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Abstract 
Urban areas are facing huge environmental challenges due to an increase in the population 
from 50% to 70% until 2050. The European Commission promotes the European Green 
Capital Award to give European cities motivation to facilitate a change towards urban 
sustainable development in medium-sized cities, where the city Umeå in north Sweden is 
applying for the third time. The aim of this study is to see whether the award is a useful tool 
for the environmental work in Umeå and if there are controversies among the stakeholders of 
the city. Interviews have been conducted where interviewees from several areas, both pro and 
against the award, have been interviewed. It is shown that the award has several impacts 
where most of them are beneficial for the environmental work in the city, such as structuring 
the environmental work. The main challenge with the award is a communication failure 
between the project group and other stakeholders of the city. The conclusion is that the award 
in itself seem to be good for the environmental work in Umeå but that the communication 
between the project group and the citizens needs to be improved. 

 

Keywords 
European Green Capital Award, Network, Umeå, Urban Sustainability 

 

Introduction 
Worldwide, the percentage of people living in cities will increase from 50% in 2010 to nearly 
70% by 2050, which will lead to a densification of urbanised areas (Haaland & Konijnendijk 
van der Bosch, 2015; Kabisch, 2015, Mone, 2015,). In Europe, more than two thirds of the 
population (333 million people) live in towns and cities today (European Commission, 
2015a). In urban areas the environmental challenges are the highest. Greenhouse gas 
emissions are increasing globally, and it is estimated that only urban areas contribute with 40-
70%, thus creating great challenges in these areas (Amiri & Sadeghpour, 2014; Angelidou, 
2015; Arman & Davidson 2014; Juhola, 2013; Yigitcanlar, 2015).  

To achieve a transition to sustainable development, it is important that actions are taken on an 
urban level (Azevedo, Delarue & Meeus, 2013). Cities and organizations all over the world 
are trying to face the challenges created by urban densification and achieve sustainable 
development. This is being done through different movements such as regulations, sustainable 
cities, prizes or awards (Letaifa, 2015; Yigitcanlar, 2015). This brings together the need for 
commitments and innovative ways to live more sustainably (Bulkeley, Castán Broto & 
Edwards, 2015; European Commission, 2015a; Haaland & Konijnendijk van der Bosch, 
2015; Kronsell, 2013).  

Competence in policy making is needed to achieve these changes (Azevedo, Delarue & 
Meeus, 2013). Authorities in cities need to change structures and encourage a behavioural 
change among the inhabitants. This is done through technology, infrastructure, information 
and other solutions that make change easy (Boulos, Tsouros & Holopainen, 2015; de Jong et 
al., 2015).  
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In Europe, the movement for sustainable development is widespread, both throughout the 
European Union as a whole and through the countries on an individual nation level (Bayulken 
& Huisingh, 2015; Joss, 2015). In the 80s and early 90s, development in Europe was driven 
by the need to resolve the shortage of affordable housing and therefore early models 
experimented with innovative urban solutions to this problem. More recently the focus has 
been on a more holistic integrated mixed-use urban development (Bayulken & Huisingh, 
2015). For making it possible to implement changes in the cities, governmental support in 
policy-making, financial backing and legal attributions has been vital (Bayulken & Huisingh, 
2015).  

This support has helped put Europe in the forefront with several urban sustainability 
initiatives, with pioneers such as Freiburg with a project for energy efficient housing, or 
Helsinki with its newly built Eko-vikki community (Bayulken & Huisingh, 2015: Joss, 2015). 
Hammarby Sjöstad in Stockholm is another initiative, with a partnership between investors, 
architects, developers and landowners. It includes an integrated transport system, solar panels 
on most roofs and a water- and waste recycling system. The new district will provide 10,000 
homes and 30,000 offices jobs and aims to be fossil fuel free by 2030. The project includes an 
introduction of biogas buses, charging points for electrical vehicles as well as new lanes for 
pedestrians and cyclists (Joss, 2015). Further the European Union has been working to 
encourage European countries to work toward sustainable development with initiatives such 
as prizes. 

European Green Capital Award 
One of the environmental projects that the European Union has is the European Green 
Capital Award, which is established to face the challenges of urbanisation and increase the 
motivation for sustainable urban development in Europe. The award is conceived to promote 
and reward efforts made in medium-sized cities in Europe (European Commission, 2015b). 
The European Commission has long recognised that local authorities play an important role in 
improving the environment and that there are high levels of commitment. The European 
Green Capital Award (EGCA) has therefore been conceived to promote and reward these 
efforts (European Commission, 2015b). EGCA wants to highlight those cities with innovative 
practices where the three pillars of sustainability; the environment, the economy and social 
issues, are combined to improve the quality of life for their citizens (European Commission, 
2013).  

The winning cities, which have been highest ranked by the jury on how they can be green 
models for other cities, have been Stockholm 2010, Hamburg 2011, Vitoria-Gasteiz 2012, 
Nantes 2013, Copenhagen 2014, Bristol 2015, Ljubljana 2016 and Essen 2017 (Meijering, 
Kern & Tobi, 2014). The competition for 2018’s winner has already begun with seven 
countries applying for the title European Green Capital Award (European Commission, 
2015a; European Commission, 2015e). For 2018, Sweden has applied for the second time, 
this time with the city Umeå. 

Umeå 
Umeå, a city in North Sweden, has applied for the award 2016 and 2017, where the city came 
among the last four finalists both times, has applied again for 2018 (Umeå Kommun, 2015a; 
Interviewee 1, project leader). The previous winners (Bristol, Ljubljana and Essen) applied 
three to four times before winning. In 2017, Essen won due to a higher technical ranking and 
a transformation from an industrial city to a greener city. This time Umeå believes that it has 
higher chances of winning the award 2018, as they have applied two times before and thus 
been able to improve the application, where partnership and interaction will be evolved, 
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locally, regionally, nationally and internationally. They have learnt from their previous 
applications as well as from what the jury is looking at and how other countries are working. 
Furthermore, they have had two years to implement changes that were required the first year. 
The city believes that, whether they win the award or not, the city will receive long-term 
benefits from the application work, which can lead to better environmental and developmental 
possibilities for Umeå. (Umeå Kommun, 2015).  

Umeå has been criticised for its environmental work among its citizens and politicians, and 
the city’s goal to become the European Green Capital has been questioned (Sandström & 
Westerström, 2015; Segerstedt, 2015). For many years the air quality, due to high traffic in 
the city centre, has been below the acceptable limits of the national air quality measurements. 
Umeå is among the Swedish cities that have exceeded the EU level for the limit for PM10 
(particles with a diameter of less than ten micrometer) during the last five years (IVL, 2013; 
Umeå Kommun, 2015a) and has to monitor the air quality (IVL, 2013; Umeå Kommun, 
2015a).  

Aim 
Since urban areas stand for a high rate of greenhouse gases and are a platform where several 
developmental changes can be made, the goal is to see how a medium-sized city, in this case 
Umeå, can work for sustainable development through the EGCA. Further it will be seen if the 
award is helpful for Umeå’s environmental work and if so, how. The aim is also to find out 
how the quest for a prize is influencing Umeå’s environmental policies and actions and to 
which extent this is in line with the intentions of the EGCA. This will be studied through 
previous studies about governance, networking, sustainable development and prizes and 
awards. Factors that motivate the city to strive for a prize, and factors that the European 
Commission is looking at, will be studied. As well, this study will look at positive and 
negative impacts of the award, for the city and for the environment. There are inhabitants and 
politicians in Umeå protesting against the award. The budget, the environmental issues, the 
stunts as well as those impacts that the stakeholders of the city consider to be positive and 
negative will be studied.  

Research questions 
• What impacts does the European Green Capital Award have on the local authority’s 

environmental work in Umeå? 
• What are the challenges of the award for Umeå? 
• How do different actors in Umeå perceive this participation and are there 

controversies around it? 

Background and conceptual framework 
In the following section, the EGCA, sustainable cities, governance of urban sustainability and 
key factors on how an urban city can be attractive will be described. 

