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The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) was the first 
international organisation to pay serious attention to the environmental and human health 
impacts of hazardous chemicals, seeking to improve and harmonise domestic technical, 
scientific, and policy measures among its member states (i.e. western industrialised countries) 
(Downie, Krueger and Selin 2004). Marine pollution was another pollution problem that 
gained multilateral attention and prompted the formulation of pollution prevention treaties. 
Many countries in the global North focused on population and transboundary pollution issues. 
In contrast, developing countries attempted to draw attention to their more local social and 
economic development concerns. 

Another issue concerns the global dimension of the power over natural resources. The environment 
and development discourse in the 1960s came largely from the natural resource and environment side 
and included development concerns in that natural resource management and pollution issues 
containing development aspects. The growing political belief that accelerating industrialisation could 
result in a severe international ecological crisis and the resultant discursive position of environmental 
issues explains, at least partly, why the environment became a priority area in international politics in 
the 1960s. In addition to concerns that were expressed by international and domestic policy makers, 
there was a growing public pressure on policy makers in many industrialised countries to deal with 
both domestic and transboundary environmental threats, often relating to air and water pollution.  

International political and economic development changed the discursive formation including: 
a growing number of independent countries in the South; more diversified and increased global 
flows of resources, materials and capital; public pressure from groups in industrialised 
countries pushing for development issues; and a stronger focus on basic human rights. A 
growing awareness of global ecological interdependence and ability to monitor and 
institutionally regulate a shared environment enforced the idea of global interdependence. 

Strives toward increased multilateralism and active involvement by empowered international 
organisations, however, are sometimes opposed by countries and governments claiming to 
protect national sovereignty. This resistance has been expressed by larger industrialised 
countries and developing countries, who both share the reluctance in conceding national 
decision making power. Conflicts over sovereignty are visible in, e.g., the development of 
international environmental law and multilateral treaty making. Recently, sovereignty concerns 
have been very clearly visible in efforts to address issues relating to fisheries and the depletion 
of fish stocks, forests and deforestation, and climate change and greenhouse gas emissions. 

Detailed analysis of the relationship between growing international cooperation and expanding 
policy on environmental issues and national sovereignty demonstrates that it can be complex 
and simultaneously both support and erode national sovereignty (Conca 1994). On the one 
hand, the creation of a growing number of common international standards and regulations 
transfer some rule making capacity from the national level to international forums, thereby 
limiting state sovereignty. On the other hand, the international legal system and multilateral 
agreements and organisations predominantly reaffirm the position of states as the primary 
actor, in this way reinforcing the sovereignty of states and the special role of national 
governments in addressing environment and development issues. Exactly how these different 
forces are at work is likely to be case specific, requiring careful examination and analysis. 
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The international relations literature frequently looks at traditional power politics to explain 
international politics and outcomes. International politics and outcomes are seen as resulting 
from cost-benefit assessments of advantages made by the most powerful state(s). International 
action on species protection in the early 1900s included European powers imposing species 
protection measures in their foreign colonies and territories. Between 1945 and the early 
1990s, Cold War politics and the power struggle between the US and the Soviet Union 
contributed to a political and scientific focus on natural resource security as a factor of social 
and political stability and instability in individual countries and the international system.  

However, environmental issues were not always an arena for superpower competition. In fact, 
the environment was frequently used as an issue area for building trust between the two blocs 
during times of détente. This was the case in the late 1960s as “the environment” became an 
international political issue and both the United States and the Soviet Union proposed extended 
East-West cooperation on issues of the human environment and pollution. One of the 
arguments behind the proposal for the UN to host an international environmental conference 
in 1972 was that the world organisation needed a new issue that could unite East and West as 
well as North and South.  

International environmental cooperation is characterised by conflicting interests and views 
between industrialised countries and developing countries, or between the global North and 
South. The two concepts “North” and “South” describes the bi-polar economic and power 
relationship between the less industrialised countries mostly in the Southern Hemisphere that 
often have a colonial past and the richer industrialised countries in the Northern one.  

Countries in the North and South often expressed different interests and preferences on 
environment and development issues. The differing views between the North and South on 
environment and development can be described in terms of universalising and differentiating 
views. Briefly stated, a universalising perspective views the increasing importance of 
environment and development issues for accentuating common interests and the need for joint 
action. Based on such a view, many industrialised countries stressed that common fundamental 
interests on environment and development bind all countries and people together. Early 
technical, scientific and political efforts on environment and development often became a 
vehicle to reinforce such a view. However, attempts to formulate international policy and 
programs on environment and development issues were more complex than simply promoting 
common interests. Many politicians and experts from developing countries acknowledged an 
accentuation of world interdependence, but questioned central conceptual and material aspects 
of this process. Solutions to environment and development issues were seen to be based on 
common interests among countries and people formulated by the North. Many industrialised 
countries argued for only minor changes in the international economic system, and instead 
stressed the need for concerted action on international environmental issues. It was also 
industrialised countries that pressed the hardest for international action on transboundary 
environmental issues at the Stockholm Conference and in the aftermath of Stockholm. Such 
transboundary issues included marine and river pollution, air pollution, and the trade and 
dispersal of hazardous substances. In contrast, many developing countries have argued that the 
primary focus should have been on development and a fairer economic world order. 
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Since the 1960s developing countries in the South have attempted to promote common 
interests on environment and development issues. Even though the global group of developing 
countries is far from monolithic and have not always managed to stand united, they have for 
over four decades actively worked to create a shared identity and common purpose relating to 
such issues, also attempting to negotiate as a collective through the Group of 77 and the Non-
Aligned Movement (Najam 2003, Najam 2004). Especially the Group of 77, now consisting of 
132 countries plus China, has functioned as the “negotiating arm of the developing country 
collective during global negotiations” (Najam 2004: 228).  

Developing countries consistently have linked economic and political issues in arguing for 
greater influence in global affairs (Najam 2004). Repeatedly, they have claimed that the global 
economy conferred an uneven exchange upon developing and industrialised countries because 
of the structure of the economic and trade system that was built on the North’s domination in 
five areas: technological distribution and the capacity of large-scale investments; control of 
worldwide financial markets, as finance capital was becoming an increasingly important 
component of capitalist economy; control over the planet’s natural resources, either through 
multinational cooperation or dependency in developing countries on income from exporting 
non-refined resources; media and communication monopoly; and research and development 
capacity to produce new technology and substances, identify harmful effects and develop 
alternatives (Castells 1996, 1997, 1998, Amin 1997). 

South’s situation is also addressed by decision makers, media and the public in the North. 
Concern in the North was expressed both because of a growing opinion in the North that it 
could not resolve global problems without cooperating actively with developing countries, and 
as a sign of an ethical consciousness that emphasised the global household and a moral 
obligation of people in the North towards people in the South. Regardless of whether concerns 
over the North-South divide are expressed as a result of moral stance, of self interest, or a 
combination of the two, North-South relations continues to dominate the UN agenda. 

The framing and transformation of environmental issues into politically manageable problems 
also had an effect on what international collaboration could mean, and what kind of issues 
that could be considered as suitable to control in an international context.   

We have selected three environmental issues that were discussed early. Each issue represents 
something that we find essential of the environmental discourse since World War II. The first 
issue is global food supply, which illustrates that environmental issues always have contained a 
global dimension. The second issue, struggles over the expansion of water power, shows, 
together with the food supply issue, the controversies that follow exploitation of natural 
resources. The third issue, the spreading of mercury, represents the growing awareness that 
economic activities affected the environment and the growing concerns about pollution that 
arose at that time.  

2.2.1 Global Food Supply 

The first example concerns alarms about insufficient global food supply. In the 1950s and 
1960s, many commentators warned that there was a large risk that world starvation would 
also affect Sweden.  
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When the world’s hungry would demand their fair slice of the global cake, the rich 
industrialised countries would no longer be able to import from poorer, increasingly populous 
countries. The imports included basic food supplies, indispensable fertilisers or fodder. World 
starvation became a hot agricultural policy potato that was used frequently by both Social 
Democrats and Conservatives (In Sweden: Högerpartiet, nowadays Moderaterna) as an 
argument either for central planning or to preserve the small-scale Swedish agricultural system. 

Concurrently, there was a large optimism that technological development could secure global 
food supply. After World War II, food production went through enormous change, through 
plant breeding, insecticide, pesticide and storage improvement. The ability of technological 
developments to secure the future food supply seemed indisputable. Nevertheless, disturbing 
signs soon challenged this optimism. Rapidly declining mortality, particularly due to improved 
healthcare, resulted in an unprecedented population growth in the global South. Many experts 
doubted that the decline in nativity would come fast enough to avoid the scenario where the 
rate of population growth would exceed the increased rates in the supply of natural resources. 

Even future starvation in Europe and in the US became a plausible threat in the early post-War 
world. Newspaper headlines and policy documents spelled out anxiety about famines 
spreading across the world, even to the prosperous nations in the global North. In the 20th 
century, the food fears of Europe and North America have gone from shortage of food, the 
way we produce food, food quality, and to our over-consumption of food. Yet the risk of 
starvation lingered in Western consciousness for a long time. At least up to the 1970s, many 
warned that there was an impending danger that world famine would spread also to 
prosperous nations. This anxiety was expressed not only by dramatic environmentalists, but of 
numerous scientists and policy-makers. 

Many commentators doubted that the predicted decrease in nativity would not come fast 
enough to avoid a collision with the access to natural resources. ”Ohyggliga fakta: Ditt 
barnbarn måste hungra!” (In English: Atrocious facts: Your grandchild will hunger!) was a 
headline in the Swedish national newspaper Aftonbladet, when it presented the book ”Gränser 
för vår tillvaro” (In English: Limits for our existence, 1964) by the Swedish-American food 
scientist Georg Borgström – “a horror book that made the visions of Ray Bradbury fade”. 
Already before the millennium shift, the global food supply crisis would have determined the 
continued existence of civilisation. 

What we ate and what consequences our eating had for the food supply situation became 
important questions of our way of living. World starvation increasingly became a reason to 
become a vegetarian, which demanded less natural resources from other parts of the world 
than did meet consumption. 

During the post-World War II period, neo-Malthusians became the collective term for those 
who advocated ideas about an imminent ecological disaster, due to an over-populated and 
over-exploited earth. Neo-Malthusians primarily originated from “The Malthusian League” 
(1877) and the socio-political movement that emphasised the connections between families 
with many children and poverty. The proponents argued that child birth should be limited by 
contraceptives, in contrast to Malthus, who advocated sexual continence and late marriage.  
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The post-War “population explosion” renewed the actuality of the neo-Malthusians. During 
the post-War period the socio-political tradition was targeted towards developing countries 
with high fertility and nativity. Family planning, contraceptives and women’s rights due to 
social and health reasons were central driving forces behind much of the international 
population planning.  

It was mostly the backbiters, who referred to neo-Malthusians, closely as synonymous to 
doomsday prophets. But also commentators increasingly referred unconcerned to Malthus in 
the 1960s but they added another aspect to the Malthusian warning that humankind will reach 
the resource limit. Another misery could be added to the other unplanned restrictions for over-
population through environmental degradation caused by the continuously increasing material 
standards of living. The manipulation of nature, together with an unprecedented population 
explosion, was also claimed to undermine the existing natural resource base. The Earth simply 
did not manage another three billion people living by the Western standards of living. The 
survival of humankind was threatened (Linnér 2003). 

Malthusianism left more than a deep imprint on postwar environmentalism. The concerns were 
not merely limited to a few ‘green’ pessimists; they made their mark also on international 
relations and international cooperation. Postwar conservationists were part of a broad 
international concern about potential population–resource crises. 

The framing of the population–resource crises in Europe and North America was shaped to a 
large extent by the new world order that emerged after World War Two. Four developments 
can be accentuated. First of all, consider the demographic changes: owing to spectacular 
developments in medicine and hygiene, death rates fell rapidly—most notably in the Southern 
Hemisphere. This trend led to remarkable increases in world population growth rates. Second, 
the new world order involved a regeneration of domains of interest for the new superpowers, 
as well as a fundamental transition of economic production in the world. The post-war era 
marked a turning point in American foreign policy. The United States definitely abandoned its 
traditional non-intervention policy and entered fully into the international arena as a 
superpower. Third, a transformation of the political economy created a decisive boom of 
economic growth built on mass production and mass consumption. The capitalist 
accumulation mode expanded to a global mass market. In this new situation, shortage of 
natural resources featured high on the agenda of international politics, the scientific 
community, and the media. Fourth, physical degradation became apparent; memories of the 
dust bowl in the American Midwest in the 1930s were revived by new warnings of soil erosion, 
oil shortage, alarms of pollution and contamination by DDT, mercury, sulphur, and other 
poisons. 

Where should humankind find solutions to this impending crisis? The population–resource 
crisis was presented as a scientific, rather than a political problem. Yet, in contrast, it was 
indeed an important issue not only for international cooperation in the UN, but for 
Governments in the world, not the least USA, the major powers of Europe and Sweden 

A major impetus to globalisation of the natural resource discourse was to solve contradictions 
in the post-war world order. By manifesting the global extent of the resource problems, the 
political and social interests in natural resources that were held by different people and classes 

Environmental Foresight – Miljöarbetets nya arena – www.iva.se/mna 
       Environmental management since world war II 
 



 19

the world over could be neutralised. The increasingly intimate communication between the 
scientific and political arenas clearly set its imprint on the natural resources debate.  

This situation created an arena for critical debaters benefited from the post-war situation in 
three ways. First, the priority of the issues on the political agenda legitimised their framing of 
the problem. To a large extent their ideas went along with the modern globalisation agenda. 
Second, the esteemed position of science in prescribing premises for policies gave authority to 
the critics, who predominantly were trained scientists. Science was the normative foundation 
for policies. Third, the often dramatic condemnation of present resource utilisation and 
progress optimism by the critics made it interesting to feature them in media.  

Among Swedish policy-makers, the neo-Malthusian framing of the problems was, at first, 
widely regarded as accurate. But the solutions, and even more the environmentalists’ rejection 
of mainstream solutions by progress, aroused resentment. Science prescribed the premises in 
the post-war debates on resources for those who emphasised utilisation, as well as for those 
who advocated conservation. For both sides, science was the normative foundation on which 
society should be built, although the construction designs differed fundamentally. 

In the late 1960s the criticism of industrialism made a significant imprint on the public debate. 
The ambivalence of industrial development was revealed, an apprehension long overdue, which 
had been obscured by the economic success of the post-war West. The 1950s are often 
characterised as the climax era of confidence in the automatic progress of industrial growth. 
From a 1970s’ or even 1980s’ point of view it might have been true. However, since the 1990s, 
faith in industrialism in its new, less ugly and less visibly polluting guise seems to be 
undergoing a revival.  

The neo-Malthusian warnings were of course part of this wave of critique, affected by it and 
reinforcing it. The widespread recognition of catastrophic population scenarios in the 1960s 
derived from a wider acceptance of the sceptical approach. It is important to keep in mind that 
for most population-concerned conservationists the civilisation critique was not made of the 
same stuff as radical environmentalism which was more defiant of modernism, such as Deep 
Ecology. The critique focuses on some of the manifestations of the modern project. The 
modernity project had not failed: it needed to be corrected. To Borgström, the superstition of 
his time sojourned within the hallmarks of modernity: science and technology. So the process 
of enlightenment had to be carried on. Science and technology had to be given their right 
proportions, and most of all, they had to be guided by a general global view.  

However, the global outlook did not stop at appeals for international regulations, foreign aid, 
and a liberal anti-racism. The realisation of nutritional equity demanded radical changes in 
modern economic production. It was one of the most important contributions of the neo-
Malthusian conservationists to the formation of an environmental consciousness in the 1960s. 
They called into question the international socio-economic basis of Western consumption and 
pointed at the rich world’s ecological dependence on resources and people in other parts of the 
world.  

The great catastrophe never came; the famine never hit. So was there never any crisis? Were 
conservationist neo-Malthusians just as misguided in their Malthusianism, as Malthus had 
been in 1798?  
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So far, the Malthusian prediction, that population growth would outstrip resources in the long 
run, has been historically false, at least on a global scale.  

Neo-Malthusians, as well as their technology optimistic counterparts, were engaged in 
constructing a crisis from the 1950s to the 1970s. Both sides selected facts out of the material 
reality and put them together to form either a state of crisis or a state of reassurance.  

By putting so much emphasis on population growth, neo-Malthusian framing of a crisis was 
flawed—in retrospect, perhaps even harmful. It diverted attention from more serious problems 
of production and consumption. However, many neo-Malthusian conservationists pointed to 
not only population growth, but also to distribution inequalities. As the environmental debates 
gained momentum, production and consumption increasingly added to the neo-Malthusian 
critique. Since humankind were supposed to be too populous already, it was deeply immoral to 
further destroy the supply situation and to take more than one’s share in the global household. 

