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ABSTRACT: 

This paper seeks to provide deeper insights into how EA ineffectiveness is produced in 

land use planning practice. This is explored in a study of local development planning in 

the city of Västerås, Sweden. The case in question is the development of a large out-of-

town shopping centre, propelled by the establishment of a new IKEA furniture store. 

The Healey (2007) framework of planning as strategy making is applied as an analytical 

framework, together with a focus on power-knowledge relations. In the analysis, we 

identify a range of mechanisms that produced ineffectiveness by limiting the role of 

environmental knowledge throughout the planning process. The specific mechanisms 

we identified were related to the overall consensus perspective in local development 

strategies and plans, a lack of concretisation and integration of various policies and 

strategies, a range of exclusion mechanisms and an overall focus on mitigation and 

benefits of the process in question. In practice, these mechanisms were closely 

intertwined. Our main conclusion is, consequently, that increased effectiveness of EA 

would require fundamental transformation of the norms, frameworks and routines that 

implicitly and explicitly guide land use planning in practice. 

 

Keywords: Environmental assessment, effectiveness, strategy making, power, 

environment, IKEA 
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1. Introduction 

The ambition to integrate environmental consideration has been institutionalised in 

various ways in local policy and planning in Sweden, just as in many other countries, 

and has led to the application of new frameworks, routines and practices in planning and 

decision making – for instance Environmental Assessments (EA). As part of the EA 

portfolio, Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA) have been developed to assess the 

environmental consequences of specific projects, and Strategic Environmental 

Assessments (SEA) aim to identify the environmental consequences of larger plans, 

programmes and policies. However, several studies have reported residual problems in 

transforming policy and planning in a more sustainable direction both in the Swedish 

context and more generally (Asplund and Skantze 2005; Edström and Eckerberg 2003; 

Hilding-Rydevik et al., 2011; Isaksson, 2003; Krueger and Gibbs (eds.) 2007; Lundqvist 

and Biel 2007; Nilsson and Eckerberg 2007; Owens and Cowell, 2002; Storbjörk et al., 

2009). Several studies have explored how SEA and EIA are often used in practice to 

rationalise preconceived judgements or by other means strengthen prevailing norms 

(Hilding-Rydevik and Bjarnadóttir, 2007; Owens et al., 2004; Petts, 1999). Other 

writers have focused specifically on how institutional conditions, including formal and 

informal rules and routines, hamper the effects of EA (e.g. Nykvist and Nilsson, 2009). 

Several studies have focused on the clash between the rationalistic theoretical roots of 

EIA and the challenges involved in complex real-world situations (Owens and Cowell, 

2002; Cashmore et al., 2007). Altogether, there has been an increasing emphasis on the 

political nature of impact assessment (Owens et al., 2004; Jay et al., 2007; Cashmore et 

al., 2010), and on the importance of connecting assessment procedures more closely to 

‘the real world institutional context that they set out to influence’ (Nykvist and Nilsson, 

2009).  
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A considerable part of the recent literature on EA is related to the concept of 

effectiveness. Effectiveness is here broadly understood as a measure of goal attainment 

(Cashmore et al., 2010). In general, the objective with EA is often to identify expected 

environmental consequences of a certain enterprise in order to enable these to be taken 

into account, or by other means integrating environmental knowledge into planning and 

decision making – and thereby contributing to substantially to sustainable development 

(Cashmore et al., 2004, Cashmore et al., 2010). However the goal of EA may also be 

perceived in terms of ‘capacity building’, i.e. step-by-step strengthening of the capacity 

to take environmental consequences into account (Jay et al., 2007). Effectiveness is a 

complex matter because in concrete planning or policy situations, there are often 

different or even contradictory ambitions and understandings of the goal of an EA. 

Various actors may have different understandings of what it is to take environmental 

consequences into account and whether the goal of the EA is mainly about finding ways 

to mitigate impact or, in contrast, about substantially changing the policy or plan in 

question.  

 

Here we view effectiveness as a performance criterion that could be related to several 

possible goals with EA. In the Swedish context, EA instruments have been around since 

the late 1980s and are generally well integrated as formal requirements in the legislative 

framework. Therefore, long-term capacity-building is not the key issue. We believe it to 

be well-justified to focus on effectiveness in terms of substantial change to policy and 

planning and adhere to an understanding of policy and planning situations as genuinely 

complex. Accordingly, as stated by Cashmore et al. (2010, p. 377), research on EA 

(in)effectiveness needs to  relate to ‘the beliefs, values and aspirations of actors engaged 
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in policy decisions and impact assessment, the strategies they use to promote their 

visions, and the conditions under which their strategies effect change.’ This brings EA 

research explicitly into a discussion of power, and illuminates the importance of 

understanding how power dynamics evolve around EA frameworks and practice 

(Richardson, 2005; Richardson and Cashmore, 2011).  

 

The aim of this paper is to explore how EA ineffectiveness is produced in planning 

practice. We explore this in a case study of local development planning in the medium-

sized city of Västerås, Sweden. The empirical case in focus is the expansion of a large 

out-of-town shopping centre, propelled by the establishment of a new IKEA store. In 

concrete terms, we explore how the EA was conducted as part of the local planning 

process and how it functioned as a tool for integrating environmental knowledge in the 

decisive elements of the process. Analytically, we apply the Healey (2007) framework 

of planning as strategy making, in combination with a focus on power-knowledge 

relations.   