Urban sustainable development 
Sustainable development is defined as growth where better quality of life is provided. It 
includes a dynamic process connecting local and global concerns. To meet the needs for 
current and future generations the social, economic and ecological issues are linked together 
to meet the needs for current and future generations (Hassan & Lee, 2015).  

Urban sustainable development includes factors such as greenhouse gases, urban vegetation, 
cultural awareness, transportation, city structure and land use. Focus is also on including 
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sustainability in the education and to educate stakeholder in urban sustainability as a change 
is difficult if the stakeholders do not have the appropriate education for the change. The 
general goals must guarantee a living environment that meets everyone’s basic needs, such as 
health and safety (Hassan & Lee, 2015; Ratas & Mäeltsemees, 2013). 

A sustainable city is a city that reduces the cities negative impact on the environment, both 
locally and globally, and at the same time, makes the city more attractive and suitable for 
living and working. But how a city works to be sustainable differs from city to city since each 
city has a different starting position, which makes it complicated to give general guidelines to 
follow (Joss, 2015). 

Cities are currently in the centre for sustainable development, which includes several factors 
that affect the environment and the sustainable development for the world (Joss, 2015). Urban 
sustainability is considered to be “one of the most critical issues in the 21st century” (Joss, 
2015:14) as well as the key to reaching a more environmental, stable and healthy world (Joss, 
2015). According to UNEP (2012:vi) “the key to sustainability lies in the concept of ‘green 
cities’ or ‘eco-cities’”. As well, cities are considered to be drivers of national growth, which 
gives the cities the capacity to strive for a greener development and thus have the power to 
make a sustainable development that will not only be helpful for the city itself but at a global 
level (Joss, 2015). Identifying, promoting and preserving a planned green infrastructure can 
provide the cities with ecological, economic and social benefits (Liquete et al., 2015). 
However, developing green growth on a city scale is filled with challenges as there needs to 
be coordination between local and national levels as well as between private and public 
sectors (Joss, 2015).  

Sustainable cities transition has become a key concept, to signal the need for a systematic 
change from “fossil-fuel dependent socio-economic activity to future resource-efficient 
development based on drastically reduced carbon footprints” (Joss, 2015:49). Further it is 
considered economically beneficial and is used as a key component in most urban 
development projects (Joss, 2015). Transitions have been championed as offering the means 
to combat the challenges of a sustainable future (Bulkeley, Castán Broto & Edwards, 2015). 
Transition discourses “have in common the sense that their realization depends on identifying 
clear goals and pathways through which to channel social change” (Bulkeley, Castán Broto & 
Edwards, 2015:237). But it is argued that social complexity complicates the transition and 
creates boundaries (Djurasovic & Knieling, 2015) 

Cities can be framed as sustainable cities in several ways with labels such as smart cities. 
Smart cities are a multidisciplinary field that is shaped by advances in technology and urban 
development. In recent years knowledge has been recognised as an important factor as well 
(Angelidou, 2015). The smart city concept contributes to advertise a city and attract citizens, 
workers, investors and tourists (Angelidou, 2015). 

Eco-town is another concept striving for sustainable development in a city, and is the 
definition for a sustainable community, which is being refined and improved through 
physical, ecological, technological, economic, psychological and social changes, occurring in 
societies (Bayulken & Huisingh, 2015). The eco-cities have been built to introduce 
innovations in building technologies, urban systems, planning and as educational 
opportunities for the wider society (Bayulken & Huisingh, 2015).  

Those frames are more common in bigger cities though, and it is more difficult to find the 
brandings in small or medium-sized cities. It has been seen that larger cities are more likely to 
use new innovations, since for small cities the matter is more complicated due to material 
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resources (Vasi, 2007). But as there are urban challenges in smaller cities as well such as 
sparsely populated regions in the Nordic countries, sustainable changes or frames are needed 
there as well (Boulus, Tsouros & Holopainen, 2015). It has been argued that small transitional 
cities can serve as models of sustainable urban development (Djurasovic & Knieling, 2015). 

The European Green Capital Award 
The EGCA is an initiative taken by 15 European cities (Tallinn, Helsinki, Riga, Vilnius, 
Berlin, Warsaw, Madrid, Ljubljana, Prague, Vienna, Kiel, Kotka, Dartford, Tartu and 
Glasgow) and the Association of Estonian cities on 15 May 2006 in Tallinn, Estonia. The 
vision with the initiative was to establish an award to recognise cities that are leading the way 
with environmentally friendly urban living. They found that the use of indicators such as 
clean air and water, size of green areas, noise levels etc. has been modest (Ratas & 
Mäeltsemees, 2013). The declaration outlines that the main idea is to encourage towns and 
cities to raise their level of environmental protection and improve their environmental 
condition, to motivate towns and cities to set ambitious goals for additional improvement of 
the environmental condition and to spread their practices to other cities in Europe (Ratas & 
Mäeltsemees, 2013). The cities asked the EU to identify and reward pioneering examples of 
environmentally friendly urban areas and this project were launched by the European 
Commission in 2008 (European Commission, 2013; European Commission, 2015b; Ratas & 
Mäeltsemees, 2013).  

For the European Commission and the initiative takers, it is important to reward cities that are 
making efforts to improve the urban environment and are moving towards healthier and more 
sustainable living areas. The progress in itself is considered as its own reward even though it 
is still believed that winning a prize is a prestigious satisfaction, which makes cities invest in 
further efforts that help their own city as well as other cities. It should make involved cities 
inspire each other and be an arena where good examples can be shared (European 
Commission, 2013). The message that the award wants to communicate is that Europeans 
have the right to live in healthy urban areas and that cities therefore should strive to reduce 
their impact on the global environment and enhance the quality of life of their citizens. The 
Award’s slogan is “Green cities – fit for life” (European Commission, 2015b).  

The EGCA started in 2010 and has each year since then selected one European city as the 
European Green Capital of the year every year. The main goal is to invite all European cities, 
towns and people to strive for a better and more sustainable environment in every day life 
(Ratas & Mäeltsemees, 2013). The criteria for winning is that the city  

“has a consistent record of achieving high environmental standards; is committed to ongoing 
and ambitious goals for further environmental improvement and sustainable development and 
can act as a role model to inspire other cities and promote best practices to all other European 
cities” (European Commission, 2015c:1).  

Award- winning cities must have a consistent record of achieving high environmental 
standards and be committed to ongoing and ambitious goals for further environmental 
improvement and sustainable development (Bulkeley, 2006; European Commission, 2013). 
Further the goal with the award is that:  

 “The finalists and winners of the European Green Capital Award provide us 
 with valuable real-life examples of how respect for the environment, excellent 
 quality of life and economic growth can be successfully combined” (European 
 Commission, 2015d:1).  
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The award is given to a city that has started to use the most innovative and efficient measures 
and that will continue to implement such measures in the future (Ratas & Mäeltsemees, 
2013). The winner does thus not mainly win the award due to the current situation or the 
general situation of the city but rather the development and the movement from the previous 
situation and the challenges that the city is facing. 

The Award 
The European Commission believes that the environmental progress in itself is a reward but 
that the pride and satisfaction of an award can encourage further improvements (European 
Commission, 2010). Another aim for the commission is to motivate urban centres to inspire 
each other where practices are shared as they believe that environmental innovations and 
greener businesses will help companies, cities and people to use resources more efficiently 
(European Commission, 2010; European Commission, 2013; European Commission, 2015e; 
European Commission, 2015b). Moreover, the award should help European cities to become 
more attractive and healthy places for living as it is expected that ambitious communications, 
programmes of actions and events to inspire other cities are developed (European 
Commission, 2010). Other benefits that the European Commission hopes the award brings to 
the city are a better reputation, increased tourism and more investments (European 
Commission, 2010, European Commission, 2015a), which have also been seen among the 
previous winners (European Commission, 2015f).  