The debate on natural resources is part of a continued modernisation of the world economy. In 
many ways, the messages of the new conservationists served well the modernisation discourse, 
for instance, in their promotion of a rational international planning of resources. A 
contemporary view, which has survived to the present day, is that the message of the post-war 
conservationists was reactive, a protest, trying to halt development. Yet in promoting the 
modernisation of production, many conservationists were rather formative, a part of the avant-
garde of a modernisation invoked by progressive politicians and industrialists. Even though the 
very foundation of capitalist consumer society was attacked by many leading conservationists, 
some of the new conservation impulses served as a major influence on the modernisation of the 
economy. New demand factors were brought to the fore that eventually generated new modes 
of production. Modern technology was promoted, which made production more resource-
efficient and less harmful in residuals. The population–resource debate went to the heart of the 
question whether social and economic development and environmental protection could be 
achieved simultaneously. Confronted by growing pollution and a constantly more depleted 
world, many people became sceptics. The limits to growth indeed constituted the cornerstone 
of neo-Malthusian environmentalism. 

How many people should inhabit the earth by the year 2000, according to Borgström’s 
estimates? In 1953, he calculated that we would number about 3.6 billion by the year 2000. 
That would be bad, not to say impossible. During the 1960s, there were improvements in 
population statistics, and in that period his prognosis ranged between six and seven billion—
right on target in the light of present UN numbers. In the longer time perspective, however, he 
was more pessimistic than today’s forecasters. In 1964, he estimated that if the trends were 
maintained, we would be up to 15 billion by the year 2025 (Linnér 2003) 

The world has now reached six billion without a complete catastrophe or permanent 
worldwide famine. So was the population–resource crisis solved? The population growth rate 
has been decreasing since the 1960s. The trend toward demographic transition been 
increasingly apparent in recent years. Current trends indicate almost eight billion in the UN 
medium projection scenario by the year 2025. The world population will continue to grow 
until at least the middle of the next century to a population at about 9 billion in the medium 
variant.  
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Global food production has risen remarkably over the past 30 years. Not only are three billion 
more people being supported, but also food supply, counted in calories per capita, rose from 
2000 a day in 1962 to 2800 in 1999. On the other hand, some 830 million people, 200 million 
of them children, suffer from chronic malnutrition.  Whatever the size of the future world 
population, 90 percent will be in today’s developing countries. Even though the world has 
experienced a tremendous increase in food production since the 1960s, the yields of the major 
crops have reached a ‘yield stagnation’ and are rising more slowly now. Distribution of food 
continues to constitute the greatest problem. Moreover, post-harvest losses, soil degradation 
from erosion and poor irrigation jeopardise food production in many regions (World 
Resources 1998-99).  

Today, it is not only environmentalists who warn of an impending food crisis, experts and 
policymakers associated with the Green Revolution concur. However, whereas 
environmentalists took the serious situation as an argument for caution against technological 
development, the industry and many experts of CGIAR or FAO use it as an argument for new 
biological technologies, particularly genetically modified crops, which are hoped to accomplish 
a new and more ecologically sound Green Revolution. The problem is not our capacity to 
produce enough food for the expected needs to come — the crux of the problem is to do it 
without spoiling the environment. 

Over the years, Malthusian scarcity has developed within environmentalism into a four- card 
complex: population increase, consumption increase, environmental effects, and unequal 
distribution of resources. The population–resource crises became not just a matter of food 
security. Besides the constraints of feeding a growing world population, they pointed at 
interconnection of issues and increased pollution, resource depletion, species extinction, 
shrinking wilderness, unequal distribution and control of resources, and a more inhuman 
society.  

2.2.2 The Expansion of Water Power 

Our second example concerns the expansion of water power in Sweden, which became one of 
the really hot issues in the 1960s. This example illustrates that exploitation of natural resources 
often gives rise to controversies. The first water power station in Sweden was built in the river 
Viskan in 1882 (e.g., Persson and Persson 2003) and there are today about 1 800 water power 
plants in Sweden (svenskenergi.se). The rapidly increased industrial electricity consumption (6-
7 per cent annually) in combination with new blasting technology, regulation dams and 
turbines as well as a national electricity distribution grid resulted in strong claims to exploit 
more rivers for electricity generation from the end of World War II until the beginning of the 
1960s. The regulation of the rivers had caused protests during the major part of the 20th 
century, above all by scientists interested in natural history and environmental protectors. By 
the expanding extension during the post-War period, the influence of the preservation side 
increased in comparison to the expansion plans. Protestors were invited to negotiations with 
the expansion industry, inter alia, in the Naturvårdsdelegationen (In English: Nature Protection 
Delegation) in 1954 and the so-called “Peace at Sarek” (In Swedish: Freden vid Sarek) in 1962, 
which included national planning and concrete protection measures for a number of rivers 
(Anselm 1992).  
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The Peace at Sarek got its name from a kind of peace treaty that was reached between the 
expansion and the preservation stakeholders. The treaty implied that the Sarek National Park 
would be left untouched. In total, 28 objects would be conserved whereas the natural 
protection side would not fight for 28 other objects and the expansion of 14 more objects was 
left to the future (Anselm 1992). In May, 1962, the state owned limited company Vattenfall 
presented what would become the largest conflict related to the expansion of water power – 
the plans of the Vindelälven. This river had been included in the Peace at Sarek, in which the 
parties had agreed that it would be developed. Nevertheless, the protests against the 
development plans were growing rapidly. Fuelled by an increasingly strong public support, the 
protection side formed its forces and the same year the non-governmental organisation 
Vattenvärnet (In English: Water Protection) was established, which included both nature 
protectors and cultural celebrities such as Astrid Lindgren, Karl Gerhard, Harry Martinsson 
and Evert Taube. The song Änglamark with the words ”last river that roars in our nature” was 
a popular part of the public debate. The opponents also got stronger support for their cause 
because the energy supply was rapidly built up from other energy sources to match the 
demand, such as nuclear power and oil. After heavy debate, Swedish Prime Minister Olof 
Palme announced that the government would not propose development of the water power in 
Vindelälven. The opponents to development had succeeded to turn a seemingly hopeless 
situation facing opposition from business and the union (Rosén 1987, Anselm 1992). 

The expansion of water power in Sweden illustrates how a compromise was reached between 
key-stakeholders. It also exemplifies how public opinion succeeded to postpone development 
beyond that agreement. It also illustrates how the policy setting changes over time and that 
electricity could be generate by other sources as the years past. Still the debate is not entirely 
over. In the face of discussions on nuclear energy or carbon dioxide emissions, proposals for a 
continued expansion keep popping up.  

2.2.3 The Spreading of Mercury 

Another example from the 1950s and 1960s is the effects of pollution on people and 
ecosystems. We have selected the spreading of mercury, but we also could have selected 
biocides such as DDT, PCB or metals such as cadmium. 

In the post-War period, the awareness of the effects of environmental pollution was growing 
and the debate about the environmental effects of chemical insecticides and biocide also grew 
stronger (Thelander and Lundgren 1989, Lundgren 1989). In Sweden, it was above all the 
spreading of mercury that concerned the public. Since the 1920s, methyl mercury was used to 
protect seeds for sowing from fungi attacks (Persson and Persson 2003). The mercury treated 
seeds for sowing had been in focus for quite some time, in certain nature protection circles 
since the 1950s. In 1963, this issue caught the public eye, first and foremost in conjunction to 
an increasing attention to the bird fauna through Rachel Carson’s book. Nature Protectionists 
and ornithologists claimed that the seed for sowing treated by methyl mercury caused the 
widespread bird death in Sweden (and elsewhere). The seedeater Yellowhammer (In Latin: 
Emberiza citrinella) decreased rapidly. Many birds of prey, which preyed on the poisoned 
smaller birds, were found dead or paralysed.  
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The debate involved above all researchers, environmental protectionists and decision makers, 
and only rhapsodic notes appeared in the newspapers.  

Another concern was how phenyl mercury from paper mills affected water quality (Thelander 
and Lundgren 1989). The paper- and pulp industry used mercury to conserve pulp and to 
prevent growth of algae in pipes and machines. Mercury was emitted to the receiving water 
courses such as lake Vänern. In summer 1967, this led to one of the most highlighted 
environmental alarms of the 1960s: the debate on the effluents involving ASEA (nowadays 
ABB) and the then newly established Swedish Environmental Protection Agency (Statens 
Naturvårdsverk).  

How come that mercury was spread in the environment although it was well established that 
mercury was a harmful substance since at least the Greek and Roman days and that mercury 
could accumulate in the liver and other organs since the 1860s? For instance, work places were 
equipped with state-of-the-art ventilation in order to remove the gaseous mercury as swift as 
possible. Persson and Persson (2003) notes that the experts doubted that these very small 
amounts of mercury could harm so many birds and that the seeds for sowing had been treated 
for more that thirty years without any noticeable effects so far. Consequently, research was 
undertaken aiming at demonstrating how the birds were affected by mercury. 

In September 1965 the Department of Agriculture arranged a conference, at which the 
relationship between mercury treated seeds for sowing and widespread death of small birds 
was discussed. In 1965 the Swedish government banned the use of mercury treated seeds for 
sowing. The debate continued and moved to other issues such as mercury content in eggs, 
which was regarded by the producers as horror propaganda, and in 1964 researchers could 
demonstrate high concentration of mercury in eggs from hens that were fed with mercury 
treated fodder. Internationally, spreading of mercury caused several catastrophes such as in the 
Japanese town Minamata, where a large number of people died from too high levels of 
mercury became. 

In Sweden the use of mercury to treat seeds for sowing was banned in 1966 and in 1988 the 
ban was extended to all kinds of treatment of products (In Swedish: betning). Environmental 
analysis of mercury content continued, however, and high mercury content in fish not only 
close to the pulp and paper mills but also in lakes far away from agricultural and industrial 
activities. This mercury came from precipitation that emanated from the polluted areas. 
Beginning in November 1967, Swedish water courses were black listed because of their too 
high concentrations of mercury. The environmental alarms ended up at the Swedish dinner 
tables. Public health concerns recommended people not to eat fish from lakes more than once a 
week. Fish from black listed water courses was claimed unfit for human consumption, which 
affected small scale inland fishing (Thelander and Lundgren 1989, Lundqvist 1974). 
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3. The period 1972–1981 

3.1 Socioeconomic and geopolitical context 

In the early 1970s central actors expected a continued expansion based on the traditional 
industrial activities that were oriented towards the world market. In Sweden and elsewhere in 
the world, large investments in heavy- and shipbuilding industries were made in order to meet 
the expected increased demand for oil. The large budget deficit of the US that occurred because 
of the Vietnam War also contributed to the recession in 1970.  

The most significant geopolitical phenomenon in the 1970s was, however, the two oil crises. 
The oil producing countries also expected increased consumption and economic growth. The 
Arab-Israeli conflict contributed to both oil crises. The crisis that broke out in the world 
economy in the years following the dramatically increasing oil prices in October 1973 evolved 
into an international structural crisis. The stability of the world economic system that had 
prevailed since World War II vanished. Innovations spread and new industries and regions, 
such as Japan and South East Asia, took the lead. The crisis had its centre in the export 
industry, particularly in the heavy and shipbuilding industries. The oil price increase both 
increased the production costs and reduced the demand for shipbuilding. Higher oil prices also 
lead to the liberalisation of the international credit market because oil producing countries 
invested their surplus in the banks of the West. The oil price increase also contributed to high 
inflation in the latter part of the 1970s.  

Swedish GDP grew relatively slowly at on average at 1.9 per cent annually in 1972 to 1981 
(Figure 2). There were only two periods with annual GDP growth above three per cent (1973-
1974 and 1979) otherwise GDP grew slowly and in 1977 it decreased by almost two per cent. 
Imports and exports rose faster than GDP but much slower than the preceding decades at 3.7 
and 2.4 per cent respectively on average. This was about half the rate of the period before. 
Exports rose after the first and second oil crisis 1979-1980. Imports rose until 1974 and then 
rose sharply in 1976 and 1979 whereas it was low or negative during the rest of the decade.  
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Figure 2. Annual GDP-, import- and export growth 1972-1981 in per cent (Statistics Sweden 
and National Institute for Economic Research). 
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The high inflation and the decreasing aggregate demand required political action. With large 
unity, the so called bridging policy (In Swedish: överbryggningspolitiken) was developed. Its 
basic idea was to keep employment up through stimulation of domestic demand and by 
keeping and enhancing the production apparatus in order to be ready when the world economy 
took off again. In effect, the reform package included a temporary reduction of the value added 
tax (VAT) and government income tax cuts in 1974-1976, which was financed by industry 
through raised employment taxes. The actors were fully aware that this would result in a short-
term deficit in the balance of payments but the expected boom in the middle of the 1970s 
would more than well compensate for this. The high profits of industry contributed to 
relatively higher wage raises in Sweden than in the rest of the world in 1975 and 1976, which 
in turn decreased its competitiveness. Exports decreased and the deficit in the balance of 
payments got alarmingly high. At this point in time, the right block won the election (1976), 
and thus broke 44 years of Social Democrat governance. The structural problems became top 
priority for the new right block coalition government. The government devalued the Swedish 
krona by 10 per cent in spring 1977 and decreased employment taxes. It also decided that 
Sweden should leave the international currency cooperation (valutaormen). 

The world recession lead to reduced production and employment, however, smaller than in 
most other countries. The long-lived recession made the situation acute in other industries such 
as steel and textiles, which required a dramatic shift in business policy. The state contributed 
directly to industry and invested in structural change. The Social Democrats blamed the Right 
block for the recession but also argued that more selective measures should have been used. 

The latter part of the 1970s was dominated by the fate of nuclear power, which caused the first 
right wing coalition government to crack. Before the impact of the oil crisis was felt, energy 
saving was not placed high on the political agenda. The Liberals had proposed a program for 
saving energy in dwellings and public premises. In 1974, the political parties arranged energy 
councils and adopted energy policy programs and it became clear that the Center Party rejected 
the use of nuclear power whereas the Social Democrats and the Conservatives wanted to 
continue the expansion (at least 13 reactors). The major players in the debate were the leaders 
of the Center Party, Thorbjörn Fälldin, and the Social Democrats, Olof Palme.  

Another central political reform was the marginal income tax reform, which aimed at lowering 
the marginal income tax to maximum 50 per cent. The right wing coalition was not unified; 
the Center Party did not want to lower the marginal tax but accepted it as a part of a program 
to combat the economic recession. The government started negotiations with the Social 
Democrats and after intense talks the minister of budget, Rolf Wirtén, stated that it had been a 
“wonderful night”, which became the label of the marginal tax reform. The government also 
presented a policy package to reduce the deficit in the balance of payments that included a 
second devaluation of the Swedish currency by 10 per cent in autumn, 1981.  

3.2 The Environmental Debate 

In the preceding section we observed that national environmental scientific committees, 
agencies, policies and monitoring were established. In this period, 1972-1981, the 
environmental debate was characterised by both implementation of national policies, e.g. to 
combat pollution,  
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and by an internationalisation of the problems. The criticism of the capitalistic economic 
system is also central for the environmental debate of the 1970s. 

The environmental debate at the end of the 1960s and in the beginning of the 1970s was 
characterised by its occurrence at the end of a period of unprecedented economic growth, 
facing recession and high inflation. In the 1970s, the environmental policy in Sweden was 
polarised. At the same time as the environmental debate was radicalised, efforts were made to 
link environmental consideration and economic development, in particular the capitalistic 
interpretation of development. A number of internationally notified warning reports were 
published at the turn of decades, such as A Bluep int for Survival (The Ecologist 1972) and The 
Limits to Growth (Meadows et al. 1972). 

r

i

The new left in the late 1960s doubtlessly affected the environmental movement. According to 
the British sociologist David Pepper, the environmental movement was more inclined to the 
left. They concentrated at fundamental societal relations and recognised the evolution of the 
capitalist system as the main cause of the environmental crisis (Pepper 1989) The main part of 
the environmental associations in Sweden that were formed at the end of the 1960s were 
sprung from various left groups. In 1971 many of these groups united in the Miljögruppernas 
riksförbund (In English: National Association for Environmental Groups, MIGRI). 

The vision of an alternative society became more essential in the environmental debate. As a 
result of the environmental struggle in Stockholm in the late 1960s, the organisation Alternativ 
Stad (In English: Alternative City) was formed. The struggle of the elms (In Swedish: Kampen 
om almarna) that grew in the central park Kungsträdgården in Stockholm became a symbolic 
question for the growing environmental movement. The elms in Kungsträdgården were 
threatened by the construction of a new subway station. The protests included, nter alia, 
people that camped around the elms, succeeded to convince the politicians to move the subway 
station after harsh debates and thus the elms were saved. 

The green wave became a concept in the 1970s for those who wanted to leave the stress and 
environmental degradation in the major urban agglomerations. The oil crises and the 
expansion of nuclear power put energy issues on top of the agendas in many countries. We will 
return to this below. The intense political debate shaped the environmental debate and the 
focus of the environmental movement. Particularly, it enforced the notion of small scale 
economy and technology.  

Decentralisation, ecological, organic, zero-growth and local democracy were keywords of the 
alternative society. In conjunction with the ever more intense energy debates it was also 
referred to as the “low energy society”. “Small is Beautiful!” was their slogan, borrowed from 
the title of the book by Ernst Friedrich Schumacher, which came to be one of the most noticed 
books about economic and technological development that have formed a society and a system 
incomprehensively big and destructive for humans (Schumacher 1974, Anselm 2002). 