 

The paper is organised as follows. Below we first present the methodological approach 

used for carrying out the study, followed by a description of theoretical framework, 

which focuses on strategy making and power. Section 4 provides the background to 

land use planning and frameworks for EA in Sweden, which is followed by the analysis 

of the case. The paper ends with a concluding discussion.  

2. Methodological approach  

The paper is based on the results from a single case study (Stake, 1995), but was written 

within a wider research project involving parallel studies in two other medium-sized, 

expanding Swedish cities, Linköping and Örebro (Hrelja, 2011). We share the view of 
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Flyvbjerg (1998; 2007) that single case studies may serve as a sound basis for drawing 

more general conclusions, given that the case in question is rich and illustrative, which 

proved true for the case examined here. The generalisations we make are analytical, 

which means that we base them upon qualitative empirical material that is related to 

earlier research and theories from the field (Yin, 2003). The choice to base this analysis 

on a single in-depth case study was motivated by the fact that research questions on 

strategy making and power-knowledge require us to penetrate to depth and document 

the intricacies of planning practice and multiple perspectives of key actors involved, 

rather than increasing the number of case studies targeted. 

 

Empirically, the paper builds on interviews and analysis of policy and planning 

documents. We held nine qualitative, semi-structured interviews with key actors in the 

process: six local officials, two politicians and the consultant who had worked with the 

EA and the EIA report (see Table 1). To identify officials to interview, we obtained help 

from three planners at the technical department at Västerås municipal authority, who 

were involved in a reference group for our research project. They helped us to identify 

officials from local offices who had been closely involved in the planning project. To 

make sure we did not miss out any key persons, however, we asked all our interviewees 

what other persons we should talk to if we wanted to learn more about the process. 

Fairly soon, we settled on a list of six officials. We also decided to interview the 

consultant who had prepared the EIA report as we expected that this would bring 

important insight on the power-knowledge aspects of planning. 

 

When it came to politicians, our top priority was to find persons with positions in the 

political committees that had most insight and influence over the project and the process 
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around it. Furthermore, we wanted the politicians to be particularly well acquainted 

with the environmental aspects of the case. This led us to two politicians from the Green 

Party, one of them vice-President of the Building Committee and the other a member of 

the Property Development Committee. The choice to interview only politicians from the 

Green Party meant that we did not get a representative view of how politicians in 

Västerås regard the project. However the interviews instead brought in experiences from 

two politicians who have raised questions about the project and provided more insights 

into how they perceived the process. 

 

The interviews lasted between 60-90 minutes and were recorded and transcribed. The 

analysis was then carried out in two steps, first a meaning concentration of transcripts 

where specific contents in the interviews and reoccurring analytical themes were 

examined. Second, for this paper, we worked in more detail with themes and sections 

with a particular bearing on strategy making and power-knowledge relations. In the 

presentation and analysis of the empirical results, we have allowed singular 

representations – but we have generally sought to increase credence of interpretations 

by comparing statements from different interviews (Silverman, 1993).  

 

In addition to the interviews, we studied general planning and policy documents like the 

Vision for Västerås 2026, the Comprehensive Plan, the Trade Policy, the Environmental 

Programme and the Strategic Plan. These documents express the stated objectives, 

policies and visions which constitute an important part of the policy context for the 

project in question. We also studied documents from the specific case studied, i.e. the 

local development plans for Western Erikslund, the EIA report and other documents 
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that explain more of details of the case. This provided some sense of methodological 

triangulation. 

 

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE 

3. Analytical framework: strategy making and power 

We found Patsy Healey’s writings on planning as strategy making an interesting and 

innovative way to make sense of what happens (and does not happen) in a planning 

process. In the following analysis, we apply Healey’s framework as an analytical 

framework for exploring the EA and planning process in this case. In her writings about 

planning as strategy making, Healey underlines that strategy-making ‘challenges 

practices that are justified in terms of ‘following established procedures’ or ‘this is what 

we have always done’.’ (Healey, 2007 p. 30, referring to Mintzberg, 1994 and Bryson, 

2003). In other words, strategy-making involves creating a dedicated process for the 

realisation of a certain goal or vision. This is sometimes (but not always) the case with 

planning activities.  

 

Healey identifies four elements of strategy making (Healey, 2007 p. 195, referring to 

Mintzberg, 1994):  

 

1) Filtering processes concerning the selection of general aims, goals, actors and 

perspectives defined as being important for the enterprise in question.  

 

2 ) Focusing and framing: Many issues struggle for attention within a certain enterprise, 

but eventually some of them are given a privileged position.  
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3) Generating mobilising force around a strategy that is recognised and positioned in a 

specific institutional context.  

 

4) Creating transformative force by re-ordering categories and positions, changing 

existing routines and practices and establishing new ones.  