The EGCA is open for all EU Member States and Candidate Countries; Iceland, 
Liechtenstein, Norway and Switzerland. The cities need to have more than 100,000 
inhabitants but in countries without cities of that size, the biggest city is eligible to apply 
(European Commission, 2015a). A city is understood to be an urban area governed by a city 
council or another form of democratically elected body. Past winners cannot apply for a 
period of ten years (European Commission, 2015a).  

For the award for 2018 “the European Green Capital Award is given to a city that has 
improved its urban living environment as a whole through concrete activities (--)” (European 
Commission, 2015a:4). The commission looks at the co-operation and partnerships between 
authorities, citizens, business and other stakeholders; the implementation of sustainable 
mobility solutions; if there is a modern approach to waste management; innovative solutions 
to noise pollution and an integrated approach to sustainable urban management ensuring 
positive long-term effects (European Commission, 2015a).  

The application form is similar from year to year with 12 categories where the applying cities 
have to show their work. The application also has one part with an introduction and one part 
with good practices. The categories for the application for 2018 are (1) Climate change, 
mitigation and adaptation, (2) Local transport, (3) Green urban areas incorporating sustainable 
land use, (4) Nature and biodiversity, (5) Ambient air quality, (6) Quality of the Acoustic 
Environment, (7) Waste production and management, (8) Water management, (9) Wastewater 
management, (10) Eco-innovation and sustainable employment, (11) Energy performance and 
(12) Integrated environmental management (European Commission, 2015a; European 
Commission, 2015e, Umeå Kommun, 2015b). Each category is around 20-25 pages where the 
city gives a background on the situation in the city, as well as the country if applicable, for the 
category. This is followed by an explanation of the present situation; how the environmental 
situation in the category is and what work the city is doing to make it better. After this comes 
the city’s past performance and future plans. In the category future plans, goals of the city are 
presented, with examples from the city’s business sector or from other participants that work 
for a goal that suits the category. Challenges in the cities are highlighted. In Umeå, where the 
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air quality is below recommended levels, this is mentioned together with how the city is 
working for making a change as well as how the city has been working for a change until now 
and how the progress is. The application is thus not about showing the best side of the city 
and a successful environmental situation but about how the city is working with the 
challenges that the city is facing. An application where only the city’s successful parts are 
highlighted does not give good marks as the goal with the award is to show good 
environmental solutions for bad environmental situations that other cities with similar 
problems can use to improve their situation (European Commission, 2015a; Interviewee 1, 
project leader; Interviewee 2, project leader; Interviewee 3, Umeå Energi; Umeå Kommun, 
2015b).  

The introduction is shorter (7 pages in the application for 2018) and explains the current 
situation in Umeå, such as the number of inhabitants, population growth and challenges and 
opportunities for the city. It also explains the general behaviour of the citizens and businesses. 
In this document examples are given on the green involvement in the city, innovations and 
main challenges. In the document Good examples it shows concrete examples on how the city 
is working for a sustainable development. In Umeå’s document for 2018 the “Ultra-fast 
chargeable electric buses” where the municipality’s investment in electric buses is presented 
as well as “Sustainable Ålidhem” where a pilot project for urban sustainable development in 
the neighbourhood Ålidhem is explained. In total, six examples are given (Umeå Kommun, 
2015b).  

The goal for the commission is to make improvements and developments in medium-sized 
cities. But it is also to create role models for other cities with similar conditions. The 
commission thus sees all the participants as winners as it gives an opportunity to network with 
other cities with sustainable goals. They also think that participating gives a valuable 
document from their application, as it requires a self-evaluating process where the cities get a 
comprehensive picture of their activities. The commission therefore believes that the 
competition is a prize in itself, with a better structure of a city’s environmental work, with a 
network to share methods, goals and activities with, and by helping the cities to see where 
changes for a sustainable development are needed (European Commission, 2010).  

Earlier participants 
The motivation why previous countries were winning is similar. Stockholm, the first winning 
city, is considered a model for sustainable urban living. The jury was then looking at how the 
city was handling greenhouse gas emissions despite an increasing population and what 
methods they used to deal with this. The expert panel was impressed by Stockholm’s “holistic 
vision” (European Commission, 2010:37) and that, as they could see, the future of the city, by 
all measures was green (European Commission, 2010). Stockholm was also credited for the 
area covering the city with a lot of water surrounding the city as well as over 90 % of the 
population living 300 metres or closer to green areas (European Commission, 2010). 

Copenhagen was awarded due to the efforts to expand its green economy as well as becoming 
the world’s first carbon-neutral city by 2025, where measures of how the city has worked to 
make it happen have been shown to the commission. Copenhagen was also awarded for its 
work and method to adapt to the climate change, where rising sea levels, heavier rainfalls, 
higher temperatures, storms and floods are expected (European Commission, 2013). The 
commission also awarded Copenhagen due to the participation of the citizens as they consider 
their involvement very important (European Commission, 2013).  
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Bristol, the winner of 2015 and an old coal mining city, did win “because of its plans for the 
future and because of the city-wide efforts Bristol people and businesses are already making 
towards creating Britain’s most liveable city” (European Commission, 2014:5). The city has 
been working to reduce its contribution to climate change for the previous 15 years, with 
action plans such as the local Transport Plan to 2026 and Active participation with citizens’ 
noise perception in the Quality of Life Survey. The city won the award as Bristol is an 
innovator of Green Economy, has reduced carbon emission despite a growing economy and 
because the city has doubled its number of cyclists last years (European Commission, 2014). 
Also, in Bristol citizens are environmentally aware and committed where it is estimated that 
more than 50,000 citizens are involved in green activities (European Commission, 2014).  

Ljubljana, the winner of 2016 was awarded due to its many achievements, including planting 
more than 2000 trees and five new parks (European Commission 2015a). Essen, the winner of 
2017 was winning as the city is making admirable efforts to establish itself as a “city in 
transformation” that is overcoming a challenging industrial history to reinvent itself as a green 
city and a leading example for others. It is clear through their application that the city credits 
its citizens and their ability to change as a key to their success (European Commission, 
2015b). 

Governance  
When striving for urban sustainability there has been a shift from government to governance, 
which means that the traditional “command and control” function of the state has been moved 
to give space to more facilitating functions, where non-governmental actors are part of the 
process and have a more steering role (Jordan, Wurzel & Zito, 2003a; Joss, 2015). Changing 
to governance offers the potential to facilitate complex, multi-level processes and is 
understood as a necessity to achieve urban sustainability as well as defining the core essence 
of the definition of a sustainable city (Joss, 2015; Juhola, 2013).  

Governance can be achieved with a top-down approach, where cities are forced into changes 
by the international, national or local government (e.g. Bulkeley, Castán Broto & Edwards, 
2015). It can also be done with incentives that make it convenient for a city to make 
sustainable changes (Juhola, 2013). In both cases, spatial planning is needed to achieve 
sustainable urban development, which in Sweden falls on local authorities, as there are no 
official institutes for this on a national or regional level (Persson, 2013). The European 
Commission is mainly using the governance method to steer the municipalities, not by laws 
and regulations but by setting incentives, providing opportunities for branding and by creating 
networks between cities, with the attempt to learn from each other. A shift towards 
governance approaches is seen in the case of the EGCA, where it is not about influencing 
environmental policies in EU member states through regulations or laws but where the EGCA 
rather tries to facilitate cooperation between European cities and to develop positive incentive 
structures for municipal environmental policies.  

Municipalities role in urban sustainability 
Local governments are important in attempts to implement national and international policy 
imperatives to reduce emissions of greenhouse gases and they have a significant role to play 
in climate protection in their own right (Betsill and Bulkeley, 2004). Municipalities are thus 
having a major responsibility for climate change.  

In cases such as in the USA and Australia, municipalities have taken action in the absence of 
initiatives at the national level (Bulkeley, Castán Broto & Edwards, 2015). It has been 
questioned why the municipal governments have a key role in sustainable development. One 
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reason for this is that they play a key role at the urban level and that sustainable changes can 
be made in cities with forces from the national government. Another reason is that municipal 
governments have the role to deliver public services and management of infrastructure 
systems, which are main parts of the urban sustainability process, where environmental 
changes can be made (Bulkeley, Castán Broto & Edwards, 2015; Djurasovic & Knieling, 
2015).  