Deep ecology was established as an option to the more reformist environmental policy. The 
deep ecology concept was developed by the Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess, who wanted 
to distinguish between the more fundamental criticism of society and what he referred to as the 
shallow ecological criticism of society, which was much more reformist in kind and that 
claimed that the current society could be reformed into an ecologically fit society (Naess 1981).  
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In general, deep ecology can be described as value-based, bio-centric ethics, i.e. humankind is 
not the measure of everything else, nature has just the same eigenvalue as humankind. Deep 
ecology is also signified by holistic thinking meaning that everything in the world, society and 
nature, is connected. Neither the liberal market economic system, nor the socialist command 
economic system could solve the essential problems. In order to do that, a completely new 
social order was needed. To achieve this, policy needed to focus on decoupling people from the 
consumption- and welfare-society created by industrialism. The new society should not satisfy 
wants but needs. 

Four environmental policy goals can be characterised as deep ecological: 1) small-scale and 
decentralised production; 2) Zero growth, or at the least a comprehensively scrutinising 
economic growth, next to small-scale, bio-regionalism was the leitmot f of the economic 
alternative. Each region should be self-sufficient; 3) Participatory democracy: the contemporary 
democracies were rather characterised as elect-able dictatorship and thus they strived for a 
decentralisation of decisions and for consensus rather than majority decisions. This would 
obviously be a slower process, but it was deemed necessary because real democracy takes time; 
4) Egalitarianism: Equality between sexes/genders as well as ethnicities and between 
humankind and nature. 

i

In the pollution policy of the 1970s, one common feature was to use traditional administrative 
measures of command and control and hence regulation by legal rule was common (Weale 
1992). In the US and Germany explicit standards were developed whereas the UK and Sweden 
developed policies that relied on close working relationships between pollution inspectors and 
management of the regulated entities. In retrospect, commentators have pointed at the 
“implementation deficit” by which is meant that policies are not put into practise, i.e. they do 
not contribute to the change deemed necessary. Another common feature was that the policies 
generally favoured performance requirements rather than motivational aspirations of the actors 
(e.g., culpability, negligence and likelihood of compliance). Regulators are often forced to 
choose between negotiating compliance or enforcing standards. The regulatory strategies of the 
1970s also had to issue multiple permits: emissions to air or water and various compounds. 
For many economic activities this meant applying for several kinds of permits. Sweden was a 
spearhead with more integrated assessments in issuing the permits (ref.). The pollution policies 
also relied on well-working monitoring and control system in order to provide feedback of the 
changes undertaken.  

The environmental debate in the early 1980s started off with the referendum on nuclear power. 
The alternative visions of the future society had already gradually become chipped away. Even 
the alternative energy plan of the environmental movement (MALTE) had removed the visions 
of a radically different society in its rhetoric (Anselm 2002). Despite all this, the compromise 
alternative was victorious, implying that nuclear power would be phased out in the long-term. 
The disappointment was big within large parts of the opposition to nuclear power. One part of 
this movement reviewed their strategies and decided to form a national political party with a 
new ideological alternative. In autumn 1981, the first Swedish green party in national politics 
was formed: Miljöpartiet (In English: The Green Party of Sweden).  
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Some years later, the newcomer in national politics added “de gröna” (the Green) to its name 
in order to illustrate their connection to the most successful Green Party in Europe, the Federal 
Republic of Germany’s Die Grünen. Miljöpartiet caused irritation, laughter but also 
admiration for its radically different political organisation without party board and with 
animated, non-directed party conventions in the spirit of participatory democracy as well as 
with two spokespersons (språkrör) that were substituted often in the beginning. The 
spokespersons were substituted less frequently as the 1980s proceeded mainly because the 
media attention decreased for the continuously stream of new and unknown faces. This caused 
frustration among its members. 

We have selected two environmental issues that were particularly interesting in the period 
1972-1981. The first example involves the efforts to link economic development and 
environmental consideration at UN level and in which Swedish diplomacy played a key role. 
The second example concerns a natural resource issue, namely the supply of energy, 
particularly the two oil crises and the fate of nuclear power.  

3.2.1 Linking Economic Development and Environmental Consideration 

The first example illustrates Swedish diplomatic efforts to link economic development and 
environmental consideration. The environmental debate in the 1970s was not only about 
protests and more or less radical visions of an alternative society. Concurrently, a process 
aiming at linking environmental concern and economic development was going on. The 
preparatory work before the UN Conference on the Human Environment, which was held in 
Stockholm in 1972 (the Stockholm Conference)., played a significant part in that process With 
the suggestion to arrange an action-oriented environmental policy conference under UN 
auspices, the Swedish UN delegation in New York sought political recognition globally of the 
environmental issue as an essential inter-governmental question. Previous conferences on 
natural resources management that had been held since the 1940s all were conducted in a 
technocratic and scientific manner. They resulted in thick reports that avoided all political 
implications. Now time was ripe to place environmental issues high on the international 
political agenda. When the UN delegation presented the idea to the Swedish Government it fit 
perfectly with its strategic work, particularly the acidification issue which was acknowledged 
concurrently (Selin and Linnér 2005). 

As the first global political conference focusing on the environment, the Stockholm Conference 
put the political spotlight on the environmental crisis. Delegates from 113 states rallied around 
the conference motto, Only One Earth. Environmental Non-Governmental Organisations 
(NGOs) existed already in the 20th century and they began exerting real influence shortly after 
World War II. Yet, it was not until the Stockholm Conference that states actively sought to 
include NGO participation in global high-level political meetings (if only to a very limited 
extent). 

Many of the lasting results of the Stockholm Conference were not international, but domestic. 
In a number of states, these results stimulated the establishment of ministries of the 
environment and environmental protection agencies together with the enactment of new 
environmental legislation. The UK established the first ministry of the environment in 1971.  
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The next four years 17 more ministries were established in total, then falling back to one or 
two more per year until the late 1980s when a second wave of establishment of environmental 
ministries commenced in connection with the preparations for the UN Conference on 
Environment and development (Rio Conference). Other important outcomes were the creation 
of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) and the plan of action for continued international 
cooperation. 

Figure 3 illustrates when states for the first time set up environmental ministries, starting with 
the first environmental ministry that was established in 1971 by the United Kingdom, ending in 
1995 when there were 103 environmental ministries in total.  
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Figure 3: Number of environmental ministries established each year (from Selin and Linnér 
2005). 

 

Much of both the Stockholm Declaration and Action Plan reflected a North-South 
compromise. The Declaration recognised the South position that “environmental deficiencies 
generated by the conditions of under-development … pose grave problems and can best be 
remedied by accelerated development through the transfer of substantial quantities of financial 
and technological assistance.” However, the conference outcomes did little to actually fulfil 
this, and the North made no binding financial commitments.  

The Stockholm Conference successfully brought international attention to the environmental 
crisis, but did not resolve any of the inherent tensions in linking environmental protection with 
social and economic development. Further, the oil crises and the preceding economic recession 
resulted in an economic climate where few states in the global North were prepared to fund 
any new large initiatives. Instead, multilateral cooperation continued largely on specific issues 
pushed by the North, resulting in separate treaties on wildlife protection as well as air and 
water pollution. 
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Connected to the bridge-building ambition of Sweden during the Cold War, the involved 
hoped that the environment as a globally important question would strengthen the UN, whose 
room for action was severely weakened due to the tensions between the West and East blocks 
and complications in the aftermath of decolonisation. Besides that, there were aspirations that 
the unavoidable cross-sectoral character of environmental issues would assist in breaking down 
bureaucratic barriers in a more sectoral and neurasthenic UN system. 

The Stockholm Declaration in which one of the major efforts were the adoption of Principle 
21, which recognises the sovereign right of states to formulate their own environmental 
objectives but also their common responsibility to ensure that national activities do not affect 
other states negatively. Principle 21 thus has come to serve as an essential legal principle for 
organisation of international cooperation in for instance transboundary air pollutants, not the 
least for the Swedish effort to combat acidification internationally. In retrospect, the Stockholm 
Conference has often erroneously been attributed the starting shot for a more global 
discussion, which as we have seen were present much earlier (Selin and Linnér 200X). 
Nevertheless, the Conference furthered international environmental cooperation.  

Despite its global perspective, perhaps the effect of the Conference was most significant 
domestically. As a part of the preparations, the Swedish government proposed that all states 
should compile a national report on the state of the environment and which environmental 
policy measures that had been implemented. It was the first time many states produced such a 
comprehensive environmental overview and in several states the environmental overview 
resulted in establishment of environmental protection agencies and new legislation to manage 
problems that had not been recognised before. Sweden, as the host country, felt pressure to 
show itself as an environmental spearhead and throughout the conference year it was heavily 
debated in the media whether or not Sweden was the world champion in environmental 
protection and conservation.  

The motto of the Stockholm Conference was Only One Earth as a symbol for the unity among 
the environmental questions that was strived for. There were, however, sharp differences 
among the attending states and the daily conference paper (published by the non-governmental 
organisation Friends of the Earth and the scientific journal The Ecologist) described the 
atmosphere after the first day of the conference in the headline ”Only 113 Earths”. 

The tensions between the global North and South on the conference’s alignment towards, on 
the one hand, environmental protection and, on the other, development dominated the 
Stockholm Conference. Despite serious efforts to overcome these tensions by emphasising the 
importance of seeing environment and development issues as intimately connected throughout 
the preparations of the conference, many states claimed that they were in direct conflict with 
one another. The grave recession that hit the West between 1973 and 1975 caused high 
structural unemployment in Europe. This made the view that there were natural limits to 
economic growth easier to apprehend. Yet again, the ghost of Malthus came alive and the 
cause of the problem was attributed to population growth which particularly took place in the 
global South. 
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3.2.2 The Supply of Energy: Oil Crises and Nuclear Power 

The second example in this period concerns the continuous struggle for energy. The supply of 
energy involved utilisation of new technologies and a renewed demonstration of the 
importance of the power over natural resources. We present the implications of the rapidly 
increasing oil prices that occurred at both the beginning and end of the 1970s that, inter alia, 
brought the attention to energy efficiency and coal technology. We also recall the animated 
discussion about the fate of nuclear power in Sweden that took part during the latter part of 
the period 1972-1981. Both examples also involve major changes in the political landscape.  

The energy system of the industrial world in the early 1970s was heavily dependent on the 
transportation of enormous quantities of oil, especially from Middle East petroleum exporting 
countries. Europe and Japan were particularly dependent with 80 and over 90 per cent 
imported oil, respectively. In contrast, the US imported 12 per cent of its oil from the Middle 
East at that point in time. After 1970, at any point in time, about 20 litres of oil was on its way 
to every person on the globe. Most of it arrived safely to its destination. Some of it caused large 
negative effects and sea birds all covered in oil became viewed as unambiguous symbols of the 
environmental risks of the oil economy. The economies of the industrialised countries in the 
global North were also dependent on an ever-increasing supply of other natural resources. 

The breakdown of the Bretton Woods fixed currency system in 1971, when the US ended the 
convertibility of dollars to gold, resulted in decreased oil prices because oil was paid for in 
dollars at prices fixed in dollars. Lower dollar prices, consequently, lowered oil revenues for oil 
exporting countries and also set in motion concerns for other raw material producers in the 
global South having similar price setting mechanisms. Geopolitically, the western support of 
Israel provided a reason for oil exporting countries to use oil as a political means. A separate 
group of the Organization of Arab Oil Exporting Countries (OPEC) was formed joined by 
Syria and Egypt (two of the contending parties) aiming at limiting Israel’s ability to get oil for 
crises in the future. The conflict, however, triggered rather than caused a crisis already in the 
making due to the difference in prices increases between western export products and oil. In 
October 1973, OPEC limited their production of oil, placed an embargo on oil export to those 
western states they believed had supported Israel in the war (especially the US and the 
Netherlands) and a boycott on Israel. These measures caused a quadrupling of the nominal oil 
price.  

The first oil crises changed western policies towards more restrictive monetary policy, more 
widespread oil extraction and more investment in energy-efficiency and alternative energy 
sources. It also demonstrated the mighty power over a strategic natural resource. Some 
commentators, such as the environmental historian Mc Neill (2002), have argued that oil has 
been, in many respects, the most significant factor in shaping environmental history in the post-
War era.  

The high oil prices affected and shaped to a certain extent the world economy throughout the 
1970s. Oil-importing countries were weakened economically, while many oil-exporting 
countries blossomed.  Central banks fought the recession by cutting interest rates at the cost of 
higher inflation causing so called stagflation. And, not the least, the economic recession that 
followed the oil crisis was a clear setback for the momentum the environmental issues had 
gained in the beginning of the 1970s.  
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In the booming economies the capital accumulated and fell into the hands of elites investing 
mostly abroad, large economic development plans, massive arms purchases and foreign aid.  

The OPEC production cut unintentionally opened the door to a new era of petroleum 
extraction. New oil fields were developed, inter alia, in Alaska, the Mexican Gulf, Siberia and 
the North Sea thus spreading the environmental effects of oil extraction, including drilling, 
refinement and pipelines, over most parts of the world. This shift caused economic booms in 
the some regions of the world and some commentators mean that the increased oil revenues 
prolonged the fall of the Soviet Union. The Cold War bi-polar logic of the US also suffered 
because of the challenge from oil producing countries and British government documents from 
the time have revealed that the US considered invading Kuwait and Saudi Arabia during the 
crisis.  

The oil crisis also facilitated investment to increase energy efficiency in the industrial countries. 
In this respect, Japan was particularly successful in steering the economy towards less oil-
intensive activities such as electronics. Interest in alternative energy sources, in particular wood 
fuel and research in solar- and wind power, became commonplace in the industrialised North. 
The measures, however, affected economies differently and thus also were handled differently. 

US oil import fell from 1.2 million to 19 000 barrels per day, which caused a 50 per cent 
increase in gasoline prices from May 1973 to June 1974 and a soaring New York stock 
market. The US government issued price controls of “old” oil in order to encourage 
exploration of new oil. This enhanced the crisis by withdrawal of old oil from the market. Gas 
rations were also put in place as well as limiting maximum driving speed to 55 miles per hour. 
In February 1975 the US administration presented the Project Independence aiming at making 
the US energy independent and a year later, President Nixon appointed an “energy czar”. In 
1977 a cabinet level Department of Energy as well as the US Strategic Petroleum Reserve were 
created. Advertising campaigns encouraged energy saving using the motto “Don’t be Fuelish”. 
Further, cars were downsized in order to reduce the consumption of gasoline. The effectiveness 
of these measures was questionable.  

The UK, together with France and later the EEC issued a statement that supported Israeli 
withdrawal to its pre-1967 borders. Then OPEC lifted the embargo to the EEC. Price increases, 
nevertheless, had a dramatic impact on EEC economies, particularly in the UK, where it 
together with a coal mine strike caused an energy crises and a breakdown of post war 
consensus and the rise of Thatcherism.  

The second oil crisis occurred in 1979 as a result of the Iranian Revolution in which Ayatollah 
Khomeini gained power. The change of regimes caused decreased oil export and made it more 
unstable causing a widespread (but largely unfounded) panic and a sharp price increase. US 
domestic production increased which made the effect of the price increase less severe than at 
the previous crisis. Rationing was suggested by never put in place and price controls were 
phased out. The Carter administration also promoted energy conservation and, symbolically, 
installed solar panels and a wood stove at the White House. 

At the time of the first oil crisis, Swedish economic growth was on the increase and actors 
expected a similar turn of events as during preceding decades. A government agency with the 
aim to promote industrial development was formed.  
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In retrospect, it has become clear that the Swedish economy was unbalanced and that there 
were a number of issues that coincided to make the effect of the first oil crisis so severe. The 
Swedish economy at that time was relatively sensitive for international changes in the economic 
climate, dependent on raw material and on prices set in US dollars. Further, traditional 
Keynesian stabilisation policy, which emphasised demand shifts, was firmly established in 
Sweden since at least the World War II. Economists and politicians were also united in the 
belief in economic policy to control economic development (employment and growth) in the 
heyday of social engineering.  

Consequently, it was not surprising that Swedish politicians met the escalating oil prices with 
measures targeted towards the aggregate demand of the economy. In this case, however, the oil 
crisis affected the supply side of the economy and the bridging policy that was designed did not 
affect the imbalances of the economy. Rather, the bridging policy resulted in somewhat less 
deep recess as well as somewhat lower economic growth in the preceding economic recovery. 
The political response also involved measures within the energy sphere. 

The Prime Minister of Sweden, Olof Palme, gave a live radio speech to the nation in November 
1973. In the speech, Palme emphasised the severity of the crisis and the need for the Swedish 
people to unite in facing its consequences and to be ready to accept lower standards of living. 
In January 1974 electricity rationing was implemented. This was the first time conservation or 
regulation of electricity or energy use was used by the Swedish Government. In 1975 a 
government bill (Prop 1975:30) suggested measures such as making heating of detached houses 
more efficient, energy tax increase and increased international cooperation. Large scale change 
in heating system in detached houses, from oil to electricity, was also implemented. This was a 
viable option due to the expansion of nuclear power, which made large amounts of cheap 
electricity available.  