 

Patsy Healey used the strategy-making framework to explore urban spatial strategies 

(Healey, 2007; 2009). Her applications have generated important insights on the 

performance of existing urban spatial strategic work. However we use the Healey 

framework slightly differently. In our study, we do not focus on the process of spatial 

strategy making, but on EA in land use planning. We apply the Healey framework of 

planning as strategy making as a way to identify and explore decisive elements in the 

planning process in question – i.e.  elements that strongly influence subsequent steps of 

the process, and where a stronger consideration of environmental knowledge and 

concern could have significantly transformed the outcome of the planning process. We 

view the planning process, with the mandatory Swedish EA process as a key 

component, as potentially strategic in this sense. However, in the case of retail centre 

expansion studied here and in many other similar cases, the strategic potential was not 

realised.  

 

In addition to the Healey framework, the analysis draws upon Foucault’s writings about 

the relationship between power and knowledge. According to Foucault, knowledge – 

just like everything else – is discursively produced and therefore also an expression of 

power relations. Power-knowledge relations are constantly being produced and 

reproduced through discursive practice which, according to Foucault, includes speech, 
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text or other means of communication but also institutional arrangements and 

organisational structures and frameworks, including practical work, routines, common 

priorities, etc. (Foucault, 1976; Hajer, 1995). It is important to note that in Foucault’s 

work there is no ‘powerful subject’ ruling processes and outcomes and instead power is 

exercised in a very decentralised manner – by all actors taking part in the discourse and 

thus in the (re)production of common norms, understandings and institutional 

conditions (Foucault, 1976).  

 

Foucault’s writings prompted us to add power-knowledge as an aspect to examine in 

this study. Throughout the analysis, we pay specific attention to dimensions of power-

knowledge and the way they affect the role and the outcome of the EA. Special attention 

is paid to the way environmental knowledge was managed throughout the process; for 

instance the type of environmental knowledge or expertise included at various stages of 

the process, and the norms, routines and institutional conditions that conditioned its 

performance.  

 

4. Background: Land use planning and EA frameworks in 

Sweden 

4.1 Local planning monopoly 

Land use planning in Sweden is regulated by the Planning and Building Act (PBA) 

(SFS 2010:900). First introduced in 1987, it established the local planning monopoly, 

which means that the municipal authority ‘has primary responsibility for planning the 

use of land and water within a legal framework set and supervised by national 

government’ (Bjarnadóttir, 2008; SFS 1987:10). Regional or national authorities have 
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no formal power over local development decisions, as long as they do not violate 

national regulations.  

4.2 Local planning instruments 

The two main planning instruments available to local authorities are municipal 

comprehensive plans (MCP) and local development plans (LDP). The MCP sets out the 

long-term land use and spatial development of the city. It has to balance different goals 

and interests in society, and make clear how national interests and environmental 

qualities have been considered. The MCP has an advisory function and is thus not 

legally binding (Bjarnadóttir, 2008; Boverket, 2006; Hilding-Rydevik and Åkerskog, 

2011). The LDP, in turn, is a concrete, detailed and project-orientated planning 

document. It is legally binding and regulates the development of new houses, roads, 

industries or other facilities in a certain area or site within the municipality. In 

particular, a LDP specifies what may be constructed in a certain area and its exact 

location at the site (Bjarnadóttir, 2008; Boverket, 2006; Hilding-Rydevik and Åkerskog, 

2011). In addition, there is a third form of local planning instrument: area-specific 

comprehensive plans (ASCP). The ASCP is more detailed than the MCP, and is legally 

defined as an addition to the latter. An ASCP is sometimes drawn up for the central 

parts of a city, or for areas in a state of intense development and where there is a need to 

complement the MCP with somewhat more specific guidelines.  

4.3 EA in Swedish land use planning 

EIA was introduced into the Swedish planning system in 1987, as a compulsory step in 

the later stages of road planning processes. Four years later, EIA was introduced into 

the Natural Resources Legislation (NRL) and into a suite of accompanying legislation 

(SFS 1991:738). After Sweden joined the EU in 1995, the Swedish EIA framework was 
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further developed and adjusted in accordance with the EU Directive, manifested in the 

Environmental Code from 1999 (SFS 1998:808). 

 

SEA has taken more time to become rooted in the Swedish context. The SEA Directive 

was formally implemented into Swedish legislation in 2005, but SEA as a concept is 

still not being used. Instead, the concept used in Swedish legislation since 2005 is 

Environmental Assessment, EA. This is somewhat confusing in relation to general EA 

research, since EA is an umbrella term for SEA and/or EIA processes, whereas in 

Swedish law EA is the formal term for the practice of SEA. In this paper, we use the 

term ‘EA process’ to refer to the Swedish practice of SEA.  