From an adaption perspective, municipal interventions to implement broad structural changes 
improving building codes, urban design and infrastructure capacity provide direct 
opportunities to realize co-benefits such as improving life-quality and public health 
(Bulkeley, Castán Broto & Edwards, 2015:8). 

Putting the climate change on a local level is considered an effective method to deal with the 
changes and can further help governments to mobilize different publics in response to climate 
change. Local authorities usually have knowledge of both the situation of the city as well as 
of policy and governance (Azevedo, Delarue & Meeus, 2013). The authorities in the 
municipality have normally a strong competence in policy-making regarding for example 
buildings and public transport. They also have the responsibility of planning and managing 
the city, which gives them a good insight in how resources are used and how the 
infrastructure of the city is planned, and can therefore, more easily than the national 
authorities, see where changes are both needed and possible (Azevedo, Delarue & Meeus, 
2013). But for the municipalities to be successful, public participation is important, as 
sustainable urban development can be a vague concept and an unclear development path to 
follow (Boland & Shu, 2012; Djurasovic & Knieling, 2015; Kronsell, 2013). 

Challenges for the local authorities can be that they are confronted with institutional failures, 
the so-called not in my term and not my business (Azevedo, Delarue & Meeus, 2013:897). Not 
in my term is when the actions of the local governments are constrained by limited resources. 
As a government has a variety of priorities, the actions for sustainable development might be 
put lower than, for example, economic growth. As politicians make the decisions for changes, 
they might be constrained by their concern for their re-election, which will form their 
priorities (Azevedo, Delarue & Meeus, 2013). Not in my business is when actions are 
constrained by lack of expertise or competence (Azevedo, Delarue & Meeus, 2013). Climate 
change is controversial and knowledge from different areas is needed which might complicate 
it and collaboration across borders may be needed (Azevedo, Delarue & Meeus, 2013). 

Networks 
The governance of climate change is a complex, multilevel process where traditional 
analytical divisions between international and domestic politics are not enough (Betsill and 
Bulkeley, 2006). To cross borders between companies, municipalities or countries, network 
governance has become more and more common and there has been a shift from traditional 
hierarchical governance to a more loose form, where actors such as businesses and NGOs 
have a greater influence. How global environmental problems should be understood has been 
questioned and it has been argued that nation-states are not the only actors that are involved in 
the formation and maintenances of regimes (Betsill and Bulkeley, 2004). Networking gives 
possibilities to cross the usual boundaries and to reach knowledge in a more neutral space 
(Joss, 2015). Transnational networks consist among state and non-state actors that operate 
simultaneously across multiple scales (Betsill and Bulkeley, 2004). These networks arose due 
to global issues where there are increasing opportunities for global connections offered by 
globalization and the distribution of information and communications technology (Betsill and 
Bulkeley, 2004) Collaborative forms of urban planning and innovations with integration 
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across urban sustainability policies, systems, action levels and actor networks are favoured 
(Joss, 2015). It also works to tie municipalities more closely together through day-to-day 
dealings on projects, to enhance the cities’ connections for access to resources to carry out 
particular projects (Kern and Bulkeley, 2009). In cities where there have been transformations 
to make cities more sustainable, public and private stakeholders have collaborated, together 
with strong political leadership with the full understanding of the residents, businesses and 
organizations in the cities (Letaifa, 2015, Mone 2015). Within these relations actors and 
institutions operate simultaneously across multiple scales. It involves regular interaction 
across multiple boundaries when there is at least one non-state agent, such as a private 
company, that does not act on the behalf of a national government (Betsill and Bulkeley, 
2006). 

For a municipality it can be useful to cooperate with private actors as they can attract private 
capital to introduce sustainable change, such as bus companies changing to electrical buses 
due to the increase in the number of passengers (Bulkeley, Castán Broto & Edwards, 2015). A 
network relies on links between both public and private actors, such as organizations or 
individuals. In a network no decisions can be taken by someone alone and it is argued that 
local governments are highly dependent on other actors to carry on with the aim, for a 
sustainable development (Khan, 2013).  

The municipalities are, according to Kern and Bulkeley (2009), “critically dependent on the 
nature of the intermediation between that network and the broader local policy networks 
focusing on climate change” (Kern and Bulkeley, 2009:326). It is further crucial for the 
governing capacity of a network that there is political support on a local level and an 
existence of policy entrepreneurs (Kern and Bulkeley, 2009).  

Making a city attractive 
For a city it is a goal to be attractive as it increases tourism, businesses and inhabitants. By 
branding the city with a label, such as smart city, or with an award winning, such as European 
Green Capital Award, it becomes known for something good, and further attracts. Having a 
competition can thus be a useful tool to attract an organization, a country or a municipality to 
make sustainable changes in an area (Domingues et al., 2014; Bulkeley, Castán Broto & 
Edwards, 2015; Joss, 2015).  

In order to achieve sustainable development, competitiveness is important. The driving force 
can be productive capital, human capital, social capital, cultural capital or natural capital, 
where a success is considered a profit, or an award or a prize, where the winning in itself is 
the driving force (Hercui & Ogrean, 2014). It has been done in China with the natural, social 
and economical capital as the prize, with no enforcement from the country towards its 
inhabitants (Boland & Shu, 2012). The reason for the change was that a sustainable urban 
development is attractive in itself and participating cities become attractive, which is 
considered a prize in itself (Hercui & Ogrean, 2014:651).  

In terms of democratic legitimacy, there are doubts about branding or awarding a city as it is 
argued that it can be used to prevent the public from understanding what the government is 
really doing, by hiding it behind a fancy brand. To prevent this governments and public-
private partnerships must consult the local communities when launching brands or awards 
(Eshuis & Edwards, 2013; Kronsell, 2013) and to not risk the democratic legitimacy, it is vital 
to brand the city in a way that is convenient and agreeable for the citizens (Kronsell, 2013).  

As a city in Sweden, Umeå is required to make changes, as it is the responsibilities of the 
local authorities to move towards sustainable changes. As cities are the centres for sustainable 
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development, they can thus work for a world where greenhouse gases are decreasing. There 
are several benefits with working at a local level that will make it successful for the 
municipality of Umeå to work for sustainable development. But as it also comes with 
challenges, such as implementing ideas, the EGCA can help Umeå with that. The city can 
further be helped by the EGCA with networking, governance and international inputs. It can 
also help Umeå to encourage their work and brand themselves by putting the cities name on 
the map in the hope of increasing tourism, business and migration.  

Methods and materials 
Here follows a presentation of the choices of methods together with the reasons for thoses 
choices. 

Why Umeå? 
Umeå has been chosen to study the impacts from the EGCA, because it is a city that has 
applied for the prize for two years already without succeeding and because it has applied 
again for the next award, 2018. It is also the only city located in the northern parts of Europe. 
If Umeå win it would also be the first winning city with less than 200’000 inhabitants. As 
Umeå has been applying two times before this award, it will be possible to see which impacts 
the award has already had on the city. 

Documents 
To get an overview of the EGCA and their work, documents from the European Commission 
have been used (European Commission 2010; European Commission, 2013; European 
Commission 2014, European Commission, 2015a; European Commission 2015b). Documents 
from previous winners have been used to see their working process and the reason given by 
European Commissions for making them the winners (e.g. European Commission, 2010; 
European Commission, 2013; European Commission 2014). To get a view of stakeholders in 
Umeå, such as inhabitants and politicians, the local newspapers (Västerbottens Kuriren & 
Västerbottens Folkblad) has been analyzed. In these documents debate articles from actors not 
participating in the application process have been covered. The benefits with document 
analysis for this study are that it gives access to information from participants where physical 
contact is not possible. It further gives insights into how the European Commission is 
working with the award and urban sustainability (Bailey, 1987). The disadvantage in this case 
is that this topic has not been studied very much and thus data from previous studies is limited 
(Bailey, 1987). The advantage is that the study can make a new contribution to the research 
area.  