The first oil crises also encouraged the first national governmental energy research programme 
in 1975. The programme studied the effects of improved insulation of buildings, metering and 
billing of hot water and heating energy and solar power. In other countries daylight saving was 
implemented in 1976. This was also discussed in Sweden but was not implemented until the 
second oil crisis in 1980.  

The second oil crisis hit Sweden at a time when the public debate on the fate of nuclear power 
(see below) was on the top of the national political agenda. This made (nuclear based) 
electricity an unviable political option. Instead coal was viewed as the solution on the heating 
problem, particularly in large-scale district heating facilities. Government subsidies to 
conversions into coal-based district heating were common in the early 1980s. This changed in 
Mid-80s when a carbon tax was introduced and so called biofuels became the favoured 
political option 

In Sweden, the environmental debate in the 1970s was, above all, characterised by the nuclear 
power issue. The to be or not to be of nuclear power came to dominate the agenda in the latter 
half of the 1970s. Nuclear power for non-military purposes started in the Soviet Union in 1954 
and within a few years United Kingdom and USA followed. In Sweden, the first boiler reactor 
for commercial purposes was commissioned in Oskarshamn in 1972. The year after, the oil 
crisis came as a blow straight in the solar plexus of Western society.  
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As a part of the strong criticism of civilisation that took place during most parts of the decade, 
the risks of the high-tech society became more in focus than before (Anselm 2000).  

The nuclear power issue broke the left-right dimension in Swedish national politics. 
Vänsterpartiet kommunisterna (In English: the Left Party the Communists, VPK nowadays the 
Left Party) and the Centre Party became the first political parties to oppose nuclear power in 
1973. At the end of the 1970s, an umbrella organisation was formed that aimed to keep the 
groups that opposed nuclear power together. The Folkkampanjen mot atomkraft (In English: 
People’s campaign against atomic power) included about 40 organisations, among them, of 
course, the Left Party the Communists and the Center Party but also Kristen Demokratisk 
Samling (In English: Union of Christian Democrats, KDS nowadays Kristdemokraterna). Even 
parts of the Social Democrats and Folkpartiet (In English: the Liberals) joined as well as most 
of the environmental NGOs and large parts of the Peace and Women’s movements.  

The accidents came one after another, beginning in Windsdale, United Kingdom in 1957 and 
on March 28, 1979 the up until then most severe accident took place at Three Mile Island close 
to Harrisburg, Pennsylvania in the US. The cause of the accident was a stop of the pumps that 
fed water to the pressure reactor’s steam turbines and generators. This drained large parts of 
the reactor hard, which in turn made it melt and collapse. The major part of the radioactive 
emission stayed within the facility. But the reactor accident took place in the middle of the 
inflamed nuclear power debate in Sweden and made the scales tip over to those who wanted a 
referendum about the fate of nuclear power. When the Social Democrats had turned there were 
a majority in the parliament for a referendum, which took place in 1980, the year after the 
Harrisburg accident (Anselm 2000) 

The referendum singled out three alternatives. All of them required an abolishment of nuclear 
power, the question was rather the pace of the shut down. All alternatives also demanded that 
the oil dependence should be reduced. According to the first alternative (Linje 1), nuclear 
power would be abolished when it was possible with respect to the industrial electricity 
demand; up until then it could be further developed. The second alternative (Linje 2), argued 
that the existing and the already planned reactors, in total 12 reactors, were enough. The 
reactors should be phased out when it was possible without effects on employment and 
welfare. The third alternative (Linje 3), demanded an immediate stop of continued expansion 
of nuclear power. During the referendum rally, Folkkampanjen, as it was commonly referred 
to, became the organisational basis of the third alternative. In the referendum, the first and 
second alternatives together got 58 per cent of the votes and the third alternative 39 per cent. 
The result was generally interpreted as a victory for the proponents of nuclear power (Anselm 
2000). 

Today, we can conclude that the issue is not solved, but it can be described as sufficiently 
handled politically. By referring the issue to the public, and based on the result making political 
compromises that only imply slow changes status vis-à-vis status quo, that nuclear power 
should be phased out but not when. It is partly handled as a technological issue, since new 
improvements in safety has been used as arguments to postpone the phase out. Yet, in spite of 
technology improvements, recent developments with a close down in summer 2006 of reactors, 
the basic criticism still stands in public and political debate. In addition, the storage of nuclear 
waste is still not solved. 
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4. The period 1982–1991 

4.1 Socioeconomic and geopolitical context 

The late 1980s and early 1990s was a dramatic period in geopolitical, economic and 
environmental respects. The fall of the Soviet Union and the other communist dictatorships of 
the Warsaw Pact re-drew the geopolitical boundaries, making the West-East and Cold War 
concepts obsolete. In Sweden, the Social Democrats ruled throughout the period. On February 
26, 1986 the Prime Minister of Sweden, Olof Palme, was shot and killed in central Stockholm. 
This incident has later come to symbolise the day Sweden lost its innocence and perhaps its 
perceived isolation from the “rest” of the world. From the middle of the 1980s it also became 
more clear that President Reagan of the USA and Prime Minister Thatcher of the United 
Kingdom shared a point of view in terms of the need for market liberalisation and harsh 
reductions on government spending. This implied a less active role for the state. 

One of the most important developments in Swedish national politics was that vital elements of 
the so called Swedish model disappeared, such as the conditions for salary setting, the 
gradually liberalised credit market and, above all, a strong negative pressure on the state after 
the devaluation in 1982. The state had to be restrictive because of the high government debt 
and more restrictive conditions for domestic debt financing. The meagre state finances was 
affected negatively by the devaluations (increased foreign debt) and the raising real interest 
rates thus caused a halt to the continuous expansion of the public sector that had taken place 
since World War II. After the election in 1982, the Social Democrat government devalued the 
Swedish Krona by 16 per cent in order to encourage Swedish exports and decrease domestic 
consumption. Both the right block opposition and industry protested against the devaluation 
due to fear of higher inflation. The government announced that it wanted to walk “the policy 
of the third road” (In Swedish: den tredje vägens politik), which was based on increased profits 
and slowly increasing salaries and government expenditure. October 4, 1983 75 000 people 
participated in a demonstration against the proposed ”löntagarfonder”. This, together with the 
submarine hysteria, illustrates how the tensions in the Swedish society increased because of the 
economic crisis. One of the central issues in the 1985 election campaign thus was the whether 
the economic policy was right and whether a system shift was necessary. Another important 
issue was the tax reform of the century – with the Social Democrats own words - in 1989, 
which would be implemented in 1990 and 1991 that implied no government tax on low 
incomes, uniform tax on interests, higher VAT on energy. At the end of the 1980s, the Social 
Democrats experienced a government crisis, the Ebbe Carlsson and the Bofors affairs gave rise 
to criticism. The effects of market liberalisation, several devaluations of the Swedish krona and 
high inflation macroeconomic policy created conditions for the so-called yuppie era. In the end 
of the 1980s, there was almost no unemployment in Sweden and salaries rose steadily from 
year to year. Consequently, measures were needed in order to avoid overheat and a responsible 
economic policy became superior to other political goals in the 1990 Government Declaration. 
The program contained stop for salary increase, prices, rents and municipal income tax. In 
autumn 1990 a bank crisis started in Sweden. The finance company Nyckeln announced that it 
could no longer pay its debts and this lead to a severe financial crisis.  
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Urwitz (1996) has identified eight reasons that taken together caused real estate prices to fall 
and bank losses to boom: removal of incentives for risk taking through credit liberalisation, 
real estate and construction made up a too large a share of Swedish economy, backlash after a 
long period of relatively high economic growth, liberalisation of financial markets, the timing 
of the tax reform in relation to the liberalisation of the credit market, rapid and very deep 
recession, successful combat of inflation and weaknesses within Swedish banking. 

Between 1982 and 1991 annual GDP grew on average at 2.1 per cent, which was somewhat 
higher than the preceding period but still far from 1950-1971 (figure 4). The period began and 
ended with periods with relatively slower GDP growth. During 1984 and 1989 Sweden 
experienced a long period with steady GDP growth at between 2 and 4 per cent. Imports and 
exports increased at the same rate, on average by 3.9 per cent annually in the period. Imports 
and exports increased steadily during the period with relatively high GDP growth but from 
different points of origin. Exports decreased from about 6 per cent to less than 4 per cent and 
imports increased from about 4 per cent to about five per cent. In 1990, both imports and 
exports fell sharply when Sweden entered the worst recession since the one in the 1930s.  
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Figure 4. Annual GDP-, import- and export growth 1982-1991 in per cent (Statistics Sweden 
and National Institute for Economic Research). 

4.2 The Environmental Debate 

In the 1980s an opposite environmental policy strategy grew stronger: a campaign- and media- 
oriented with a slimmed hierarchy of decision-making. Since the 1960s, a large part of the 
environmental organisations’ activities aimed at making the public more aware of the 
environmental issues by getting stories published in news papers and in the parliamentary 
debate. The new form of lobbying, which had been formed in the North American media 
climate and political structure, symbolised by Greenpeace that was established in Sweden in 
1983, had many followers in the well-established environmental organisations and new 
organisations such as Det Naturliga Steget (In English: The Natural Step Foundation), which 
was established in 1989. The niche of Det Naturliga Steget was to affect business by “talking 
with capitalists in the capitalist language”. The right-wave in 1980s politics also welcomed 
more criticism of the strong states in the environmental debate.  
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At the late 1980s, the number of members grew rapidly in environmental NGOs such as 
Greenpeace, Naturskyddsföreningen and the World Wildlife Foundation.  

Sweden got its first Minister of the Environment after the 1985 election. The interest in 
environmental issues was also high in the 1988 election. In the summer of 1988, there was a 
mass death of seals along the Swedish coast. The seal death highlighted environmental 
questions in the election campaign the same year. According to political scientist Martin 
Bennulf (1994) no single issue ever had become so dominating in any election campaign. At the 
election, Miljöpartiet became represented in the Swedish parliament. The political parties 
continued to pay attention to environmental questions during the mandate period that 
followed.  

At the side of the more traditional protest actions, environmental action got a new meaning 
during the 1980s. The advertising campaign of Svenska Naturskyddsföreningen Handla 
miljövänligt! (In English: Act/Shop Environmentally Friendly!) started in 1985 and can be seen 
as a milestone in the environmental debate. It was then environmental activism transformed 
from protests and demonstrations against specific issues into every day activities at the 
shopping mall. The organisation peaked at almost 200 000 members in 1990 (compared to 
about 168 000 in 2006). 

In the 1980s it became evident that the risks of nuclear power were international. April 26, 
1986 the worst nuclear accident so far occurred. By mistakes of the reactor operations staff at 
Chernobyl nuclear power plant, situated north of Kiev, the capital of Ukraine, a reactor caught 
fire. The explosions that followed, inter alia, blew off the roof of the reactor building. 
Radioactive substances, mainly Caesium and Iodine, were spread over the major part of 
Europe. The total amount of radioactive radiation was several hundred times bigger that from 
the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings. Within a month, at least 31 people had died. 
Countless people died and will die from cancer caused by the radioactive material being spread 
at the accident. All people living at the northern hemisphere got at least a small dose of the 
radiation from Chernobyl. As environmental historian John McNeill reminds us: when nobody 
else but historians will remember the Soviet Union, the environmental characteristics of nuclear 
power will still be observable. One part of the nuclear waste and nuclear emissions from 
Chernobyl will be deadly for another 24 000 years. “Easily the most lasting human insignia of 
the twentieth century and the longest lien on the future that any generation of humanity has yet 
imposed (McNeill 2000) In the morning on April 28, increased levels of radioactivity were 
detected at the Forsmark nuclear power plant in Sweden. Later, radioactive downfall was 
measured at several places in Sweden, mainly in northern Sweden. The consumption of berries, 
mushrooms and meet from reindeer was restricted as a consequence of the Chernobyl accident.  

The values of the Swedish people have been monitored since 1987 by the SOM Institute 
(Society, Opinion and Media) at Gothenburg University. The respondents have been asked to 
rate which political questions they think are the most important. The polls demonstrate on a 
marked, not to say dramatic, change in the weight attached to environmental questions. In 
1987 to 1990, environmental questions were rated as the most important category of all. In 
1988 they measured the highest percentage ever in the investigation for any single political 
issue; 62 per cent stated that the environment was the most important political question.  
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Closest was healthcare with about 20 per cent and law and order as well as the economy was 
chosen by about 10% each. In the beginning of the 1990s, the attention paid to environmental 
questions decreased, according to the SOM-polls. The economic crisis of the 1990s probably 
contributed to new priorities. Miljöpartiet lost its place in the parliament after the 1991 
election and the following year about half of the respondents choose employment as the most 
important question with the Swedish economy on second place. The environment then was 
mentioned by about 20% of the respondents (Holmberg and Weibull 2001). 

In the 1980s, it also became more obvious that the pollution policy of the 1970s had been 
flawed in conception because they did not consider the consequences of political non-decisions, 
such as cross-media transfers (Weale 1992) . The first law of thermodynamics is today 
common knowledge but then it was common not to recognise that a solution of air pollution 
could cause water or soil pollution. Moreover, environmental policy was treated as a policy 
area of its own which could simply be added to other policy areas. The establishment of 
environmental protection agencies, thus, brought one more interest to the fore without 
providing a forum for reconciliation. Agricultural intensification and water pollution is a good 
example of this. Intense agricultural practises are a product of government policy intervention 
and one of its effects, i.e. water pollution, was to be addressed by another government agency. 
This lack of integration of environmental concerns into public policy will be discussed further 
in the concluding section. Another feature of the pollution policy of the 1970s was that it 
allowed for problem solution by exporting the problem in space (and political landscape), 
which is illustrated by taller factory chimneys leading to transboundary air pollution at the 
same time as local air pollution is “solved”. Not all pollution policy lacked international 
dimension; in some instances it prompted action locally (e.g., Marine Pollution). 

Furthermore, new and potentially very serious issues, such as steadily increasing nitrate 
concentrations in rivers and CO2 concentrations in the atmosphere, declining ozone 
concentrations globally and particularly over Antarctica, and global climate change and ozone 
depletion, were gradually brought into the public eye in the 1980s. The risks of transboundary 
oil transports and nuclear power as well as massive algae blooms and seal deaths also 
contributed to making the environment top priority in the political debate. 

The “new” pollution problems and the enhanced understanding that pollution was not just a 
by-product of economic activity but that pollution reflected the policy priorities of the states at 
that time such as support for intense agricultural practises and expansion of the highway 
system.  

The international scale of pollution problems, such as acidification, declining concentrations of 
ozone and climate change presented hitherto unprecedented challenges to the international 
community. The international system, based as it is on the sovereignty of nation states and the 
practise of ad-hoc cooperation on specific issues, was clearly not sufficient to handle these 
pollution issues. 

In the 1980s a shift towards understanding the environmental issues in terms of 
transboundary, international and even global issues accelerated, and certain environmental 
problems were framed and more or less successfully handled in this new context. We have, 
therefore, chosen three examples of such international or global pollution management.  
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The first example is acidification, which was managed rapidly at national level in Sweden but 
international regulation took almost two more decades. The second example concerns the 
ozone hole, which inter alia illustrates the role of science in detecting environmental issues. 

4.2.1 Acidification 

During the late 1960s, another environmental issue rapidly made political career: 
transboundary acidification. About a year passed from the scientific recognition of long-range 
air-borne transport of sulphur dioxide pollutants until it became regulated in Swedish law. At 
the same day in autumn 1967, the widespread acidification of precipitation and water courses 
was presented both at the formal celebration of the Swedish Royal Academy of Engineering 
Sciences and in an opinion in the large national daily newspaper, Dagens Nyheter, by soil 
scientist Svante Odén. The response from the national political system was remarkably swift. In 
Autumn 1968 a law was passed that stated that the sulphur concentration in fuel oil could not 
exceed 2.5 per cent and in 1974 it would be further reduced to 1.0 per cent. Nevertheless, it 
took, as we will return to later, still another decade before this goal was achieved. Despite the 
high political interest and attention given to the acidification issue it was not covered in 
national media. It was in conjunction with the so-called Waldsterben in the 1980s that media 
coverage increased. Acidification had motivated the Swedish parliament to pass the law on 
reduced concentration of sulphur six years later. Due to strong opposition from industry, this 
goal was to be fulfilled much later. 

At the Stockholm Conference in 1972, the Swedish government tried to put acidification on the 
international political agenda. A new report had been presented, which raised interest and 
distrust at the conference. The evidence was found too inconclusive. Still the presentation had 
an effect. After the conference, the OECD began a series of investigations in order to get solid 
evidence. The final report in 1977 stated what today is considered so self-evident that it is hard 
to believe that it could ever be controversial, namely that air quality in a country is affected by 
emissions from other countries. This was a step in the environmental law that became 
developed based on the Principle 21 of the Stockholm Conference. The OECD-report stated 
that there was undisputable evidence that particles invisible to the human eye, can be 
transported in air masses, be converted chemically and fall back to the ground hundreds of 
kilometres away from the source of emission. The report also demonstrated that about one 
fifth of the deposition, in total about 500 000 metric tonnes of sulphur, originated from 
Sweden, the rest came from other countries and natural sources (Svenska Naturvårdsverket 
1991). The OECD findings caused the Norwegian government to propose that the UN 
Economic Commission for Europe should adopt an international convention for long-range 
transboundary air pollution. In November, 1979, 33 countries ratified the Convention on 
Long-Range Transboundary Air Pollution. 