 

The Swedish EA process may or may not include an EIA, depending on the expected 

environmental impact of the plan or project in question. It starts with an initial 

assessment (carried out by the municipal authority) of the expected environmental 

impact (significant or not), which in turn defines the need to conduct an EA process 

(SFS 2009:864). The County Administration Board and other municipalities and 

authorities concerned must also be consulted at this stage. The decision by the 

municipal authority about the need for an EA then has to be made public. If an EA is 

needed, the first step of the process is to define the scope of the subsequent EIA. A key 

element here is the consultation with the other municipalities concerned and with the 

County Administration Board on the scope of the EIA. It is recommended that this be 

done as early as possible, possibly at the same time as the consultation about the need 

for an EA (as mentioned above). Thereafter follows the analytical phase of data 

collection, analysis and processing into an EIA report, which is then released for public 

consultation. The EIA may lead to adjustments to the proposed plan. The final decision 



 13 

on the plan is then made. The last stage of the process is monitoring, in which the main 

environmental impact should be summarised and conclusions drawn. The handbooks on 

EA recommend that actors involved in planning and the EA process bear in mind the 

overall aim of the process, which is to ‘integrate environmental aspects into the plan or 

programme so that sustainable development is promoted’ (SFS 1998:808 11§). In 

essence, this means that the Swedish EA process, to be effective, needs to be fully 

integrated with the planning or programming process at hand and to follow it from the 

initial stages to the final and most concrete stages (SEPA 2009:7).  

5. The Western Erikslund project  

5.1 Background 

Västerås is located in central Sweden, approximately 100 km from Stockholm. With 

136 000 inhabitants, it is the sixth largest city in Sweden. Local planning and policy 

documents from the early 2000s emphasise the importance of trade and shopping for the 

further development of central parts of the city. Out-of-town shopping is also identified 

as being important, and three areas have been identified as sites for the creation of out-

of-town shopping centres: Hälla in eastern Västerås, Stenby in the north and Western 

Erikslund in the west, right by the E18 motorway (Figure 1).  

 

[INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE]  

 

There has been an IKEA furniture store in Hälla since the early 1980s. In autumn 2006, 

IKEA expressed an interest in modernising and expanding the store, but it soon became 

clear that this would not be possible at the existing site, due to cultural heritage 

preservation and an overall lack of space at that location. However, the city was keen to 
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meet IKEA’s demands and suggested Western Erikslund as an alternative. All our 

interviewees from the city confirm that IKEA found the location right by the E18 

motorway interesting, and describe how the planning process evolved rapidly once the 

city and IKEA had agreed on this alternative location. Negotiations were initiated 

between the Property Development Office and IKEA and soon afterwards the City 

Planning Office was asked to start drawing up a local development plan for the IKEA 

site.  

 

IKEA’s initial intention was to expand its furniture store from 16 000 to 40 000 square 

metres. However, it eventually became clear that there were larger plans for the area. 

Sometime along the process, Ikano Retail Centres, which is a company owned by the 

Kamprad family that started IKEA, entered the process and made clear that they wanted 

to establish a retail centre comprising around 95 retail outlets and a food outlet on an 

additional 40 000 square metres in direct relation to the IKEA store.1 The former City 

Ecologist made the following comment:  

 

 ‘when IKEA /and Ikano/ presented their full concept of adjacent retailers /…/ the 

process was already well on its way. /…/ A lot of unwelcome surprises may come in a 

project like this. The Ikano concept has wider implications – commerce in Erikslund 

will increase in scope which has a bearing on sustainability.’  

                                                 
1 There are no formal ties between the two companies IKEA and Ikano. IKEA was founded in the 1940s, 

by the Swedish entrepreneur Ingvar Kamprad. Since then, it has developed into a major company for 

furniture and home design, with shops all over the world. What the consumers know as IKEA is today 

only one part of a complex corporate structure consisting of several companies with activities in e.g. 

furniture design, furniture production and retail business. The Kamprad family is no longer the owner of 

IKEA, but owns the Ikano Group, which is another group of companies with main activities in finance 

and property development. While there are no formal links between the IKEA group and the Ikano 

Group, one specific company in the Ikano Group, namely Ikano Retail Centres, has as its core task to 

follow IKEA establishments and develop larger shopping facilities around them. It has therefore been 

common to think of IKEA and Ikano as interlinked, as they are often closely related in the urban 

landscape. 
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The LDP for Western Erikslund, alongside an EIA report, was presented in February 

2008 and approved by the City Council in May 2008. The Ikano retail centre opened in 

September 2011. At the same time, the former IKEA store in Hälla closed down.  

 

The Western Erikslund project is intended to strengthen the position of Västerås as a 

regional centre for trading and shopping, generate new employment and increase 

business competitiveness and growth. In this, it is well in line with the overall 

development goals for the city. At the same time, however, it has led to considerable 

negative environmental impact. For instance, site preparation involved blasting out 

more than two million tonnes of rock, of which a considerable proportion had to be 

transported away. The project intrudes into an important recreational area which has 

important ecological and cultural values. Moreover, it is likely to increase transport and 

traffic by perhaps 35-40%, thus increasing noise and air pollution locally, according to 

the EIA report (Grontmij, 2008). The project is also in direct conflict with the local 

trading policy for Västerås, which states that out-of-town shopping is only intended for 

durable goods and that the city should be ‘very restrictive’ in relation to the 

establishment of retail outlets, e.g. for garments and shoes, books, opticians, sports and 

leisure goods etc., on the outskirts of the city (Västerås, 2000). 