Interviews 
Interviews have been conducted to get deeper and more personal knowledge from the 
stakeholders. As the financial resources and time are limited for the scope of an MSc thesis, 
no one from the European Commission has been interviewed. The documents from the 
European Commission have instead covered the European view. To prepare for the interviews 
Doing interviews by S. Kvale (2007) and Intervjuteknik by B. Häger (2007) have been used.  

8 people have been interviewed in total including two participants working for the 
municipality; both project leaders in the EGCA in Umeå and one representative from the 
municipal energy company Umeå Energi that is involved in the award and the application 
process. One politician representing a party that agrees with the award and one sustainability 
consultant that has been involved in encouraging the award has been interviewed. One man 
from the municipality has been interviewed through email to get the municipality’s point of 
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view in Umeå’s traffic planning. To get the perspective of inhabitants that do not agree with 
the award, one politician representing the left wing party of the city that voted against the 
award has been interviewed. One man debating in the local newspaper against the award has 
also been interviewed. All interviews have been recorded and transcribed. All the 
interviewees are men except the representative of the left wing party who is a woman. This 
can affect the result as women in general might have a different point of view, and is 
something I have had in mind during the study. All interviews have been face-to-face except 
with the politician that agrees with the award and the debater from the newspaper. These two 
people were interviewed on the phone. 

All interviewees were contacted through email. To find the interviewees the so-called 
snowball-effect has been used where one of the project leaders was contacted initially, who 
then shared the contacts of the other project leaders and the representative of the energy 
company, (e.g. Burch, 2010). The politicians were found through their party’s web pages and 
the debater was found through his article in the newspaper.  

The interviewees were interviewed individually to be able to get their personal perspective 
and minimize the risk that the interviewees withhold information due to peer pressure (Häger, 
2007). The interviewees are semi-anonymous, where their position without names are 
mentioned, as it is important to know the position of the interviewees to fully understand their 
point of view (Häger, 2007; Kvale, 2007). To make the outcome of the interviews credible it 
is assumed that there are no single realities or truth but that the answers given from the 
interviews are opinions from different people and that there might be disagreements between 
the interviewees without harming the credibility of the result (Baxter & Eyles, 1997; Kvale, 
2007). To give transferability to the results, the interview results have been compared with the 
analysis from the documents (Baxter & Eyles, 1997). Avoiding bias is vital and I have thus 
analyzed and questioned my own assumptions throughout the interview process (Baxter & 
Eyles, 1997; Kvale, 2007; Denzin & Lincoln, 2013).  

The interview questions have differed between the interviewees depending on their position. 
When interviewing the project group several questions have been about the award and their 
work. The other interviewees have mainly been asked about their background to better 
understand their standpoint, what they think about the award, which benefits and challenges 
they see, their position to the award and the reasons for that. These questions have also been 
asked to the project group. The interviewees that are positive to the award has been 
questioned why they are optimistic whereas the negative towards the award instead has been 
questioned why they are against. The email interview with the traffic representative has been 
asked to reply to arguments towards the traffic situation in Umeå. 

Benefits with the methods 
The benefits with interviews for this study are the close contact with the participants and the 
flexibility to be able to form the questions depending on the person interviewed. It has also 
been possible to clear up misunderstandings through the process and make follow-up 
questions depending on what they are answering (Bailey, 1987). Further, it was possible to 
get spontaneous answers from the interviewees and new inputs that were not part of the 
interview from the beginning. Non-verbal behaviour was also possible to analyze and connect 
to the answers of the questions (Bailey, 1987). Interviews can be seen as costly and time-
consuming, which will not be a problem in this study as it is a rather small group that are 
involved in the study. It was important to make the interviewees as comfortable as possible 
with the situation, as uncomfortable interviewees might change the outcome of the result. To 
avoid that situation, the interviewees have been informed about the project, their anonymity 
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and the reasons for their participation. None of them felt uncomfortable with being recorded 
(Bailey, 1987, Häger, 2007).  

Analysis  
The documents and the result from the interviews have been analysed and compared to get an 
insight in the process; the different perspectives of the stakeholders as well as the goals, 
benefits and challenges with the prize previously, now and in the future. The perspectives are 
from both the appliers for the prize and from the conductors of the prize. 

Adequacy 
Studies about the EGCA are few even though the award has been going on for almost eight 
years. This study will contribute with knowledge about its impacts, which is important for 
such a big award, where several cities and actors are involved. It will also contribute with a 
focus on a medium-sized city, which is more unusual than studies of big cities, such as Seoul 
or Barcelona. Further it will contribute with new knowledge about how to governance a city’s 
sustainable development through an award. 

Results 
Here follows the analysis of how the EGCA is affecting the environmental work in Umeå. 

Umeå’s application 
This year Umeå has applied for EGCA for the third time, this time for 2018, together with six 
other cities (European Commission, 2015a). The procedure starts with all applying cities 
filling out the application. In the application, the city is showing the current situation and their 
plans for the future and does therefore not need to change anything in their environmental 
work to participate. However, for Umeå, which has applied several times, changes have been 
made between the applications as comments from the jury have shown them areas where the 
environmental work needs to be improved, and which they have begun. For Umeå it has been 
to create a biotope map, which is in the starting process as it takes time to implement 
completely (Interviewee 1, project leader).  

When the commission has gone through the application they reply to the cities with 
comments on their work. For Umeå it has mainly been positive feedback and one of the 
project leaders for the award had wished for more negative feedback to get more information 
about what they can work harder on. In this stage the cities get ranked. If there are twelve 
cities applying, the ranking will be from 1-12 where the best city gets 1 (Interviewee 1, 
project leader). Among the categories the city has to focus evenly on each. But as Umeå has 
applied before, some categories did not need many corrections and they could thus focus 
more on the categories that needed improvement (European Commission, 2015e).  

For Umeå the ranking has been successful and the city has been getting the highest ranking in 
several categories, such as air quality, noise and energy. The lowest ranking was 7 (out of 12), 
which Umeå got on water. All the interviewed project leaders think it gets easier and easier 
for each year they apply as the application is similar from year to year, where the feedback 
from the commission teaches them where improvements are needed. 

The application process is followed by a final, where the finalists, who have been between 
three and five each year, will meet in the award winning country of that year, Ljubljana, 
Slovenia in 2016 and Essen, Germany in 2017. For the final, a 45-minute presentation is 
presented for the jury that consists of different types of European organizations such as ICLEI 
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– Local Governments for Sustainability, the European Environmental Agency, the Covenant 
of Mayors Office and the European Environmental Bureau. It is also a region committee that 
represents different regions in Europe (Interviewee 1, project leader; European Commission, 
2015a).  

The presentation is based on a questionnaire that the jury has sent to the finalists, which is a 
about the city’s visions, how the city is communicating to the inhabitants and about the plan 
for how the year will be handled if it wins (Interviewee 1, project leader). Last year the 
sustainable consultant was one of three presenting Umeå’s work. He could see that Umeå had 
a good presentation but that the city had problems to answer questions about Umeå’s growth, 
purchases and a non-developed environmental management system (Interviewee 7, 
consultant). Umeå has been working on developing these areas, hence is more confident that 
they will end up in the final and are thus putting more focus on the jury presentation than in 
previous years. After the presentation the jury will ask the city questions, which will not only 
be connected to the presentation but to the environmental work in the city as well. Before the 
finalists travel back home, the winner will be presented. All the finalists from each year are 
invited to a network, which at the moment consists of around 20 cities. This has for Umeå 
been very useful and it has given several ideas for their environmental work (Interviewee 1, 
project leader, Interviewee 7, consultant). One of the project leaders mentioned Vitoria-
Gasteiz and Ljubljana as inspiring cities with exciting planning strategies that he would never 
have heard about if it had not been for this competition since they are smaller cities in less 
famous areas (Interviewee 2, project leader) 

Umeå’s award work 
For the application, that is the main work for the award, Umeå has a project group of three 
people. Apart from that, there is participation from several people from the municipality and 
municipal companies such as the energy company, Umeå Energi, the housing association, 
Bostaden and the water and waste management company, Umeva. The project has a political 
steering group from the enterprise and planning committee. The project group are using time 
from their regular working time for the application but agree that it has not disturbed their 
work, as the application is helpful for structuring the environmental work that the 
municipality is doing. At the moment the award-work is mainly internal although it is widely 
known among the citizens that the city is applying. 