Nonetheless, it took until the mid 1980s, before the parties agreed on concrete measures. Then, 
the acidification issue was hot stuff in the media due to the West German Waldsterben. Being a 
neighbouring country to Germany, brought new momentum to the question and in 1984 the 
legislation for sulphur concentration in fuel oil got stricter (Lundgren 1998, Svenska 
Naturvårdsverket 1991). In the 1980s, acidification became an issue for environmental 
management.  
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Naturvårdsverket was active in the process of defining and developing a protocol to the 
CLRTAP convention and needed people’s support in its push for this. In 1985, some 25 
countries agreed to decrease sulphur emissions by 39 per cent in the period 1980-1993 
(Svenska Naturvårdsverket 1991). 

The long-range transboundary air pollution issue is frequently mentioned as an example where 
states have agreed and implemented a treaty (Lidskog 2004). It is evident that no nation state 
can solve the transboundary air pollution issue and international cooperation is a necessity. 
The transboundary air pollution issue was also very closely related to science. As we have seen, 
it was important in its discovery but science was also been important in the determination of 
measures. The knowledge generated a map of winners and losers. Some countries used a lot of 
fossil fuels, but their geographic location and wind pattern “exported” their emissions and thus 
also their negative consequences to other countries. The environmental problem required 
international cooperation for its solution and simultaneously there were few incentives for 
many countries to contribute to this solution. Consequently, several countries were reserved in 
the beginning. In the early 1980s, however, the German debate on the Waltsterben transformed 
the German position from opponent to proponent. New technology that reduced the emissions 
became available in the 1980s. This together with a major economic restructuring also shifted 
the UK government’s position. Then the LRTAP convention started to roll. 

4.2.2 The Thinning of the Ozone Layer 

Between 1950 and 1980 ozone concentrations over Antarctica declined steadily at an 
increasing rate/pace resulting in large “holes” that occurred regularly. Beginning in the 1970s, 
scientific research acknowledged that the use of chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) and other ozone-
depleting substances like halons, carbon tetrachloride, and methyl chloroform created holes in 
the ozone layer which protects life on earth from ultraviolet radiation. Increased radiation has 
been found to increase the risk of cataracts, damaged immune systems and skin cancers. 
Further it is destroys phytoplankton, which is fundamental for the ocean food chains.  

Already in 1977, the Swedish government passed a bill against further use of CFCs in spray 
cans, but this early political action was in a way due to the early awakening regarding 
international environmental problems that took place since the 1960s on long-range transport 
of air pollutants. In the 1980s the international political response to these findings where 
exceptionally swift in spite of the protests of chemical manufacturers. The Vienna Convention 
for the Protection of the Ozone Layer of 1985 and its Montreal Protocol on Substances that 
Deplete the Ozone Layer of 1987 led to a drastic reduction in the use of ozone depleting 
substances. The international regulation of ozone depleting substances is often referred to as 
the prime example of successful international environmental regulation. 

The Vienna Convention of 1985 and the Montreal Protocol Layer of 1987 have inspired 
negotiations on the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) of 
1992 and its Kyoto Protocol of 1997, for example in the financial mechanism, the procedures 
for reviewing and amending the rules of agreement, the design of selecting a basket of gases 
that are subject to regulation, linking policy making with scientific and technical advice, and 
the non-compliance procedure (Oberthür, 1999).  
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Still, some of the CFCs released into the atmosphere before the conclusion of the Montreal 
Protocol of 1987 will still be destroying the ozone layer a hundred years later. 

The ozone issue has been ranked as the most serious environmental threat by Swedish citizens 
in a number of polls. The concrete consequences for everyday life, some of which we can see 
today in Australia, and for one’s own health is the usual explanation of this.  
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5. The period 1992–2001 

5.1 Socioeconomic and geopolitical context 

The effects of the dramatically shifting geopolitical map of the world continued and in the mid 
1990s a positive wave was felt. Some commentators announced the death of communism and 
central planning and the death of the ideologies. Through the 1990s, a new paradigm of world 
order seemed to emerge, which was connoted “globalisation”. For globalisation advocates, it 
signalled a profound change of social organisation in which economic competition, conducted 
through the mediation of market democracies and inter-governmental organisations dominated 
by the US, would replace military conflict. As observed by the Clinton administrations, the 
globalisation paradigm made the US the “indispensable nation” for keeping peace and 
furthering the system of market democracies. 

Although its adherents proclaimed it as historically inevitable, globalisation was never more 
than one project in a multifaceted political landscape that also included opposed tendencies, 
such as Islamic revolutionaries, the AIDS crisis, drought, famine and resource wars in Africa 
and the unresolved conflict between Israel and Palestine (pinr.com).  

One of the significant developments during this period was the establishment of the World 
Trade Organization in 1995. International trade policy had developed gradually since the end 
of World War II and gradually removed barriers to trade in goods and services. In the end of 
the period, more and more countries joined the economic system, so it became truly a global 
one, at least in its geographical extension. 

Economic globalisation received its first political blow in 1999 at the World Trade 
Organization meetings in Seattle. Not only did protests disrupt the conference but also inside 
the meeting halls, participants could not agree on a way forward to further reduction of the 
trade barriers. Since then, the international efforts to advance a global capitalist economy have 
slowed down.  

In terms of Swedish national politics, a right-wing coalition won the 1991 election and ruled 
until 1994. The early 1990 was also characterised by a decreasing stability of the political 
system, the position of the Social Democrats weakened, as were the leading parties on the 
labour market. Instead of strong central organisations on the labour market, big and efficient 
public sector, the political discourse was characterised by voluntariness, competition and 
freedom of choice. The economic crisis that had started in the late 1990s deepened and 
unemployment rates increased up to 7 per cent in 1992, which was the highest since the 1930s. 
In 1992, the Swedish currency was hit by a wave of speculation, which resulted in a severe 
economic crisis. The Bank of Sweden fought to defend the fixed currency rate. Two crisis 
packages were negotiated between the government and the Social Democrats. A third package 
failed and on November 19, 1992 the Bank of Sweden announced a variable rate of the 
Swedish Krona, which in practise lead to a dramatic devaluation. In 1992, the government 
budget deficit exploded to about SEK 200 billion, which was one of the largest in the whole 
world at that time.   

In 1994, the Social Democrats won the election and in the years to come a very strict financial 
policy was conducted.  
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In January 1995, Sweden joined the European Community together with Austria and Finland. 
In the late 1990s, economic growth took off driven by high expectations of the benefits of 
Information and Communication Technology. Stockholm was one of the hottest places in the 
world and the entrepreneurial spirit was felt in most segments of society. In the end of the 
decade the IT balloon shrunk and economic growth decreased significantly. 

The 1990s started off with the second largest recession in Swedish modern history. On average 
GDP grew by 2.2 percent annually, which was about the same as the period before (Figure 5). 
The shifts, however, were more dramatic than the decade before. GDP growth was negative 
three consecutive years in 1991 to 1992. In 1994-1995 GDP grew at almost 4 per cent and 
then slowed down again in 1996-1997. In 1998 to 2000 GDP grew at almost 4 per cent 
annually. At the end of the period GDP growth slowed down as a consequence of 9/11. Export 
growth was high the whole period, whereas the imports did not grow in 1992-1993 and in 
2001. Exports increased faster than imports (8.2 compared to 6.0 percent annually on average) 
for the first time since WWII and both trade flows grew faster than the two preceding decades. 
Imports grew at the same rate as in 1950-1970.  
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Figure 5. Annual GDP-, import- and export growth 1992-2001 in per cent (Statistics Sweden 
and National Institute for Economic Research) 

5.2 The Environmental Debate 

International environmental cooperation was ranked high on the political agenda for four 
reasons: The Rio-Conference came as a culmination of an increasingly intense international 
cooperation, which had been occurring since the Stockholm Conference. The fall of the Berlin 
Wall and the weathering apart of the East block opened up a window of opportunity to pay 
attention to and also to vitalise the discussion on what to do about the environmental state in 
and around the Baltic Sea. 

Although the ending of the Cold War has involved a dramatic reduction in East-West tension, 
power politics is still very much a reality in the post-Cold War period. Emerging as the sole 
major super power, the US has adopted a much more sceptical attitude towards international 
cooperation on environment and development issues in the 89s and 90s compared with in the 
1960s and 70s, with important implications for policy making and implementation (DeSombre 
2004).  
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Moreover, trans-Atlantic competition on many issues such as trade and climate change is 
intensifying. Some of this is highly relevant for global efforts on sustainable development and 
North-South relations. Recently, the first instance in WTO ruled in favour of the US, which 
contested the EU prohibition on imported agricultural products containing genetically modified 
organisms. 

About every fifth Swede stated that the environment was an important question in the SOM 
poll in 1992. After a gain in the mid-1990s, a steadily decrease has been recorded in these 
measurements. In 2000, not even every tenth voter mentioned the environment as the most 
important question. Healthcare topped the list with 39 per cent, followed by education and 
culture (35 per cent) (Holmberg and Weibull 2001). The interest in environmental questions 
also seemed to decrease if one look at the numbers of members in environmental NGOs, which 
fell dramatically in the 1990s. 

In the 1990s, the environmental debate came to be more about life style questions and 
everyday behaviour. In the beginning of the decade, the Öresundsbron (Brigde over Öresund) 
was the most politically hot potato. The issue was so controversial that the Center Party chose 
to leave the government, when the other coalition partners decided to build the bridge between 
Denmark and Sweden. 

The importance of international cooperation on environmental issues also was used as a reason 
for Sweden to join the European Community (later to become the European Union, EU), 
according to EU proponents. Parts of the environmental movement that did not want to join 
the EU (c.f. Jacobson & Edberg 1993, Edman et al. 1991) also proposed that the EU was a far 
too regionally limited international organisation to be able to address the global character of 
environmental questions meaningfully (Edman et al. 1991, Galtung et al. 1994).  

The mid-1990s was characterised politically by the debates during the referendum on Swedish 
membership in the EU. The environmental questions were important arguments in the debate, 
both in support of and against membership. One of the crucial issues was whether Sweden 
could continue to push the EU environmental policy forward as a member, or whether the 
adaptation to EU rules would force Sweden to lower its own ambitions. The EU-critical 
Miljöpartiet returned to parliament in the 1994 election. In the aftermath of the EU 
membership, a number of essential environmental policy areas were gradually transformed to 
comply with EU norms, such as combustion norms for vehicles and the chemical policy. 

A new phenomenon since the 1980s was undoubtedly the programmatic statements within 
national policy that the environmental questions have become economically (financially) 
lucrative (Dryzek 1997). Environmental policy was increasingly focused in stimulating a more 
environmentally friendly way of living and consumption patterns. In the Government 
Declaration of 1995, Social Democrat Prime Minister Ingvar Carlsson stressed that Sweden 
had good opportunities to create green growth. In the governmental bill the following year, the 
new Prime Minister Social Democrat Göran Persson elaborated on a Grönt Folkhem (Green 
People’s home), in which the environmental work, through political interventions, should make 
Swedish industry more competitive when the demand for environmentally friendly products 
and ways to produce goods would increase in the world economy “an active environmental 
policy can contribute to an ecologically sustainable growth and to create new employment 
which will increase welfare and secure employment”.  
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In the recession that plagued Sweden, environmentally friendly goods and services was 
presented as a future growth market. “Green Employment” became a key term. Swedish 
environmental technology was believed to be a future growing export sector. Swedish 
environmental planning and management would also become an export success, when the rest 
of the world soon in the future would adapt to a sustainable development (Regeringsskrivelse 
1994/95:120, Larsson and Olsson 2002). 

Market liberals did not oppose to the very basic thought that environmental consideration and 
economic development were interdependent; they rather opposed the emphasis on government 
intervention. They meant that companies would change without policy interventions due to the 
consumers increasing demand for environmentally friendly products (Anselm 2002). This lack 
of recognition that public agencies needed to promote high environmental standards has been 
identified as one reason why the Thatcher government did not grasp ecological modernisation. 
In this respect libertarian conservatism and ecological modernisation (“mercantilism with a 
green twist”) are the opposites of one another (Weale 1992).  

The idea that economic development and environmental consideration is possible to unite, and 
that they even were dependent on another, was, as we have demonstrated above, not a new 
idea of the 1990s. In international policy arenas, it goes back at least to the preparatory work 
before the Stockholm Conference. If the interest from the business sector and the policy-
makers’ interest in the market had been large enough in the 60s, the interest to develop a 
coming competitive advantage would also probably have been present at that time. The 
programmatic statements demonstrate, however, is the impact of the environmental question 
for average Joe, enough people had been, or were expected to become, environmentally 
concerned consumers to be viewed as a market power. 

The transition from environmental action to environmentally friendly consumption mirrors the 
development since the 1960s, when understandings and social practices have changed. To act 
environmentally friendly would in the 1970s mean some kind of activity that would assist in 
making society more environmentally friendly such as bicycle demonstrations, tree occupation 
or consumer boycott (such as the MudiMums campaign). Since then the understanding has 
changed into above all meaning consumption of a certain kind of goods. To act 
environmentally friendly has become to buy environmentally friendly goods and services. 
Instead of a new way of living and alternative society, the environmental question was more 
and more commoditised. The private environmental struggle consisted of symbolic activities 
where it foremost was about being recognised as an environmentally friendly person through 
being loyal to accepted environmental objectives and shopping environmentally friendly 
consumer (Harvey 1990, 1996, Jameson 1991, Hedrén 2002).  

The statements of the proponents for seeing economic growth and environmental concerns as 
interdependent did not go unchallenged. That an ecologically sustainable society was 
impossible without changes in the way of living was claimed by both chairpersons of the non-
governmental organisation Naturskyddsföreningen and its youth organisation Fältbiologerna 
as well as by the spokespersons of Miljöpartiet (Anselm 2002). These visions are, however, 
very rare and taciturn even among their own lines and in particular if compared to the decades 
before. 
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In the party political debate, the environmental message turned from a threat to a promise. In 
the mid-1980s, the threats were emphasised by the leaders of the political parties and during 
the election campaign in 1988 they became increasingly common. After 1988, however, the 
environmental threats vanished rapidly from the political debate. During the Swedish recession 
it became more and more common to stress the opportunities of environmental concerns. The 
ecological transition, to making production more environmentally friendly, was a potential 
competitive advantage for Swedish business and industry. Environmental concerns were more 
often framed as the motor of the economy, not a threat to it. 

Naturskyddsföreningen noted in its report ”The silence of the alarms: The political parties and 
the environmental policy landscape 1985-2002” (In Swedish: När larmen tystnar: 
Riksdagspartierna och det miljöpolitiska landskapet 1985–2002 (2002) that it was relatively 
common that the political parties in the beginning of the period framed environmental 
questions as big questions of the future, destiny and survival. This rhetoric vanishes almost 
completely at the end of the investigation period (2002). The investigation also points at the 
cooperation between Socialdemokraterna, Vänsterpartiet and Miljöpartiet in 1998-2002, 
whose deals were negotiated internally, contributed to the decreasing public debate about these 
issues. Thus the silence of the environmental opposition (Larsson and Olsson 2002). 

The decreasing emphasis on threats and the focus on the environment as an economic driving 
force was not only a result of the economic recession. The policy development around 
sustainable development had under the whole 1980s emphasised that environmental 
consideration was a precondition for economic growth in the long run. Accordingly, positive 
examples became more and more commonly used. Even during the heyday of environmental 
threats in the latter part of the 1980s, parts of the environmental movement had started to 
scrutinise their doomsday message themselves. 

As we stated above, the Swedish government in mid-1990s started to voice the visions of the 
green welfare state, whose overall objective is to achieve sustainable development. The overall 
goal implies that all political decisions need to take long-term economic, environmental and 
social implications into consideration. This vision includes the use of new technology, planning 
and construction and as well as to pursue an active energy and environmental policy. Sweden 
needs to be ecologically modernised, in particular society needs to become more resource-
efficient. This process of change will, in turn, drive innovation and create new jobs, growth 
and welfare. 

The overall aim of Swedish environmental policy is to hand on to the next generation a society 
in which the major environmental problems have been solved. The so-called generation 
objective became the leitmotif in the Social Democrat government’s bill 1997/98:145 “Swedish 
environmental quality objectives - environmental policy in a sustainable Sweden” (In Swedish: 
Svenska miljömål - miljöpolitik för ett hållbart Sverige). This bill also contained fifteen 
environmental quality objectives (EQOs, Table 1) and the bill was adopted in parliament in 
April, 1999.  