 

So what can we learn from the case of Western Erikslund with respect to strategy 

making practices and power-knowledge relations? 
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5.2 Viewing the process through the lens of strategy making and 

power-knowledge 

5.2.1 Filtering the project into the general aims and goals for the city 

As stated above, Healey (2007) identified filtering processes as a key aspect of strategy-

making. Filtering is about defining general aims and goals, and identifying actors and 

perspectives of key importance for a certain enterprise. In the case of Western 

Erikslund, an immediate question arising in relation to this was how the expansion of 

IKEA and the Ikano retail centre was adjusted to fit into the long-term aims and goals of 

Västerås for sustainable urban development.  

 

In terms of the general aims and goals for Västerås, planning and policy documents 

from the past decade put environmental and sustainability issues high on the agenda. ‘A 

long-term sustainable society in harmony with nature’ is the long-term goal (Västerås, 

1999 p. 4), and ‘quality of life’ and ‘a sustainable Västerås’ are set out as two main 

targets to guide all land use decisions (Västerås, 2004). The Environmental Programme 

from 2005 states that Västerås will work actively and continuously to reduce its carbon 

footprint – through political action, business development and lifestyle changes 

(Västerås, 2005).  

 

Sustainability is also given a pivotal position in policy documents for the trade and 

retail sectors. The local trade policy states the ‘importance of integrating social and 

environmental aspects when considering new shopping facilities’ (Västerås, 2000 p. 4) 

and, as mentioned above, it underlines that out-of-town shopping centres are only 
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intended for durable goods and not for retail trade – a conscious attempt to strengthen 

city centre shopping (Västerås, 2000).  

 

The policy documents convey a strong consensus view on the relationship between 

economic growth and environmental concerns. This is clearly manifested in the recent 

vision for Västerås, which is entitled ‘The City with no Limits’, i.e. a city where 

‘everything is possible’ even though development should always be carried out with 

‘long-term sustainable solutions’ (Västerås, 2010). The ambition was to establish 

Västerås as a regional shopping city that ‘through many years of creative thinking, /has/ 

found a unique way to combine out-of-town shopping with a dynamic inner city.’ (ibid.)   

 

It is worthy of note that even though there are various general policy and planning 

documents that stress the importance of sustainable development, the relationship 

between various policies,  strategies, programmes is never clarified in any detail. 

Inherent contradictions between and sometimes also within key policies are not made 

explicit, and no effort is made to explore whether it is at all possible to simultaneously 

develop Västerås as a regional centre for shopping and trading, and still live up to 

targets for climate concern and energy use reduction.  

 

We see this overall consensus-orientated local urban development discourse as a central 

power aspect, since it sets the agenda for what is possible (and not) in terms of 

sustainability and frames the urban development around a very optimistic attitude to the 

potential to combine existing strategies for economic growth with environmental 

concern. It makes sense of the municipal authority’s open, flexible and complaisant 

attitude to IKEA’s ambitions to expand and the way in which the expanded IKEA and 
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eventually also the Ikano retail centre was integrated so smoothly with local 

development work. This genuinely positive attitude clearly influenced the way the 

project evolved in the city administration from the very first day, and made it difficult to 

express any more serious questioning of the project from an environmental or 

sustainability perspective. Thus, it immediately had an impact on the potential role and 

effectiveness of the EA and meant that the EA would only be about adjusting details of 

the project – not challenging the concept in itself.  

 

5.2.2 Focusing and framing the project I: Overall priorities 

Western Erikslund was identified as an area for further expansion of external shopping 

in Västerås back in 2004. However, the concrete development of the site could have 

taken many different paths. There are always many issues that struggle for attention 

within a certain enterprise, so the question is which of these issues or aspects should be 

given a pivotal position. We opted to explore focusing and framing by analysing two 

things in more detail: First, the overall priorities set in the planning process (for instance 

in the balancing of economic and environmental aims and goals); and second, the 

specific details of the EA process, how it evolved and what difference it made in the 

case of Western Erikslund.  

 

All interviewees expressed an awareness of the considerable environmental impact that 

the IKEA store and Ikano retail centre was expected to have in terms of noise, barriers, 

intrusion in a recreational area, increased traffic, air pollution etc. However, most of 

them still regarded the project as essentially positive and very important for the 

development of the city. The Assistant Head of the City Planning Office explained that 

‘the overall goal /in the process/ was to keep IKEA’, since it is such a ‘huge magnet’ for 
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commerce. The project came to be strongly focused on aspects of economic prosperity 

and growth and on Västerås maintaining its position as a regional centre for shopping, 

rather than on how the development would affect the overall goals for reduced climate 

impact or other environmental qualities or ecological assets in the long run.  

 

The conviction that ‘we had to do this’ emerged strongly in the interviews with local 

officials. Most of our interviewees expressed a fundamental perception of other towns 

and cities as competitors in a struggle for trade, growth and attractiveness, which 

cemented the feeling of having no choice.  Overall, the expansion of out-of town 

shopping seemed to be regarded as a binding force that the city had to accept and 

comply with. The officials also reported how the IKEA store and Ikano retail centre 

were expected to strengthen the tax base and attract visitors and consumers within a 

radius of at least 100 kilometres. Figures such as these were reproduced very 

uncritically throughout the process, and – seeing it from the lens of power-knowledge – 

we note how certain ‘facts’ strongly influenced the framing the project, and were never 

really challenged, even though single persons – for instance the former Head of Office 

for Streets and Traffic and politicians from the Green Party – expressed their doubts 

about the evidence base behind the numbers.  