The application for the first year was much of a test round for Umeå, to see how the award 
worked and what the committee looked for. Through the years the knowledge of the 
application procedures has developed, giving the applicants more confidence. For the 
category of water, where Umeå got their lowest ranking, the project leaders assume that it is 
due to the high water quality in the city and that they as a consequence did not put enough 
focus on describing their work (Interviewee 1, project leader, Interviewee 2, project leader). 
Here the award worked as an eye-opener and one of the project leaders said that they started 
to think about how they actually handled the water situation. Even though it is good now, the 
situation might change in the future (Interviewee 1, project leader). They are now showing 
how they are working to ensure water resources for future years in the application and 
explaining better why the water situation is so good, which gave the city a higher ranking the 
second year compared to the first year applying. This shows that much of the award is not 
about having the best environment but rather the progress to make the greenest city for the 
future, a development project instead of a final winner.  

The energy category was written together with the energy company Umeå Energi that is 
responsible for 80 % of the energy in Umeå. They are part of the competition but as the 
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energy category was very successful from the first award, little work was needed from them. 
The interviewee from Umeå Energi participated in the jury presentation in Bristol to answer 
questions on Umeå’s heating system. Except this, Umeå Energi’s participation, so far, has 
been small. The company continues with their environmental work, which is same that would 
have been done if the city had not applied for the award, although their work is considered 
good for the award. For example the energy company has a goal to be climate neutral 2018, 
which coincides with a possible win (Interviewee 3, Umeå Energi). According to the 
interviewee from Umeå Energi, the interest for the award and the interest for their 
environmental work coincide, which is beneficial both for the company and for the 
competition. Further he argues that cities from Sweden are getting into a good position as the 
Swedish systems have good access to, and possibilities to change toward renewable energy 
(Interviewee 3, Umeå Energi). 

For the jury presentation with the finalists, a plan for hosting the environmental capital year is 
needed but does not need to be very clear, as this is something the winning city will have time 
to work on after the final and for the coming 1,5 years, until their Green Capital Year 
(Interviewee 1, project leader; Interviewee 2, project leader).  

Citizens involvement 
In the future both the municipality and Umeå Energi wants to raise the involvement of the 
citizens, as they believe it will be beneficial for the city and for the environment. One of the 
project leaders is comparing it with the year when Umeå was hosting the cultural capital year, 
where several actors of the city were involved and came with initiatives, instead of having a 
project leader that decides the projects and whom to involve, as it has been in previous years. 
Involving the citizens before the award, in the planning- and applying process is not a good 
idea according to the interviewee from Umeå Energi, as he thinks that it is too far away from 
the inhabitants’ interest. He also thinks the city needs a break from awards to be able to 
appreciate it, as Umeå was the cultural capital city 2014. He therefore thinks it is good to not 
involve the citizens too much before 2018 (if Umeå wins) as it gives the citizens some time to 
recover. He hopes the citizens of Umeå will be engaged and proud if the city wins, and that it, 
according to him, is a reason for the city to apply for the award. 

For the cultural capital year Umeå did not have a theme of the year but instead a year created 
by the citizens, where the citizens chose everything on the agenda. This increased the 
involvement and has led to an increased cultural work even after the cultural capital year. 
Their hope is to do something similar for the environmental capital year if they win and think 
it will lead to a more engaged population. In the competition European Smart Cities Umeå is 
ranked as number 3 but as number 1 on the category environment which is due to its engaged 
inhabitants in a ranking for medium-sized cities, which might be beneficial when trying to 
involve the citizens and companies in the award further on (Interviewee 2, project leader, 
Interviewee 7, consultant).  With such an engaged population the sustainability consultant 
argues that the city is forced to work for a sustainable development as it otherwise would be 
to disregard the inhabitants as well as not use the resource that an engaged population is 
(Interviewee 7, consultant). 
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Umeå’s environmental challenges 
One of the major problems in Umeå is the air quality, which is also mentioned by all the 
interviewees. This is mainly due to transports in the city centre and secondly inversion1, due 
to the cold climate in the winter, which prevents the ventilation of the air (Umeå Kommun, 
2015b). Several actors in Umeå are working very hard with this, and have an action 
programme for how this should be dealt with, which is also the reason why Umeå is ranked as 
number one on the air quality in the EGCA.  

The problem with the air quality is openly mentioned in the application, in the category 
Ambient air quality, where the exact levels of pollution are pointed out followed by how the 
city has been working to change that and how they will work to change it in the future (Umeå 
Kommun, 2015b). Firstly, the air quality is measured every 15 minutes, every day, followed 
by an analysis. Secondly, there are actions to change the air quality.  New roads are being 
built outside the city to move away through-traffic from the city centre and make it easier for 
passing vehicles to pass without stopping for red lights in the city. At the moment the 
municipality is not the owner of these roads and can thus not make any major changes. They 
will take over the ownership and will then make changes on the roads to make it less 
attractive to use the roads in the city where the air quality is the worst. The municipality will 
also work on a behavioural change among the inhabitants living or working in the city since a 
main source for the poor air quality is the transport choices of people going to their work in 
the morning (Interviewee 1, project leader).  

In the application, implementation of electrical buses, car pools and the increase in the use of 
public transport (that has already increased with 55 % over the last 10 years) are pointed out. 
It can also be read about the ongoing project Green parking payoff, an agreement between the 
cities parking company, the city and the real estate owners, that can, with its full potential 
make a 41 % shift from car to more sustainable transport modes. Here the property developers 
provide sustainable mobility services, such as bicycle facilities and connecting the property to 
a carpool. In this project the property developers provide sustainable mobility services in 
exchange for lower parking requirements (Umeå Kommun, 2015b). Further physical changes 
are in progress that will make it more convenient to travel by bus or bicycle. 

Another problem that the interviewee from Umeå Energi can see is that the conversion from 
fossil fuels to renewable fuels could be a little bit faster in the city. But from a European 
perspective he still thinks that the environmental problems in Umeå are quite small and that 
the situation is not urgent. He does not think this problems will be affected by the award but 
thinks it will help Umeå as a city as it will brand the city as a sustainable city and that it will 
force the municipality to work harder for the environment. 

The debater agrees with the other interviewees that the traffic is the main problem in Umeå. 
He has a different approach though, as his focus is not only on the traffic in the city centre but 
the new roads that are planned to build to move the traffic from the city centre. The transport 
department has decided to build the new road close to a neighbourhood as well as a natural 
area. The road will be outside the city that will make it longer than if it had been in the city. 
He considers this environmentally unfriendly as it is causing more noise, more pollution and a 
longer way to drive. For him, this road will affect him directly as he is living in the 
neighbourhood that will be closest to the road. He thinks that if Umeå wants to be an 

                                                
1 Inversion here refers to temperature inversion; an increase in temperature with height, which 
can lead to pollution such as smog being trapped close to the ground.  
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environment municipality it is an embarrassing choice to make a new, long road. For him a 
better solution would have been the other choice that was given by the municipality, a road 
closer to the city, with a tunnel passing by the affected neighbourhoods. This will, according 
to him be a better choice, as the road will be shorter, closer to the city and in a tunnel where 
pollution is easier to control. One representative of the municipality (Interviewee 8, traffic 
representative), working with traffic and infrastructure questions is replying to the criticism 
towards the new roads. The location of the roads, that will serve as the ring road is selected 
on the basis of reducing air pollution problems. The main problem with the air is in the winter 
when it is cold weather and thus difficult for the air to mix. This is particularly true along 
street rooms in the city centre that is surrounded by buildings on both sides. On the ring road, 
there are no buildings next to the road and the mixing of the air will be more successful. The 
municipality will take over the ownership of the roads when the western part of the ring road 
(the part that is criticised by the debater). This opens up new possibilities for the municipality 
to take action in the street environment. There is an ongoing planning work to be ready when 
the ring road is ready, which is to build on the street where priority is given to walking, 
cycling and public transport. The Swedish Transport Administration made the choice for the 
western link but the municipality did agree on the location, both the chosen location and the 
location closer to the city, where the road was supposed to be covered by a tunnel. The 
municipality thinks the chosen option is the most suitable though as it thus avoids to build a 
barrier through existing buildings (Interviewee 8, traffic representative). 