The fifteen EQOs were expressed in (very) general terms and accordingly a large number of 
government agencies were assigned the task to propose interim targets and describe strategies 
for achieving the goals. The Swedish Environmental Protection Agency has developed a 
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monitoring system, including a number of indicators for each EQO, based on the driving force, 
pressure, state, impact response (DPSIR) model.  

The EQO Committee and the Climate Committee (In Swedish: Miljömålskommittén och 
Klimatkommittén) was assigned the task to coordinate the work on the achievement of the 
fifteen EQOs within a generation. They reported their work in mid-2000 and in February, 
2001 the government presented a chemical strategy for a non-toxic environment. The work 
continued and finally about 70 interim targets had been adopted. 

Table 1. The fifteen Swedish EQOs. 

• Reduced Climate Impact • A Safe Radiation Environment • Thriving Wetlands 

• Clean Air • Zero Eutrophication • Sustainable Forests 

• Natural Acidification Only • Flourishing Lakes and Streams • A Varied Agricultural 

Landscape 

• A Non-Toxic Environment • Good-Quality Groundwater • A Magnificent Mountain 

Landscape 

• A Protective Ozone Layer • A Balanced Marine 

Environment, Flourishing Costal 

Areas and Archipelagos 

• A Good Built Environment 

 

The County Administrative Boards (CAB) are responsible for allocation and monitoring of 
regional EQOs and interim targets. The CABs should strive for a cross-sector, participatory 
approach involving municipalities, regional businesses and other key-stakeholders. The 
municipalities are responsible for adapting the EQOs at local level and thus they have got a 
crucial task because they carry out city planning and local environmental administration.  

Johansson et al. (2005) studied the communication between these various levels in the 
administration of the EQOs and concluded that the EQO-system is a firm basis for 
environmental management. They also point out that continuous dialogue on the development 
of indicator- and monitoring system is needed. Further, more financial resources and time is 
required to be able to carry out this ambitious task in municipalities and at CBAs. There is also 
a need for clearer division of responsibility between national, sectoral, regional and local 
actors.  

We have selected two examples on environmental issues that were essential in the period 1992-
2001. The first example is the revival of the attempts to link economic growth and 
environmental consideration, which went on during the latter part of the 1980s and 
culminated on the Rio Conference in 1992. The second example is the establishment of the UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the major dividing issues in 
international climate policy up to 2002. 

5.2.1 Linking Economic Growth and Environmental Consideration 

In the 1980s, voices were raised that time now was ripe to yet again gain momentum in the 
process from the stalled process that had been initiated at the Stockholm Conference.  
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Oil crises, economic recession and other issues had contributed to this paralysis. Aware of the 
failure to live up to the broader goals formulated at Stockholm, the UN General Assembly in 
1983 established the World Commission on Environment and Development, commonly known 
as the Brundtland Commission. The Brundtland Commission was an effort from the UN side 
to put fresh blood into the process of linking environment and development that slowed down 
10 years after the Stockholm Conference. Combining members from North and South, the 
Commission sought to re-explore possibilities of achieving both environmental protection and 
economic and social development. When the final report of the Brundtland Commission, Our 
Common Future, was published in 1987, the political climate was more receptive as many 
countries were going through a period of high economic growth. New serious threats to global 
ecosystems such as the ozone problem and anthropogenic climate change also came to the fore. 

The Brundtland report focused on the concept of sustainable development, defining it as 
development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet theirs. It forcefully argued that protection of the environment should not 
be seen as a sectoral interest, but as an integrated component in all economic and social 
development. It was not the first time that the term sustainable development was used, but it 
was the right catch phrase from the right group to reignite the debate, and even spark interest 
in a new global conference. Based on the Brundtland Commission’s popularisation of the 
concept sustainable development, plans were made for a World Summit on Environmental 
Issues, which in many respects would continue the work on linking environment and 
development where the Stockholm Conference had ended. 

Still filled of euphoria after the end of the Cold War, the UN Conference on Environment and 
Development took place in 1992. About 17 000 participants from 178 countries and 1 400 
officially accredited non-governmental organisations participated at the giant conference in Rio 
de Janeiro, Brazil. Almost 10 000 journalists reported. A parallel non-governmental conference 
collected more than 30 000 participants. The Conference became a giant global manifestation 
that the whole world, even the heads of states, now took environmental questions seriously. 
Even the stubborn George Bush Sr decided at a late stage to participate at the conference. 

The preparations for the 1992 UN Conference on Environment and Development in Rio served 
to regain the momentum that had been lost during the post-Stockholm years. The Rio 
Conference attracted far more political and public interest than the Stockholm Conference. 
While only two heads of government were at Stockholm (Olof Palme and Indira Ghandi), over 
100 heads of states and governments assembled for the conference photo at Rio.  

The new world order, however, did little to overcome conflicts over how to achieve sustainable 
development. As the Stockholm Conference had made evident, sustainable development 
conflicts were not predominantly marked by the East-West divide, but by conflicts between the 
North and South. In contrast, these conflicts continued to sharpen as Southern countries grew 
in numbers and became increasingly active, insisting on putting development on top of the 
agenda. Northern countries, on the other hand, stressed the need for environmental protection 
measures. In addition, the US, which had been a strong supporter of the Stockholm 
Conference, took a much more reluctant attitude towards international cooperation and treaty 
making on environment and development in Rio. 
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Two of the major results from the conference were the Rio Declaration and Agenda 21, 
containing 27 guiding principles for sustainable development. The idea that development and 
environmental consideration are interrelated is a cornerstone of the agreement. The declaration 
stated that environmental consideration should be an integrated part of the development 
process and that environment and development can not meaningfully be addressed in isolation. 
Other significant principles in the declaration are the polluter pays principle and the 
precautionary principle. Nevertheless, the plan of action for the 21st century, Agenda 21, has 
gotten most of the attention after the Conference. The Agenda 21 document was intended as a 
plan of action for the century to come. It contained specific recommendations needed to put 
the words of the declarations into practise. A corner stone of the plan of action is the need to 
implement and perform measures at national and local level in order to realise the declaration 
globally. All local political bodies were called upon to develop own local programmes to put 
the UN adopted agenda into practise. Each Swedish municipality established local Agenda 21 
offices. How it was organised and how much influence it got in the municipal hierarchy of 
decision-making varied across the country. Furthermore, a Statement of Forest Principles, and 
two separately negotiated conventions on climate change and biological diversity were opened 
for signature. 

Despite that large efforts were made to that Agenda 21 would go from magnificent plan to 
realised activities; it soon became evident that the implementation was problematic all round 
the world. States have generally failed to live up to the goals spelled out in the Rio Declaration 
and Agenda 21. The UN arranged a conference in New York in 1997 in order to follow up the 
results of the Rio-Conference so far and to push the implementation of the declaration. This 
follow-up, often referred to as Rio+5, would push realisation forward significantly. Before the 
follow-up, activities were organised, which would enhance public interest in and the media 
coverage of environmental and sustainability questions. Despite these efforts, Agenda 21 stayed 
an, in global terms, beautiful ambition, but not much more.  

Implementation failure stems from several factors. Conference outcomes were filled with 
North-South compromises, without achieving agreement on how to integrate environmental 
concerns with needs for economic and social development in practice. In addition, the division 
of responsibility between developed and developing countries for achieving sustainability 
remained unsolved, which has resulted in a chronic a lack of funds for implementation. Most 
Northern countries have failed to live up to the financial commitments made by them (except 
the US) in Rio to reach the UN target of 0.7 per cent of GDP for official development 
assistance. Some moderate issue-specific progress has occurred, such as on hazardous 
chemicals. Even UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan admitted in a ten-year review of 
implementation of Agenda 21, that “progress towards the goals established at the Rio 
Conference has been slower than anticipated.”  

5.2.2 Climate Change 

Climate change has been universally recognised as a global (environmental) issue. The state-of-
the-art explanation is that the radiative forcing of anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases 
is significant enough to enhance the greenhouse effect and consequently global temperature.  
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The temperature increase causes other changes of the global climate system. In this paradigm, 
the countries of the global North that industrialised early are they main offenders because they 
have hitherto emitted the lion’s share of these emissions. Greenhouse gas emissions stay in the 
atmosphere for a long time. This implies that even if all anthropogenic emissions were to stop 
tomorrow, the temperature would increase and stay high for a century or more.  

The scientific understanding of the greenhouse effect gradually advanced from Fourier’s 
observation that the atmosphere is more transparent to incoming visible sunlight than to 
invisible heat which the earth radiates back out to space, through Tyndall, Högbom, Arrhenius 
and Wood (Bernes 2003). In 1988, a year with extremely high temperatures and many 
droughts, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the World Meteorological 
Organization (WMO) with the task to assess and summarise set up the Intergovernmental 
Panel of Climate Change (IPCC) scientific, technical and socio-economic information relevant 
to understand the impacts of human-induced climate change. Its first assessment report, which 
was published in 1990, could not conclude that humankind had influenced climate but claimed 
that in the future, it would. The report faced severe criticism from many sources.  

The problem of global warming was first placed on the international political agenda at the 
Stockholm conference on the Human Environment (1972). Although the main concern of the 
pursuers of the conference was to gain international consensus for putting environmental 
problems on the global agenda a number of the preparatory reports pointed to the problem of 
adverse human impact on the climate (e.g. SCEP 1970; KVA and IVA 1971). Greenhouse gases 
(GHG from this point on), ozone depletion and emissions from supersonic jets were among the 
issues that were specified. The action plan from the Stockholm meeting advised a general 
precautionary approach on climate and governments were recommended to “be mindful of 
activities in which there is an appreciable risk of effects on climate” (UN 1972, rec. 70). The 
subject of this policy advisory was general and directed at all pollutants with a potential for 
transboundary migration rather than GHGs. Governments were urged to “[C]arefully evaluate 
the likelihood and magnitude of climatic effects and disseminate their findings to the maximum 
extent feasible before embarking on such activities” as well as; to fully consult interested States 
“when activities carrying a risk of such effects are being contemplated or implemented.”(UN 
1972, rec. 70).  

The end of the 1970s witnessed an intensification of focus on climate and GHGs and the 1980s 
might be dubbed the decade of climate meetings. In the wake of the first world climate 
conference came a series of other intergovernmental meetings on the same topic. Decades of 
research was crystallized into well publicized warnings about an anthropogenically induced 
climate change due to rising concentrations of CO2 and other GHGs. These warnings later 
became the basis of policy proposals to counter the threats of global warming (World Climate 
Program 1985; Franz 1997). In 1987 WMO conclude that it was time to further investigate the 
“need for law of the atmosphere as a global commons” (WMO 1988).  

The increased political attention devoted to anthropogenically induced climate change in the 
1980s was in fact the result of a confluence of events in which science was one factor. Other 
contributing factors included growing public concern for the environment and unprecedented 
media coverage of environmental events in part as a result of a number of extreme weather 
events, 
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such as a heat wave and drought in North America in the 1980s as well as the preparations for 
the UN Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED). The last was also prompted 
by the dismal situation reported by UNEP in its ten year review of the events after the 
Stockholm conference. UNEP concluded that the situation was gloomy in virtually all areas at 
issue (UNEP 1982). This failure was among other things attributed to the structure of the 
global economy. It was argued that “worsening of environmental problems in developing 
countries arising from the present international economic order which has slowed down their 
development and the protection of the environment” (Holdgate 1982).  

The following year the World Commission on Environment and Development a.k.a. the 
Brundtland Commission was formed (December 1983) and the resulting report, Our Common 
Future was published in 1987. The Commission’s overall assignment was to propose long term 
environmental strategies for achieving sustainable development by the year 2000 and beyond. 
Critical to this task was “to help define shared perceptions of long term environmental issues” 
(WCED 1987: ix). Our Common Future covered virtually all international environmental 
concerns of its times. Climate change was not a major issue but was still ranked as one of the 
more serious threats for global sustainable development. The overall tone of the report was to 
reconcile the need to protect the environment with the goal of economic development and to 
recognise that environmental problems had a social and political dimension to them as well.  

The UN resolution in 1989 preceding the decision for a framework convention listed a large 
number of additional meetings which also formed a basis for the General Assembly’s decision 
(UN 1989b). Several of these meetings expressed concern about the effects of global warming 
on poorer countries and called for a framework convention (Commonwealth Head of 
Government Meeting 1989; Conference of Non-Aligned Heads of State 1989).  

The Caracas Declaration adopted at the special ministerial meeting of the Group of 77 (G-77 
from hereon) posited that “poverty and environmental degradation are closely interrelated and 
that environmental protection must therefore be viewed as an integral part of the development 
process and cannot be considered in isolation from it” (G-77 1989). The UN resolution also 
referred to declarations from developing country meetings, stressing the serious consequences 
of sea-level rise for low-lying coastal and island states (Commonwealth Head of Government 
Meeting 1989; South Pacific Forum 1989).  

The road was well paved for Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), founded by 
WMO and UNEP in 1988. Two years later this body published its First Assessment Report 
which confirmed the scientific basis for concern for human induced climate change and called 
for a global treaty to address the problem (IPCC, Working Group III et al. 1991). This report 
had a substantive political influence as it provided an important basis for negotiations on the 
1992 Convention (quoted in Bodansky 2001, p. 28).  

The UN resolution deciding on a conference on Environment and Development emphasized 
that one of the rationale for the decision was that the “largest part of the current emission of 
pollutants into the environment originates in developed countries, and recognizing therefore 
that those countries have the main responsibility for combating such pollution”(UN 1989b). 
The climate convention was a part of the Rio package. The UN stipulated that this was to be 
ready for signature at the Rio conference. 
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A month before the Rio Earth Summit, the UNFCCC was adopted at the United Nations 
Headquarters in New York and was opened for signature at the conference. It entered into 
force almost two years later in March 1994. To date it has been ratified by 188 countries. The 
ultimate objective of the Convention is to stabilize human induced greenhouse gas emissions at 
safe levels. Since it is a framework convention, these levels were not specified, but were to be 
negotiated afterwards. This objective in article two continues, however, with conditions that 
have been very important in the polemics surrounding the subsequent Kyoto Protocol. “Such a 
level should be achieved within a time-frame sufficient to allow ecosystems to adapt naturally 
to climate change, to ensure that food production is not threatened and to enable economic 
development to proceed in a sustainable manner” (UN 1992).  

The Convention distinguishes between two groups. Annex 1 countries are the industrialised 
countries who have historically predominantly contributed to GHGs in the atmosphere (the 
OECD, Russia and several other Central and Eastern European countries). Under the 
Convention, these “are committed to the non-legally binding aim of returning their greenhouse 
gas emissions to 1990 levels by the year 2000” (UN 1992). Non-Annex 1 Parties are basically 
the developing countries. They are to report in general terms on their actions to address climate 
change and adapt to its effects. Almost all countries, except some of the oil producing, agreed 
in principle with the objectives of the convention. The differences in opinion centred on more 
detailed goals and obligations. Three issues divided the opinions: 1) Target and timetables, 2) 
financial and technology transfer, 3) Implementation mechanisms.  

The European Community and the Alliance for Small Island States (AOSIS) argued for explicit 
and concrete targets and timetables for limiting emissions from industrialized countries. The US 
and the oil-producing states dismissed such commitments. Many developing countries 
supported the idea with the proviso that it would apply to industrialised countries. 2) A second 
controversial issue was the financial assistance and technology transfer. Countries such as India 
also urged for additional financial resources from industrialized countries to assist developing 
countries to implement the Convention. 3) The OECD countries generally favoured the 
introduction of strong institutional arrangements to oversee implementation with recurrent 
meetings of the parties to the convention. Developing countries feared that such strong 
institutional regulation might violate national sovereignty and advocated a more voluntary 
inclined framework convention (UN 1992). In the end the Convention reflects a careful balance 
between these positions. Many issues were also referred to the coming Conference of Parties 
(COP).  

When it was time for more thorough decisions, two major conflicts erupted. The EU and the 
USA come to blows over emission reductions and North and South engaged in another clash 
over developing countries participation in agreements. The North pushed for manifest targets 
also for developing countries, whereas Southern countries pointed to the historical 
responsibility of the industrialized countries. A few months before Kyoto, the US senate 
unanimously decided that the US should not accept a treaty that would not require all 
countries, including developing, to commit to emission reduction (Byrd and Hagel 1997). In 
the negotiations leading up to the Kyoto protocol there was also a strong pressure from United 
States for flexible arrangements to meet the targets of the protocol.  
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After intense negotiations three mechanisms were defined: Joint Implementation, Emissions 
trading and Clean Development mechanisms.  

Prior to the Kyoto meeting, Brazil proposed that responsibilities to mitigate GHG based on 
each countries historic contribution to the Earth’s mean surface temperature increase, rather 
than present emissions. This would give developing countries some time for economic 
development before taking on emissions reductions targets. Annex I Parties that did not comply 
was to make a contribution to a fund for each effective emissions unit above its emissions 
ceiling. The Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) originated from this proposal. In contrast 
to Brazil’s proposal it shifts the focus to mitigation projects undertaken developing countries. 
CDM is intended to contribute to the ultimate objective of the UNFCCC by a two-tier 
solution. I shall assist non-Annex I countries in achieving sustainable development, through 
transfer of cleaner technology which will reduce emissions, while in the form certified 
emissions reductions helping Annex I Parties to achieve compliance with their quantified 
commitments to reduce emissions(UNFCCC 1997; UNFCCC 1998). 