 

5.2.3 Focusing and framing the project II: Filtering environmental knowledge  

Environmental knowledge was filtered in several ways throughout the process. First of 

all, the Property Development Office did not initiate an EA process or scope for EIA in 

the early stages where the agreement was settled with the retailers. The consultant who 

produced the EIA report for the project explained that when she started the work, she 

realised that the city had not yet carried out any of the overall EA process:  
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‘So I had to start by asking if they wanted to act in line with the legal demands or not, 

and yes, of course they wanted. /…/ I think they wanted to act correctly, but they were 

not aware of the correct procedure.’  

 

The failure to carry out any of the prescribed EA procedures in the early stages of the 

planning process meant that instead of influencing the project from the very beginning, 

environmental knowledge production through the EA started at a stage when the LDP 

process had already come quite a long way. At that stage, the EA could not lead to any 

fundamental change to the plan. It is thus a clear illustration of institutionalised power 

relations that immediately led to EA ineffectiveness.  

 

Another question is how environmental consequences – once they had been brought to 

light – were defined and interpreted and what role and meaning they were given. Here 

we note that the EIA document communicates a very pragmatic approach. In the 

presentation of expected consequences, emphasis is placed on compensation measures 

and ‘making the most of it’, rather than on underlining the long-term, and sometimes 

irreversible, environmental consequences. The fact that the Western Erikslund project is 

expected to increase transport and traffic by perhaps 35-40% compared with the current 

situation is discussed only in the detailed parts of the EIA, which states that the intended 

project counteracts local goals for reduced climate impact (Grontmij, 2008 p. 22). 

However, this is stated only briefly and not mentioned at all in the non-technical 

summary – which is probably the part of the document that most people and decision-

makers read.  
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The non-technical summary of the EIA document focuses heavily on mitigation. The 

main attention is on manageable aspects such as purification of surface water and the 

impact on the landscape, which will be reduced by tree planting and a well-conceived 

site design. A lot of attention is also given to various ways to manage and/or 

compensate for the way the project intrudes into the habitat of the great crested newt. 

The mitigation efforts are encouraging in many ways, but have another side since they 

direct attention away from other aspects. The vice-President of the Building Committee, 

commented: 

 

 ‘Environmental considerations were made for instance in the case of the newt 

population. /…/ They are protected by law, so this came to affect the design of the plan 

to some extent. /…/ So that kind of consideration was taken. But at the same time, the 

issue of increased car use was brushed aside.’  

 

The Green Party politician from the Property Development Committee made similar 

comments. 

 

Another example is the focus on measures such as paths for walking and cycling and the 

provision of public transport, with bus stops etc. close to the entrance of the shopping 

facility. Most of our interviewees were positive to the efforts undertaken, but still they 

seemed sceptical about whether this will really make any difference in practice. With 

3 500 parking lots in direct connection to the centre, it will be very convenient to get to 

this shopping centre by car (Ikano Retail, 2010). The former Head of the Office for 

Streets and Traffic expressed his concerns about this by stating: 

 



 22 

‘We make sure that the possibility of going by bicycle or bus exists but will it actually be 

used?’  

 

Altogether, the focus placed on mitigation (including compensation) measures partly 

served to marginalise other, more complex and long-term environmental aspects such as 

overall traffic growth, air pollution and climate impact. It becomes clear that the 

knowledge production in this process intentionally or unintentionally functioned as a 

support for the project and not a basis for raising any more fundamental criticism. 

Certain environmental aspects were even framed as benefits of the project. For instance, 

the blasting out of more than two million tonnes of rock, which was a major intrusion in 

the local environment and also associated with increased noise and transport, was 

mentioned in the technical summary of the EIA report as an economic benefit and a 

matter of reduced environmental impact, in that rock would otherwise have to be bought 

from somewhere else and transported to the site. What was not stated was that large 

stocks of rock already existed in the Western Erikslund area and that only a minor part 

of the rock masses blasted out would actually be used on the site. The rest of the rock 

had to be transported away for storage and will gradually be sold and transported to 

other construction sites in the Mälardalen region. Whether the handling of rock in 

Western Erikslund will actually reduce the environmental impact is thus questionable. 

Framing this as a benefit for the environment gives the impression of a biased EIA 

report and adds to the general sense of a process where environmental knowledge was 

consciously filtered in order to support implementation of the IKEA expansion rather 

than giving a balanced account of expected environmental consequences.  
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5.2.4 Mobilising force in the City authority – Role of environmental expertise 

Looking into the institutional settings and the practical work with the plan and the EA, 

it is clear that the way in which the process was organised in this case – and presumably 

in many similar cases of land use development– led to a reproduction of existing norms 

and power relations. This section discusses the roles and relationships between the 

different committees, administrations and professions involved in the planning process 

for Western Erikslund and how the mobilising force – the potential to really affect the 

way the project was being shaped – was delegated to a specific and very limited set of 

actors.  