For the left wing interviewee the main environmental problem in Umeå is the air quality as 
well and she thinks the solutions for this are the public transport and that the city should put 
more focus on that instead of making new roads that she believes will just move the polluted 
air from the city centre to other areas. She further thinks that pedestrians and cyclists should 
be the focus with a goal to make the city centre free from cars. It should be more difficult to 
take the car. This she connects with equal gender politics as women in greater occurrence are 
using public transport, bicycles or walking. This, though, goes hand in hand with the goals of 
the municipality where behavioural changes towards sustainability are a goal. The 
representative of the municipality is replying this as well and tells that the municipality has 
made several investments in public transports with cleaner technology with new electrical 
buses. The frequency of buses has also been improved (Interviewee 8, traffic representative). 

Umeå’s perceived benefits from the award 
Here follows the benefits that the interviewees could find with the award 

Improving the environmental work 
The municipality of Umeå sees the work for the award as a chance to improve the 
environmental work of the city as it forces them to structure it due to the application. The 
municipality has listed reasons for participating in the award and the main reason is to get a 
structured picture of their work. It is also to get independent, high-quality, international expert 
assessments of Umeå’s environmental work, to identify areas for development in Umeå’s 
environmental work, for future knowledge exchange in the EGCA network, to market and 
position Umeå and to develop partnerships locally, regionally and internationally that can lead 
to better environmental and development opportunities for Umeå (Interviewee 2, project 
leader). One of the interviewees mentioned the benefits of the application form as it, in 
English, puts the city’s environmental work in a structured document, which they would 
never have done, if not for the application. This together with the feedback from the European 
Commission also shows what the municipality needs to put more focus on, and make them re-
think in areas, such as the water safety or the biotope map (Interviewee 1, project leader). The 
interviewee also sees the application form as a tool that can be used when discussing 
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sustainable changes for Umeå, with the politicians, as improvement areas easily can be 
shown. Further, according to the other project leader, the EGCA is seen as a platform to 
develop the environmental work, where new projects can come forward. He also thinks it has 
shown the environmental work in Umeå well, where he saw the first year as an eye opener, 
where they got to see areas that they needed to develop, and areas that were successful 
(Interviewee 2, project leader). 

The award has led to an improvement on several environmental areas, such as a more 
sustainable growth goal but also by creating work groups with the application’s 12 areas as 
basis. There are three groups with around 8 people in each group and one person from the 
municipality as a secretary. In the groups, improvements for the city’s improvement are 
discussed where the goal is to give Umeå more visions, and to find solutions to the 
environmental problems that Umeå has but, according to the jury in the final for 2017, did not 
work on in a satisfying way (Interviewee 7, consultant). 

The other project leader thinks it mainly will be helpful on a EU-level as it is a European 
award but that it will also be useful for countries outside Europe as all countries or cities get 
inspiration from each other. As Umeå is a rather small city it will be helpful for other cities in 
the same size, all over the world (Interviewee 1, project leader). 

Pressuring the politicians 
The interviewee from Umeå Energi thinks that the city might have a tendency to overrate 
these kinds of events, but does not see a major problem, as the goal with the award is not to 
be the best but to have a good action plan. He further hopes that the environmental work in 
Umeå will get a kick. In that way the competition can be important for Umeå. He also thinks it 
will help their environmental work as the municipality might put more focus on questions that 
Umeå Energi works for, such as charging stations for electrical cars or solar panels for 
houses. He thinks that the municipality sometimes has somewhat too low ambitions in their 
environmental work and that was also something the jury in Bristol commented on. This he 
thinks is due to the fact that politicians have not prioritized the climate yet. He can see a 
change but it is a very slow process, where it takes time to change the municipal targets. He 
thinks that the municipality needs braver goals, which he knows many people working in the 
municipality agree with. He argues that the chance for changes in these areas is higher due to 
the award.  

One of the project leaders agrees with the interviewee from Umeå Energi and thinks that the 
award will put more pressure on the politicians that will lead to an improvement in the 
environmental work. He also thinks it will lead to an increased involvement from the citizens 
that will force politicians to work in a more environmentally friendly direction. The 
commitment of the citizens will also help the behavioural change that he sees as the core in 
the environmental work. He gives an example of the gender differences in car driving where a 
behavioural change is needed to make men drive cars as little as the women do. Furthermore, 
he mentions that work for more bicycle lanes is helpful for the children and makes it easier 
and safer for them to be in the city (Interviewee 2, project leader).  

Positioning Umeå 
Another benefit that both the interviewees from the project group can see is that it positions 
Umeå, as a rather small city in the North, far away from the rest of Europe. The city does not 
have the same national actors as bigger cities, such as Stockholm, whereas an award and a 
network like this will give similar chances as the bigger cities already get (Interviewee 1, 
project leader). It makes it more convenient for people to move there, companies to establish 
and tourists to visit, which will make it possible to develop the city further. The municipality 
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also wants to market Umeå as a sustainable city. As one of the project leaders says: “those 
who do not invest in sustainability will end up in the backwater I think, so that is a purpose as 
well” (my translation) (Interviewee 2, project leader). 

The European perspective 
But applying for EGCA has its controversial sides too. As it is a European competition, there 
are differences in how to work that are not always suitable in Sweden, even though it in 
general is successful. Here one of the interviewees also sees the European perspective as an 
advantage as it opens up for new ways to work. This also gives the possibility to network with 
other European countries, something he has seen that Umeå is often doing in a very 
successful way.  

Behavioural change 
The interviewed politician who agrees with the award also thinks it will change the behaviour 
of the people in the city as the award might make them change the picture of themselves and 
their city, which will also lead to a change in their environmental behaviour. He sees Umeå as 
a city with a dedicated population, both morally and politically, and believes that the 
environment is something that engages many of Umeå’s inhabitants. Getting an award, he 
thinks, will further improve their engagement for the environment. He also considers it will 
make the city of Umeå more popular and getting the attention from inhabitants outside the 
city. He does not see any challenges with the competition and believe that possible costs will 
be paid back by the publicity.  

Long-term work 
The goal with the award is that it should lead to a long-term work. It should not only be for 
the winning year but rather an opening for future environmental work for the city, and other 
cities that can be helped by the winning cities work. The goal with the competition is rather to 
see the development work of a city instead of the current situation, which both project leaders 
think is a wise move of the European Commission. As one of the project leaders says: “it is 
very clever of the European Commission to do like that, otherwise it would be a competition 
between Scandinavian and German cities that has a well-developed infrastructure” (My 
translation) (Interviewee 2, project leader).  

A communication projects 
The EGCA is, according to one of the project leaders, mainly a communication project, and 
that the environmental issues are something that will be worked on anyway. He thinks that the 
award might give a boost to the environmental work that is already done, and that it will be 
easier to take measures, involve other important actors and that it is a good way to network 
between actors in the business sector (Interviewee 2, project leader). This award will make it 
necessary to talk about the environmental question. It might as well help the city 
economically when applying for climate investment supports for charging stations for 
electricity cars for example as the ambitions of the city are clearly shown, which will make 
the will from external finances higher (Interviewee 2, project leader).  

A centre for new solutions 
One wish with the award, which one of the project leaders speaks of, is that it will make 
Umeå a centre for trying new solutions, which will make it interesting for companies with 
new innovations to come here. If this occurs, more knowledge will come to the city, which 
will further help the city to solve environmental problems. As he says: “when much 
knowledge passes through Umeå, it is also an opportunity to bring a more enlightened 
discussion of the (environmental) issues” (My translation) (Interviewee 2, project leader). He 
also sees that it has made politicians more interested in the environmental issues and more 
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interested to work for those questions. It also makes the environment stay in focus as the city 
has the award to strive for. He is comparing political decisions with the ongoing refugee 
situation where other questions, such as the environment, are put aside, which he think will 
not happen if the municipality has the award to work for as well.  