In the Kyoto Protocol, which entered into force in February 2005, Annex I Parties committed 
themselves to reduce their overall emissions of six greenhouse gases by at least 5% below 1990 
levels in the first commitment period between 2008 and 2012. Specific targets varied between 
the countries. The Kyoto Protocol left many of the operational details for coming COPs and 
subsidiary bodies to work out in under further negotiations. The protocol was criticized from 
the South for not having sufficiently recognized the need for economic and social development 
in non-industrialized countries. In addition, downplayed adaptation issues, which was of 
immediate concern for the vulnerable poor countries (Bhandari, Gupta et al. 1999).¨ 

The first meeting of the Members of the Protocol took place in December 2005 in Montreal 
after its entry into force in February 2005.  It formally adopted the detailed rules regulating the 
operation of the Kyoto Protocol. Thus, the decade-long round of negotiations was completed 
in Montreal and discussions commenced on how to proceed with the next commitment period 
to reach the goal of the climate convention. 

It is also interesting to see how the wording on human interference with the climate system has 
gradually shifted since the first assessment report (no conclusion that humankind had 
influenced climate but claimed that in the future, it would), via the second assessment report 
(1995) “The balance of evidence suggests a discernible human influence on global climate” and 
the third assessment report (2001) “In light of new evidence and taking into account the 
remaining uncertainties, most of the observed warming over the last 50 years is likely to have 
been due to the increase in greenhouse gas concentrations”.  

Innovation is word of the day in present climate change negotiations. Not only is there a need 
for technology innovations, but also for new options for future cooperation between countries 
and organizations. In this respect the solutions sought in climate change fall in the two 
categories of environmental arenas, where IVA is looking for new solutions: technology and 
institutions.  

Major issues today include whether there should there be legal sanctions against parties who 
do not comply with its obligations. Saudi Arabia pushes for amendment to the Protocol to 
include an independent, legally-binding instrument.  
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The funding mechanisms and how transparency and efficiency of control and support 
institutions such as the Clean Development Mechanism Board should be improved are crucial 
institutional issues at present.  

Mitigation has up until recently been the all dominating issue, since issues of how to adapt 
society to a changing climate might impede on the willingness to make commitments on 
reducing emissions. However, today adaptation has also become a major issue on the agenda. 
How it should be funded is causing major controversies, especially the role of the Global 
Environmental Facility. Developed countries is presently not commit to any major funding 
commitments, which many developing countries pushed for. Negotiations are presently taking 
place in a parallel process aimed at maintaining momentum as well as the integrity of the 
Protocol, while keeping the US and other countries that have not ratified the Protocol in the 
multilateral negotiation process. Whether this was the best outcome possible, given the 
circumstances, or a meager compromise is debated.  

Technology solutions presently in focusing include Solar Energy, Landfill Methane Recovery, 
Light-Emitting Diodes, Alternative Fuelled Vehicles, Fuel Cells, Biomass Energy, Geothermal 
Heat Pumps any many more. Most heatedly debated at present is carbon capture and storage. 
Basically, modern fossil-fuel power plants shall capture and sequester CO2 in geological 
formations. Thus the carbon dioxide would not cause harmful effects on the atmosphere. The 
environmental community warn for end-of-pipe solutions with unintended consequences.  
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6. 2002 and beyond 

6.1 Socioeconomic and geopolitical context 

The background report on the evolution of environmental management is now approaching 
the present. Our short-sightedness, make it hard to characterize our own times. We would 
however like to mention some important trends. Since 2002 the economic growth has been 
high globally, even though it slowed down temporarily due to nine eleven. The difference 
between North America and euro-area still remain. The two giants, India and China, have now 
entered the global economic market and they both show almost double-digit growth figures. In 
the European economics as well as in Sweden job-less growth is a phenomenon that puzzles 
economists and policy makers. Furthermore, the inflation rate is historically low despite 
relatively high economic growth, in particular since the late 2005. Could these effects be a 
result of the economic globalisation processes? And if so, for how long will they continue?  

Another trend is a shift in resource prices. Since at least the energy crises of the 1970s, the 
prices of natural resources have gradually decreased in relation to the prices on labour and 
final products. The last years resource prices such as copper, steel and oil have increased 
significantly. Is this the beginning of a new trend or is this just a temporary diversion from the 
relatively low resource and energy prices? If it is a trend or if the current prices stay high, the 
relative prices of production factors will stimulate resource-efficient innovation. The Swedish 
response has been swift and recently a government commission investigated the opportunities 
to decrease the oil dependence.  

The Social Democrats has ruled since 1994 and we are currently in the middle of the 2006 
election campaign. This campaign is carried out during a period of very high economic growth. 
Consequently, the political parties suggest improvements in welfare, in contrast to the situation 
in the campaigns a decade before.  

In 2002 to 2005 GDP has increased by 2.5 per cent annually, and in 2006 the economy is 
expected to grow by about 4 per cent (Figure 6). In all years GDP has grown faster than 2 per 
cent, which is high in comparison to the preceding decades. Exports continued to grow faster 
than imports, 5.7 per cent in comparison to 4.2 per cent. In comparison to the decade before, 
this was somewhat slower but it was still markedly higher than between 1972 and 1991. 
Imports increased steadily as the relatively high GDP growth took off whereas exports dropped 
in 2005. When looking into the future, the National Institute of Economic Research predicts 
that Swedish GDP will grow by 3.7 and 3.2 per cent respectively in 2006 and 2007. This is 
lower than the global GDP growth (ca. 4.5 per cent). In Sweden, economic growth is fuelled by 
increasing exports; in 2005 also investments were high. For 2006 and 2007 the OECD expects 
Swedish exports will grow by 8.9 and 7.8 percent and imports by 8.6 and 6.8 per cent 
respectively. This is similar to the global average except for 2006 when Swedish exports and 
imports are considerably higher. Expansionary monetary policy and rapidly increasing 
investments drive the global economic increase. The last years global imbalances in the world 
economy has been noted such as interest rate gap between the US and Europe, the trade gap 
between the US and Asia and an under-valued Chinese currency.  
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Figure 6. Annual GDP-, import- and export growth 2002-2005 in per cent (Statistics Sweden 
and National Institute for Economic Research. 

6.2 The Environmental Debate 

To address the shortcomings of the Rio Conference the UN World Summit on Sustainable 
Development was held in Johannesburg 2002. The geopolitical and world economic contexts 
had changed radically from Stockholm 1972 to Johannesburg 2002.  

The Johannesburg meeting was held in a time of a widespread democratisation of countries 
across the globe, increasing economic interdependence between countries, trade liberalisation, 
faster (and more unstable) financial markets, and accelerating technological innovation. Some, 
mainly developed nations, argued that such changes will bring benefits to all parts of globe, 
including areas that start from a very low level of development. Others, mainly developing 
countries, feared that they will yet again come out on the losing side. In the midst of these 
rapid global changes, the environmental agenda and the development agenda was hoped to 
come together at the Johannesburg Summit in the form of a sustainable development agenda, 
where its three pillars environmental protection and social and economic considerations are 
fully integrated. The World Summit also introduced Partnership for sustainable development, 
where corporations were highlighted as crucial actors to accomplish implementation together 
with states and non-governmental organisations. 

The September 11 events added political weight to the Johannesburg process. The Summit is an 
unique opportunity to forge global consensus on critical long-term sustainability issues on 
which international stability and security ultimately depends. The commitments made at the 
fourth WTO Ministerial Conference in Doha 2001 and at the United Nations International 
Conference on Financing for Development in Monterrey in March 2002 gave an indication 
that President Bush and his European counterparts are getting motivated for action. Further 
effort in this direction is a requirement for success. For the first time in more than a decade, the 
world experienced a synchronous global recession. Even if there are some signs of renewed 
economic optimism, this likely affected the willingness both to finance new expensive 
programs, and to take domestic actions that can have a negative impact on domestic economic 
performance.  
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In late summer 2002, the UN Summit on Sustainable Development was held in Johannesburg, 
South Africa. The ambition was to overcome the failures in realising the proud declarations 
from Rio, where after very little had happened in terms of creating a more equitable and more 
ecologically sustainable world. The three pillars of sustainable development: environmental 
concern, economic, and social development – should be integrated and realised through a 
partnership between, inter alia, politicians, education institutions, administration and agencies, 
businesses and non-governmental organisations. 

In Johannesburg the agenda was widened to integrate diverse issues such as implementation of 
international environmental treaties; trade, environment and social issues; debt relief; 
alleviation of poverty; and change of unsustainable patterns of production and consumption. 
In this respect, the situation is much more complex today than thirty years ago, and the 
intellectual and practical challenges of designing workable solutions for the entire planet have 
increased.  

The debate continued on the balance of the three pillars of sustainability. Many developing 
countries argued that the environmental pillar is the weakest one, while developing countries 
claim that it is the economic pillar that desires most attention.  

In addition to this, we emphasise two features in the contemporary environmental debate. The 
first is the growing formalisation and legalisation of environmental policy. The formalisation 
and legalisation mainly take place at the global (multilateral) level.  

Since more and more policy areas evolve, it has become obvious that they overlap. The 
implementation of multilateral treaties also demonstrates that several policy areas are affected 
when practical work is to be carried out. These overlaps in mandates might both be beneficial 
and a cause for concern. For instance, policies that decrease CO2 emissions often also decrease 
the emissions of other air pollutants and are thus beneficial for that policy area as well. 
Reforestation, in contrast, may conflict with preservation of the biological diversity. The main 
objective should be to make these different bodies of international law coherent. 

An increasingly debated issue concerns world trade policy, particularly those expressed in the 
World Trade Organizations various treaties, and environmental policy, negotiated in 
multilateral environmental agreements. The trade-environment issue is not new, but has been 
recognised and discussed since at least the preparatory work before the Stockholm Conference. 
The GATT secretariat then prepared a report titled “Industrial Pollution Control and 
International Trade”. The report dealt with the implications of environmental protection 
policies on international trade, which trade officials believed could become trade barriers 
(WTO 2004). There are at present about 200 Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs), 
out of which about twenty contain provisions that can affect trade. It is therefore not 
surprising that the WTO Secretariat, assisted by other MEA secretariats, has compiled a matrix 
that covers the trade related measures pursuant to most of the existing MEAs (WTO 2005).  

One of the main problems is when the relevant MEA states that signatory parties should take 
action against countries that have not signed. For instance, the Basel Convention of on the 
Transboundary Movement of Hazardous Wastes contains a ban on trade in hazardous wastes 
regardless for recycling or final disposal.  
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Further, trade measures in MEAs might violate the principle of non-discrimination by 
envisaging trade in one product with some countries but not with others. There has not yet 
been any dispute in the WTO on MEA trade provisions.  

Climate change and world trade are among the most prominent policy challenges of the most 
imminent future. The WTO negotiations have since Seattle slowed down considerably thus 
postponing the end of the Doha round. As the presentation of the climate change issue in the 
preceding section illustrated, UNFCCC negotiations are also characterised by a high level of 
conflict at the moment. Furthermore, the Kyoto Protocol to the UNFCCC is often described as 
an “economic” convention in that it utilises economic measures to achieve its objective. There 
is a large risk that such measures might be implemented in a way not compatible with WTO 
treaties. We have therefore selected climate change – world trade synergies (linkages, 
interaction) as one environmental issue of the future. 

Another feature of contemporary environmental policy is a felt need to rank or categorise 
environmental issues according to their perceived importance or relevance for society. The 
shear number of environmental issues is, of course, a reason for such prioritisation. Them 
being observed and managed at different points in time is another. However, we would like to 
discuss the risks that are associated with such rankings. We will discuss the management of the 
Baltic Sea, which is a common regional resource that provides a multitude of ecological services 
and faces a number of environmental challenges.  

6.2.1 World Trade and Climate Change Interaction 

Researchers and policy makers have increasingly noted that the multilateral trade regime, as 
contained in WTO, and the emerging climate regime as contained in the UNFCCC and the 
Kyoto Protocol, may conflict in ways that could be damaging for either or both (e.g. Chambers 
2001, Brewer 2003). Some commentators suggest that the regimes are largely compatible 
whereas others claim that they are essentially in conflict. Generally, analysts agree that more 
carefully designed institutions and better harmonisation are sufficient to manage world trade 
and climate interaction issues. However, since the Kyoto Protocol still is not in operation it is 
hard to elaborate if and on what ground parties will challenge the trade related measures. 
These exploratory studies indeed reveal some important insights, namely that world trade and 
climate change regimes interact in a multitude of ways, the trade related measures are seldom 
prohibited per se, lack of precedence is an argument for better institutions and decide on a 
forum for trade-environment dispute settlement.  

The world trade and climate change regimes interact in many ways. Some examples include the 
three flexible mechanisms of the Kyoto Protocol and adoption of specific domestic policies and 
measures, and dispute settlement. We will shortly recapitulate these in turn.  

Under international emissions trading, Annex B2 countries can transfer parts of their assigned 
amount units to another country. They can also acquire emission reduction units, certified 
emission reductions and removal units from other Annex B countries. Most commentators 
agree that emission trading in general is in accordance with WTO rules but that specific issues 
might become problematic. For instance, gratis allocation of permits through grandfathering, 
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i.e. that allowances are allocated to entities based on historic or current activities, might be 
considered a distribution of a financial contribution as defined in the WTO agreement on 
subsidies and countervailing measures3; especially if they are generous. Moreover, WTO issues 
may arise if governments implement quantitative restrictions on trade in allowances or 
arbitrarily or unjustifiably discriminate against certain nations engaged in emission trading 
(e.g., Petsonk 2000). The other two flexible mechanisms, joint implementation and clean 
development mechanism, are project based. They are generally believed to be consistent with 
WTO rules. For instance, it is hard to see that a country could demonstrate that it has suffered 
from an activity that took place in another country and since they are conditional upon certain 
environmental performance Lodefalk and Storley (2005) argues that they would not be 
considered as a subsidy. 

There are a large number of policies and measures available for governments to reduce the 
sources and/or enhance or create sinks for GHGs. National measures include taxes on final 
products and on the manners in which domestic products are made, voluntary standards, 
mandatory regulation, labelling, energy efficiency standards, carbon and energy taxes as well 
as subsidies for climate friendly production of goods and for investment in renewable energy 
production, investment grants to climate friendly production and subsidies for public or private 
research and development on climate friendly technologies. Generally, the commentators argue 
that it not the measures themselves but how they are designed and implemented that matters. 
The measures can be implemented in a way to minimise the adverse effects on trade and in full 
compliance with the various WTO treaties.  

There is also a need to decide on how to handle world trade – environment disputes before 
they arise and there are several suggestions to this end. Some commentators suggest that there 
should be exceptions to WTO agreements and that these exceptions should be handled by the 
dispute settlement mechanism of the MEA in question. Other proposals include the 
establishment of a completely new multi-lateral organisation with the mandate to handle trade 
– MEA disputes as well as those who believe that WTO dispute settlement is sufficient to 
handle interaction issues. 

6.2.2 Management of Complex Environmental Issues: The Baltic Sea4 

The last two years Swedish media has given the algae bloom in the Baltic a lot of attention. The 
Baltic Sea is located in Northern Europe and is bounded by the Scandinavian Peninsula, the 
mainland of Northern Europe, Eastern Europe and Central Europe, and the Danish islands. It 
drains into the Kattegat by way of the Öresund, the Great Belt and the Little Belt. It is a 
brackish inland sea and its catchment covers about 1.75 million km2 in fourteen countries and a 
total population of about 85 million. In the bottom sediments of the Baltic Sea there are varied 
concentrations of most toxic compounds that we have used in society, such as DDT, PBC and 
heavy metals. Since 1950 the oxygen poor bottom area has tripled. Increased oxygen 
consumption is a sign on eutrophication. Approximately 100 000 km2 is a variable dead zone. 
The more saline (and denser) water remains on the bottom, isolating it from surface waters and 
the atmosphere. This leads to decreased oxygen concentrations within the zone. It is mainly 
bacteria that grow in it, digesting organic material and releasing hydrogen sulphide. Because of 

                                                 
3 The subsidies agreement aims to prohibit governments from providing direct assistance to domestic industries. 
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this large anaerobic zone, the seafloor ecology differs from that of the neighbouring Atlantic. 
The low salinity of the Baltic has led to the evolution of many slightly divergent species, such 
as the Baltic Sea herring - a smaller variant of the Atlantic herring.  

Since 1974, the Helsinki Commission, which is the governing body of the Convention on the 
Protection of the Marine Environment of the Baltic Sea Area”, has been working to protect the 
marine environment of the Baltic Sea from pollution through intergovernmental cooperation 
between the nine riparian countries and the European Community. The 1992 Convention 
covers the whole Baltic Sea area, including inland waters and measures are taken in the whole 
catchment. 