 

The key actors from the City authority that were engaged at the very early stages of the 

project were the City Management Office, the Unit for Trade and Industry, leading 

politicians from the Property Development Committee and a limited number of officials 

from the Property Development Office. Together, they constituted a core network that 

worked intensively with the project at a very early informal, and in many ways decisive, 

stage of the process. Meetings were held under strict rules of secrecy. There was no 

representation of environmental expertise and the initiative and power to influence 

remained among a limited number of actors with their main interest and competences in 

economic growth and business development. Furthermore, even though the EA process 

is supposed to be initiated at the very beginning of any local development planning 

process, this did not happen in this case. This is a clear restriction on the ability of the 

EA process to make any real difference beyond compensatory measures or other more 

limited adjustments.  
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The way the work was organised in this case also led to problems for the consultant 

responsible for producing the EIA document. All through the process, she had severe 

problems in obtaining basic information about the project being planned. She was not 

allowed to participate at project meetings and she was never informed that it was an 

IKEA store and retail centre that was being planned:  

 

‘The municipality did not give us all information because it was still secret that it was 

about a new IKEA-store – it was still in a stage of discussion, perhaps at a political 

level /…/. So at maps and other documents we got /…/ we could see that it was a huge 

building and we did ask what kind of enterprise it would be, because we wanted to know 

how much traffic to expect for instance, which is crucial for the EIA. What kind of 

enterprise would it be? But we did not get any clear information to begin with, so what 

we knew at that time was that it could be about shopping and/or small industry 

establishments. /…/ After a while, however, we were informed that it would be a large 

shopping facility’. 

 

Even though it was eventually made clear that it was a new large shopping facility that 

was being planned for, there was no information that it was an IKEA store and Ikano 

retail centre, which is indeed a very specific facility. From the interview with the EIA 

consultant, we learn that the County Administration Board, the public authority 

responsible for reviewing plans and EIA reports, was also not fully informed of what 

the project was about when it was consulted about the project and the need for an EA. 

This affected the way in which the EIA could constitute a platform for deliberation, 

which is a clearly stated intention according to Swedish and EU frameworks (Isaksson 

et al., 2009). The fact that the EIA report – or any other documents from the EA process 
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– did not include any precise information on the project also meant that it was difficult 

to scrutinise the expected outcomes of the project as they were presented in the planning 

documents and the EIA report. So, instead of opening up for dialogue around the 

project, the main function of the EIA in this case was to stabilise the plan, in a way that 

is very similar to what has been identified in earlier research (Jay et al., 2007; Petts, 

1999). What we see is a strong institutionalisation of power-relations that marginalises 

any more critically orientated persons, professions and knowledge from having any 

major impact on the process. As a consequence, it was difficult to generate any 

mobilising force for environmental knowledge and expertise. The EA and EIA could 

not influence the process in the way intended in the planning and environmental 

legislation.  

 

6. Concluding discussion  

The Western Erikslund project illustrates a number of general problems concerning the 

role of EA in local development planning. However, the main contribution of this study 

does not lie in showing the existence of EIA ineffectiveness, as that has been done very 

convincingly before, but rather in the insights it provides on how EA ineffectiveness is 

being produced in local land use planning practice. It illuminates how a range of 

mechanisms together help to limit the role of the EA and environmental knowledge 

throughout the whole planning process. To conclude the paper, we now list and discuss 

the most significant of these mechanisms. 
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6.1 Key mechanisms for ineffectiveness 

6.1.1 An overall consensus perspective paving the way  

First, we have noted how the overall visions and plans for the city of Västerås 

established a consensus perspective on the potential to combine environmental concern 

and economic growth. This perspective represents a very common approach to 

sustainable development today, and it has earlier been discussed for instance in terms of 

ecological modernisation and post-political framing of sustainability (Hilding-Rydevik 

et al., 2011; Swyngedouw, 2007). But even though it is common, it still represents a 

very specific perspective on what environmental consideration is (and is not) about; it 

restricts any more ‘radical’ or ‘challenging’ approach, and in this case it clearly paved 

the way for how the IKEA and Ikano establishments could be merged into the long-term 

strategies and development plans of Västerås.  

 

6.1.2 Lack of concretisation of parallel policies 

In relation to this, we have also noted an overall lack of concretisation of the overall 

policies, plans and strategies – and a lack of clarification of how they are related to 

each other. In practice, local policy, planning and decision-making rests on a range of 

separate policy ambitions (the Trade Policy, the Environmental Programme, the 

Strategic Plan, etc.), where goal conflicts remains unexplored and hidden under an 

overall consensus umbrella. This, in turn, helps to reproduce the consensus perspective 

and keep it unchallenged and enables the implementation of projects that in essence 

contradict some of the stated policy aims. Our finding here is closely related to what 

Hrelja (2011) discusses in his study of the expansion of out-of-town shopping in the city 

of Örebro, Sweden, where a central conclusion is that many of the concrete routines in 
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policy and planning practice help to avoid having to consider long-term policy goals in 

individual planning projects. Our findings here are yet another expression of this 

mechanism. 