Human activities cause the eutrophication. Since the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries, the 
anthropogenic supply of nitrogen and phosphorus to the Baltic is estimated to have increased 
by a factor eight and four, respectively. The increase was particularly high during the 1950s 
and 60s due to intensified use of fertilizer and fossil fuels. The drainage of wetlands also 
contributed. Eutrophication is believed to contribute to the massive algae blooms in summer, 
reduced transparency and reduced biological diversity.  

Prioritised issues in management of the Baltic in the early 2000s were according to the Helsinki 
Commission: eutrophication, especially the contribution of agriculture; hazardous substances; 
land transport sector; maritime transport sector, including the Baltic Strategy; environmental 
impacts of fishery management and practices; and protection and conservation of marine and 
coastal biodiversity. The last issue includes species as seals, eagles, pikes and bass. The editor 
of the state of the Baltic report in 2005, Annika Tidlund, notes that toxic componds hindres us 
from eating as much fish as we like, the mortality of small fish is high, the vitamin and anti-
oxidant availability seems to have changed which might have affected the health of fish and 
birds. Furthermore, the Baltic seems to be eutrophicating itself.  
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7. Transforming environment 

7.1 Long-term trends and oscillations 

In this section we present some concluding remarks from this recapitulation of environmental 
management since the Second World War, a time that has been characterised by two 
fundamental processes: an unprecedented global environmental change and dramatic shift in 
social organisation vis-à-vis the environment. Before proceeding with the summarising analysis 
of the trends of environmental since World War II, we want to emphasise the dramatic shifts in 
society that took part. Five central themes distinguishes the modernisation in the post-World 
War II period: economic modernisation including the evolution of capitalism towards a global 
market for goods and services; technological modernisation with increasing rationalisation 
within industry; political modernisation through the impacts of nation-states at global level, 
liberation of former colonies and establishment of transnational (multilateral) institutions; a 
cultural modernisation through increased secularisation and de-mystification of the natural 
world, where values and knowledge is relativised implying more complexity and reflexivity 
(e.g., Thörn 1997).  In addition to these four, we have added a fifth theme: environmental 
consciousness. Since World War II there has been an increasing awareness about environmental 
risks as being an important aspect of the modernisation process and successively the 
environmental discourse has developed from a focus on whether there are environmental 
problems to how these problems should be managed; that is, the conflict no longer focus on 
whether there are environmental problems or not, but on how these problems should be 
understood (e.g., Hajer 1995).  

The dynamic globalisation processes, that deepen international interdependence, shaped the 
conceptual and institutional settings for environmental politics. Globalisation involved an 
intensification of the awareness of the world as one entity where there were no real isolated 
places. The first photo of “Spaceship Earth” from deep space taken in 1968 by the crew of 
Apollo 8 was a powerful image that reinforced the notion of the earth as “one entity” where 
related notions of “one” and “unity” also feed into debates and policy making on environment 
and development issues. These conceptual dimensions of globalisation have also been reflected 
in the world as “shrinking” in the sense that obstacles for travelling, communicating and doing 
business across countries and continents are reduced. The image of a shrinking world 
highlighted the many growing non-material connections of knowledge, ideas, values and beliefs 
between countries and societies (Jasanoff and Long Martello 2004). 

In addition to its conceptual dimensions, globalisation trends have involved institutional and 
organisational aspects of a material compression of the world. This material compression is 
evident in the growing political, economic and cultural interactions and physical exchanges 
between countries and societies since the 1800s. This material compression is the result of 
multiple factors. A dramatic increase in the number of inter-governmental organisations over 
the past century has facilitated a never before seen level of multilateral cooperation, policy 
making and other political and social activities. An aggressive global and regional politics of 
trade liberalisation since World War II has greatly increased both the value and quantity of 
international trade in goods and services. This dramatic increase in transnational 
transportation and flows of capital, resources and information reinforce the political, economic 
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and social interdependence between countries and people (Keohane and Nye 2001, Castells 
1996, 1997, 1998, Bhagwati 2004). 

For globalisation to be effective there must be some degree of international harmonisation. The 
growing transnational dispersion of information, ideas, values and beliefs has resulted in new 
non-material linkages between societies and people. The global expansion of the capitalist 
system of pricing, production and the growing international trade and economic integration 
have connected manufacturers and consumers and influenced standards of products and 
consumption. The transboundary character of many environmental issues and social and 
economic consequences of ecological degradation connects eco-systems and social systems. 
However, the benefits of globalisation and its related trends are unevenly distributed across 
countries, and societies and groups of people differ to the extent they embrace and support 
many of the dominating material and non-material trends of harmonization and globalization 
(Bhagwati 2004, Lipschutz 2004).  

A growing number of international treaties and organisations in the post-World War II period 
have shaped policy making and outcomes. States frequently identify and realise common 
interests (and sometimes even common values and beliefs) through repeated communication, 
interaction and cooperation, creating multilateral institutions and organisations that reflect 
these common interests (Keohane 1984, Keohane and Nye 2001). In turn, these multilateral 
institutions and organisations can influence the interests and behaviours of states. We have also 
pointed at the growing formalisation and legalisation of environmental policy. An increasing 
number of international policy areas with expanding mandates are overlapping. International 
cooperation, political as well as economic, needs not only agreements, but instruments to 
ensure compliance. We have witness an increasing legalisation in treaty making over the last 
couple of decades. Whether this will be increasing, or the latest difficulties within the WTO is a 
sign weakened trend toward international regulating bodies, remains to be seen. 

This dramatic transformation has resulted in a changed size and structure of both the world 
and the Swedish economy. For instance, in 1950 Swedish exports made 10.4 per cent and 
imports 12.5 per cent of its GDP. This had increased to 47.6 per cent of GDP and imports 39.5 
per cent, respectively, in 2005. These dramatic increases illustrate the growing economic 
integration between Sweden and other parts of the world. Since 1993 exports have exceeded 
imports and Sweden is expected to continue to be a net exporter of goods and services in the 
most immediate future. What are the environmental consequences of the increasing global 
economic integration? What are the challenges and possibilities for exports and imports 
respectively? Will the trend towards increasing economic integration continue or will the 
pendulum shift? What would the consequences of that be for the management of 
environmental problems in Sweden?   

The conditions for national financial and exchange rate policy have also changed dramatically 
since World War II (e.g. Jakobsson 1996). Government interventions increased in the 1950s to 
1970 and stayed high during the 1970s and decreased somewhat in the 1980s. In the early 
1990s, the large government budget deficit and the convergence criteria of the EU dominated 
the Swedish finance policy. Since Sweden entered the EU and the change of budget policy, the 
room for financial policy is smaller than before. The liberalisation of the credit and currency 
markets in the late 1980s together to the change of exchange policy into a floating exchange 
rate also affect government policy options.  
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What are the major challenges for this institutional setting? What are the major evolutions in 
the future? Are there any signs of neo-Keynesian policies re-emerging?  

In addition to global structural factors behind changes in environmental management, the 
natural environment is in itself evidently a reason. One possible explanatory factor for the 
emerging environmental politics and policy making on issues is the notion of a severe 
environmental crisis due to uncontrolled ecological deterioration, triggering demands for 
international and domestic policy responses that address both environment and development 
dimensions of these issues. An extensive environment and development related international 
discourse has evolved over the past four decades, shaping perspectives and debates and feeding 
into cooperation and policy making.  

Between 1962 and 1992 the view on use of natural resources changed remarkably. For 
instance, marches changed from being seen as a menace to the landscape, which we had better 
drain as soon as possible into becoming wetlands with a high conservation value. Wolfs 
changed from being dangerous animals into amenity wildlife. Nuclear power from being the 
cornucopia of future industry into a complete moratorium on future expansion due to 
becoming politically unacceptable. Even the oil companies made efforts to present themselves 
as green. This illustrates that environmental concern was established on the public agenda in 
the 1970s and 1980s and in the business sector somewhat later. Future will tell what will be 
the implications of this. This development took place all around the populated world. In 
poorer countries, environmental concern often joins sides with social struggle for satisfaction 
of basic needs such as water, sanitation, food and fuel. A worldwide public poll in 1997 found 
that those with the highest willingness to pay for reduced environmental degradation were 
living in India, Peru and China. In New Zeeland, Canada, Switzerland, Australia and the 
Netherlands people were most willing to prioritise environmental conservation over economic 
growth (Washington Post, 22 November, 1997: A15) 

The German sociologist Ulrich Beck argues that our understanding of environmental problems 
changed from being mainly in our surrounding to being signs of a deep institutional crisis in 
the ways moderns society works, from having been regarded as unforeseen external effects 
(side effects) to being recognised as problems of a structural and global kind. In this risk 
society, the back side of the growth medallion comes to the fore. The development of 
modernisation had caused its purpose to an unwanted and forced shift. From distribution of 
affluence and control of external threats to managing dangers that have been created as bi-
products of the industrial society itself, such as chemical, nuclear, genetic or ecological risks 
(Beck 1992).  

Environmental management indeed in changed, in some respects it has reverted 360 degrees. 
The evolution of Swedish nature protection administration has in a sense reverted to its origin. 
Again, as in the early 20th century, nature protection relies heavily on biological inventories, 
listing threatened biota. Especially, this is this true on a regional county administrative level, 
where the environmental administrators mainly are trained green biologists inclined at 
documenting species compositions. Since 1994, this process has been promoted by the 
possibility for Swedish boards and organisations to receive financing from the European Union 
for such projects. In addition, individual farmers were paid for preserving old remains of 
agricultural practice, like stone walls and pasture-land.  
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The main basis for this focus is twofold. Nature protection is once more culturally motivated. 
Nature and culture are intertwined in the argumentation. With the concept “nature heritage” 
the essential role of nature in forming a cultural identity is stressed. Threatened biotas, such as 
a forest meadow, are regarded as parts of our national heritage. Correspondingly, ancient 
cultural remains become parts of the natural landscape. Moreover, in the wake of the 
Brundtland report and the UN Conference on Environment and Development in 1992, 
biodiversity has come to the fore of the inventory model. Not only endangered wild animals 
and plants, but also threatened species like the ancient Swedish cow breed “Rödkulla” or 
“Swedish yellow duck” become the natural monuments of today. 

Another feature of the environmental problems is that their linkage to an important need or 
activity in society. It is therefore not enough to “solve” the specific problem but also to 
understand and address the underlying activity. For instance, this is true for society’s continued 
struggle for new sources of energy. We have recapitulated the oil crises of the 1970s, the 
expansion of water power, the fate of nuclear power for non-military purposes and a changing 
climate. These all demonstrate the need for energy in modern society and that the utilisation of 
energy sources, as most other activities, do not affect all people the same way. A technological 
optimist would argue that there is no need to worry. Soon enough we will invent a clean 
energy source and until then we can continue as before. The re-occurrence of energy issues, 
however, might be useful for speculating about the environmental challenges of the coming 
years, decades and century. 

Due to high oil and electricity prices the last years, there has been a renewed interest in energy 
policy. In the short run, what are the major challenges for Swedish energy supply? Since the 
Kyoto Protocol was ratified, we soon enter the first commitment period. For Sweden, this will 
not be a major challenge. The Swedish government has recently presented a governmental 
enquiry about how to minimise the consumption of oil in the coming decades.   

Another feature is the trend towards internationalisation and globalisation within both the 
environmental and geopolitical and economic realm. This will likely affect environmental 
management in the future as well as the coming environmental problems. The last decades we 
have seen a dispersion of production, especially from Western Europe and the US to Southeast 
Asia and China. The amount of goods (and services) are consumed in the western world is still 
increasing. And, as other background papers of the IVA project make evident, we are in the 
near future facing the environmental consequences of the fast growing populations and 
consumption in populous developing countries such as China and India. This poses a 
fundamental challenge for modern society. 

The spatial scale of solution has been constantly oscillating, in this there is no clear trend. The 
local and national focuses on the early post-war years were accompanied by efforts within the 
UN to manage World’s natural resources. One of the major results of the World’s first global 
environmental conference (Stockholm 1972), was that it spurred the formation of national 
action plans and institutions, Conscious strategies by national governments shifted the arena of 
environmental politics to international organisations as well as to local municipalities.  
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Today global treaties and national objectives are hoped to be accomplished to a large extent 
through participatory projects involving local stakeholders. In climate change policy local 
projects for clean development is linked to international trading schemes and regional 
initiatives in New England and the Eastern Canadian Provinces, in Chicago and California are 
developing parallel to the global agreements in the Climate Convention. Even if there might be 
signs that the globalisation process (i.e. the process of increasing global interconnectedness) in 
environmental policy might be slowing down, the three spatial levels local, regional and global 
will continue to interact and work parallel, with alternating policy emphasis in years to come. 

7.2 How have the environmental issues been managed? 

Environmental management has come a long way in the last four decades and is likely to 
change equally over the next four decades. In order to facilitate the discussions in the various 
project groups in the IVA project “The New Arenas of Environmental Management”, this 
section is devoted to an analysis how the environmental issues presented in chapters 2 to 6 
have been managed. We would like to point out that the assessments are compiled as a food 
for thought, rather than a conclusive analysis. (As a research conclusion it would have to be 
elaborated and nuanced, and are thus only examples on their level of solution and we hope 
that they can serve as examples to spur further assessment in the groups.) We particularly 
assess (i) our perceived level of solution spanning from unsolved to solved and (ii) by what 
mechanism the issue were solved, such as through legislation and technical development as well 
as at what level these measures were mainly undertaken.  
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Table 2. The management of environmental issues: main problem, level of solution, 
mechanism for solving.  

Environmental issue Main problem(s) Level of solution Mechanism(s) for 
solving 

Global Food Supply Concerns that 
population growth 
exceeds rate of increase 
in food production 

Partly solved at 
present –  Increase 
of kcal in spite of 
enormous 
population increase. 
Yet, 840 million 
malnourished . 
Additional 2,5 
billion year 2050 
may alter 
assessment. 

Plant technology.  
Intensified use of irrigation, 
fertilizers, pesticides, 
mechanisation of 
agriculture 
Increased energy 
consumption 
Scientists popularised the 
debate on natural resources, 
public got concerned 

The Expansion of 
Water Power 

Expropriation of water 
courses 

High  Political compromise 
Other energy sources 
competative 

The Spreading of 
Mercury 

Air and water 
pollution, dramatic 
effects on bird and fish 
fauna 

High – at least in 
Sweden. In Spain 
and Latin America it 
is still a big problem 

Use of Mercury banned in 
legislation. 
Substitutes were generally 
available or not crucial 

Linking Economic 
Development and 
Environmental 
Consideration 

Reconciling economic 
development and 
environmental 
protection objectives 

Partly solved/Low International agreements 
(seldom honoured) 
Corporate responsibility 

The Supply of Energy: 
Oil Crises and Nuclear 
Power 

All energy production 
based on non-
renewable resources 
have negative 
environmental 
consequences 

Low Political compromises 
Taxes and subsides 
Technical development 
 

Acidification Air pollution having 
dramatic effects on land 
and water  

High International agreements 
Technical development 

The Thinning of the 
Ozone Layer 

Air pollution having 
dramatic effects on 
human health, flora 
and fauna 

High(Partly solved) International agreements 
Legislation 
Technical development 
Substitutes available 

Climate Change Air pollution having 
dramatic effects on the 
climate system and thus 
on the conditions for 
living worldwide 

Low (Agreement on 
goal but not on 
actions to fulfil the 
goal. Not all 
countries are 
included. N-S.) 

International agreements 
National measures and 
policies 
Research and Development 

World Trade and 
Climate Change 
Interaction 

Overlapping policy 
areas cause concern for 
weathering of 
multilateral 
environmental 
agreements 

Low Institutional development 
(policy coordination) 

Management of the 
Baltic Sea 

Management of a 
regional common 
resource threatened by 
several things 

Partly solved/Low International agreement 
Technical and financial 
development assistance 
from west to east. 
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As table 2 illustrates, environmental problems have been managed in several ways. Is there 
than any short cuts to be learned from previous experience? A boring, but safe, answer would 
be No! – all issues are managed in a unique context. Nevertheless, the table and the historical 
account in this report points at some observation that can be useful to bear in mind. 

In order to have a high degree of success we need a combination of political will/ambition as 
well as windows of opportunities in geopolitical as well as socioeconomic and technological 
respects. But if this is not achieved, a partial success might be accomplished through either 
political agreements and compromises or technological development. 

To solve environmental problems with technological fixes has historically been successful in 
many cases, but these are heavily dependent on historical windows of opportunity. 
Consequently, it would appear as risky strategy to only rely on new technology to solve 
pressing environmental problems. Technology is, moreover, often path dependent and may 
make matters worse in solving the problem in the longer run.  

Time is also a significant parameter, both in the discovery of the environmental issue, in 
making it a part of the scientific and environmental policy agenda, in the process of developing 
measures and, evidently, in the changing attitudes and habits until the desired remedy. 

Finally, one thing we know is in the words of Arthur C. Clarke: “The future is not what it used 
to be”. Accordingly, we need reflexive and adaptive institutions (See background paper on 
Environmental Arenas), which have the capacity to cope with the inherent uncertainties of 
future conditions in economy, technology, politics and society. 
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