 

The analysis also highlights some of the more practical and hands-on elements of the 

EA and planning process and shows the various ways in which environmental 

knowledge was restricted from substantially influencing the Western Erikslund project. 

 

6.1.3 Lack of integration + exclusion mechanisms 

The case of Western Erikslund illustrates an EA and land use planning process where 

environmental knowledge had an important, but in several ways very limited, position 

throughout the process. As has been pointed out in earlier research (see, for instance, 

Retief et al., 2007), there was a clear lack of integration of the EA with the planning and 

decision making process. This is partly related to the issue of timing; as pointed out by 

Bjarnadóttir (2008), among others, the EA process often starts too late – in this case 

after the key decisions had been taken. Thus, instead of being a determinant in whether 

to proceed with the project or what restrictions to impose by providing a balanced 

account of expected environmental consequences, which is intended by the legislation, 

the EA process was initiated when it could no longer make any substantial change to the 

plan.  

 

A closely related aspect is the exclusion of environmental expertise. At the early and in 

many ways decisive stage of the planning process, there was no environmental 

knowledge or expertise involved at all. When environmental experts were involved later 

on in the process, their role was circumscribed by other means – for instance in the case 
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of the EIA consultant by not having access to all the relevant information on what the 

project was about.  

 

6.1.4 Implicit norms, assumptions and figures shaping the process 

It also became clear, throughout our interviews, that the local policy making was very 

much framed by an implicit – and very powerful – perception of the new IKEA store in 

Western Erikslund as being of key importance for the city’s long-term development. 

The overall concern was about maintaining the position of Västerås as a regional centre 

for shopping and commerce. A general impression from the interviews is that it would 

have been very difficult to try to challenge this overall attitude, which characterised 

much of the decision making and planning process. In relation to power and knowledge 

it is however worthy of note that the positive claims made for Western Erikslund in 

terms of its input to local growth and development rested upon a number of assumptions 

that were uncritically reproduced to support the project, without any clearly stated 

evidence. The officials we interviewed mentioned various factors, such as people’s 

attitude to IKEA centres, the number of visitors a new retail centre will attract, the 

catchment distances, the number of new jobs it will lead to and how this will strengthen 

the position of Västerås in relation to neighbouring towns and cities. Some of the 

assumptions are not unlikely, but some of them are, and altogether they rest on a very 

diffuse evidence base that was not pronounced clearly in any of the public documents. It 

is interesting to note how perceptions such as these acquired such a powerful role in the 

framing of the project. 
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6.1.5 A focus on mitigation + framing expected environmental impact as 

beneficial 

Earlier studies have noted that EIA often involves a strong focus on mitigation instead 

of offering any substantial critique of the policy or plan in question (Cashmore et al., 

2007; Jay et al., 2007;Kornov et al., 2005). This was also reflected in the present case, 

where we noted that the long-term impact on traffic and climate change was not 

mentioned at all in the non-technical summary of the EIA report and the main focus was 

put on mitigation efforts such as public transport investments, paths for walking and 

cycling and efforts to move the newt population. We have also identified how certain 

irreversible environmental consequences – e.g. the blasting out of more than two 

millions of tonnes of rock – were inexplicably reframed as environmental benefits in the 

EIA report. Altogether, we see this as yet another illustration of the power-knowledge 

relation, which in this case came to mean that potentially challenging environmental 

knowledge or information was kept in a marginal position and thus could not garner any 

strength to transform the process and its outcome. Instead, the environmental aspects 

highlighted in the EIA report helped to adjust the plan in a way that supported the 

implementation of the project.  

 

6.2 Concluding reflections 

Our findings in this case echo much of the existing knowledge about ineffective EA in 

planning practice. Environmental considerations were made in several ways throughout 

the process, but only to the extent that they did not challenge anything fundamental in 

the plan for Western Erikslund, with the new IKEA store and the Ikano retail centre as 

key establishments. The illustration of ineffective EA is in itself not new, but has been a 



 30 

recurring theme in EA literature over the last 10-15 years. The main contribution of this 

study is instead the identification of decisive elements in the EA and planning process, 

where the key mechanisms listed above together served to disarm the EA of its 

transformative potential, and led to a situation where it could not substantially change 

the outcome of the planning process. The Healey framework of strategy making enabled 

us to see how these mechanisms were closely intertwined throughout the planning 

process.  

 

In general, we found the Healey framework to be a very useful approach for 

understanding what happened (and not) in the EA and land use planning process. A 

general lesson from the study is that EA ineffectiveness is being produced and 

reproduced dynamically through several elements and mechanisms, which are closely 

intertwined. The production of EA ineffectiveness is deeply embedded in the norms, 

routines and practices and power relations that structure local land use planning in 

practice. In essence, this means that all attempts to increase EA effectiveness (so that it 

may have a more substantial impact on planning and decision making), would also 

require transformation of the fundamental norms and power-relations that steer planning 

practice. Here too we see the potential of the Healey framework: just as it can be used to 

identify key elements of how ineffectiveness is produced, it can also be used to identify 

key measures for realising the strategic potential of EA land use planning practice. 

Accomplishing this in an EA context is an important theme for future research.  
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