Put Umeå on the map 
According to most politicians in Umeå, the award is something good as it will “put Umeå on 
the map” but when the local newspaper Västerbottens Kuriren (Turborn, 2015b) asked three 
politicians representing three parties about the previous winners of the award, none of them 
could mention any of the winners except the ones that they have been directly involved with. 
They still think it is important and that it will help Umeå to become more famous, but also, as 
one of the politicians mentioned; it is important due to the big challenges that Umeå has with 
the environment. He thinks it is important to be part of this network and get knowledge and 
experience from other cities with similar problems to be able to handle the problems that 
Umeå has, the air quality for example. For him it is not only about the title but also about the 
exchange of experiences that comes with the competition. He further thinks it will force the 
city to change, as Umeå will have the eyes of the European Commission on them. For another 
of the politicians, representing the environmental party, he thinks it is important as it will put 
the environmental issues on the agenda and it will thus be of higher priority than it has been 
so far (Interviewee 5, politician for). 

Several companies are optimistic about the award, which was seen when the sustainability 
consultant (Interviewee 7, consultant) together with a woman working with communication 
took the initiative to involve businesses of Umeå in the application due to the Cultural Capital 
Year where they thought the involvement of the city’s businesses were too low and hence had 
a bad effect on the year. What they did was to ask companies during two big meetings if they 
were interested in standing behind the application. They explained that the previous winner 
Bristol with its 500,000 citizens had 650 companies behind and that Umeå thus; with its 
120,000 citizens would have at least 120 companies. Totally they have 50 companies 
involved but think they would have obtained many more if they had had resources for it. The 
consultant thinks it is beneficial for the businesses as the award can give them positive effects 
such as branding or migration of people to the city (and therefore more customers) 
(Interviewee 7, consultant).  

Voices against the Award 
Here follows the arguments of the interviewees against the award followed by the 
interviewees that agrees with the award, defending or explaining their choices. 

Moved focus from the environmental work 
The left wing interviewee is not mainly against it because of the award but because of how 
Umeå is working with environmental questions in general. Furthermore, she thinks that the 
citizens of Umeå do not need an award for working towards sustainable development. As she 
says:  

“To pursue sustainable development cannot be [---] with EU standing with a knife against its 
throat, it gives no credible content in the environmental work. Requiring external pressure in 
order to see the values of building a sustainable city is not an argument in itself” (my 
translation) (Interviewee 4, politician against).  

Focus is taken away from the work for a better environment and instead put on the award, 
which she sees as a stunt that takes away the content from the environmental work in Umeå. 
Instead of letting the municipality’s officials work with their ordinary environmental work 
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they have to work with making the application and all work that comes with that. She is also 
criticising the municipality for working with this without mentioning it in their budget and 
already for the award for 2017 that was decided in June 2015, this work was not in the 
budget. It is this which she questions as it would not be fair to the inhabitants of the city if the 
budget from other areas were taken to manage to host the environmental capital year. But she 
also thinks it can be beneficial as it puts focus on the environmental work but as Umeå is in a 
process with cuts in the budget she still thinks the focus has to be in other areas (Interviewee 
4, politician against).  

Embarrassing for a city with such environmental challenges 
For the debater the participation in the award is embarrassing and something that does not suit 
Umeå as Umeå is a city with, according to him, environmental problems and solutions that 
are not environmentally friendly. He thinks that building a new road while applying for being 
an environment municipality is inconsistent and the focus should instead be on pedestrians 
and cyclists. Even though he in general is against the EGCA he thinks it can be helpful for the 
city as it might make it possible to find better solutions for the environmental work and that 
the municipality of Umeå will learn, but he continues the sentence with “somehow, getting 
such a title, one should be a role model, and there I do not think Umeå qualifies at all” (my 
translation). He does not think Umeå is very forward when it comes to the environmental 
work, which he thinks a city should be to win an award like the EGCA. He does not think it 
will help Umeå to become better with the title as he thinks the award will make the 
municipality and politicians too proud to make any changes, even though he thinks it might 
be helpful for the city before winning, as it is something to strive for. He hopes that Umeå 
will not win, as a city with such limited environmental solution should be disqualified from 
such award (Interviewee 6, debater). 

The award is also criticised in Nya Arbetarbladet (New Workers Paper, my translation), and 
is published by the political party Arbetarpartiet (The Workers Party, my translation). The 
writer Gun Sandström (2015) sees the competition as manipulative and explains that a city as 
Umeå, with major environmental problems, such as the air quality in the city centre, should 
not apply, and sees the competition as a method to hide their real work, as Kronsell (2013) is 
arguing is a dangerous risk with using awards. Sandström explains that the city has violated 
the environmental quality standards (EQS) for the past twelve years, for the concentration of 
nitrogen dioxide, which is part of the environmental law. But what she is mainly upset about 
is that, violating the EQS is not mainly bad as it is a law but as it is also violating the health of 
the citizens, as it has been shown that being exposed to high amount of nitrogen dioxide for 
more than 15 years will increase the risk of lung cancer, but also other diseases such as 
asthma, allergies and cardiovascular diseases. She is thus criticising the city’s planning during 
the past twelve years, as it is still a problem in the city. She is mentioning placements of new 
buildings, such as IKEA and a new water park, where the water park will be placed in the 
middle of the city whereas the IKEA will be just outside, closely linked to the city, and is 
critical to this as it calculates an increase of the amount of vehicles significantly. This was 
discussed with the interviewee representing the left wing party during the interview where she 
on the other hand could see benefits with these placements, as it would make it easier to reach 
the locations by bus or bicycle if the municipality would focus more on the bus traffic and the 
accessibility for pedestrians and cyclists (Interviewee 4, politician against).  

Defence towards the criticized placements of roads and buildings 
The traffic representative is replying to the criticism towards the placement of IKEA. He tells 
that the area for IKEA was already pointed out 1998 in the comprehensive plan, where it was 
decided that Umeå should have four trading areas and that the area for IKEA is the southern 
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one. The representative (Interviewee 8, traffic representative) is further explaining that it is 
argued that this area has benefits due to its location as it is central and thus reachable by walk, 
bicycle or public transport and that even though the area is new (February 2016) is it already 
connected with a local bus. It is also close to the future ring road (the road that is in the 
building process to take over the main traffic from the central roads with air pollution 
problems), which makes it easy to reach the area without passing by the city centre, no matter 
where in the city you live.  

He is also replying towards the criticism towards the placement of the water park, where the 
idea was to locate it in direct connection to the main network of pedestrians and cyclists as 
well as the large node of public transport to facilitate for sustainable travel to and from the 
water park (Interviewee 8, traffic representative). 

Umeå is not working for the environment 
Sandström concludes the article with “[we] cannot support the trial to make Umeå an 
environmental capital – it would be to help the rulers, the municipal and the real estate 
tycoons” (my translation) (Sandström, 2015). Rolf Segerstedt uses similar arguments and is 
debating (Segerstedt, 2015) that he thinks it is embarrassing that Umeå is participating, as the 
city has been making several mistakes regarding the environment. He is criticising the 
municipal politicians for there choices of new roads placements. He addresses how SMHI2 
has carefully sorted out how the chosen road alternatives are affecting the environment and 
the benefits with other alternatives. He is also addressing how Naturskyddsföreningen3 is 
criticising the choices of road placement as they see a risk for increased traffic and increased 
emissions. As he thinks the municipality of Umeå does not have knowledge about how to 
handle the environment in Umeå he thinks the Commission should not consider them a green 
capital, and that the environmental situation that Umeå has today should be considered 
(Interviewee 6, debater). The consultant (Interviewee 7, consultant) is, on the other hand, 
arguing that saying that Umeå should not participate due to its environmental problems only 
shows that they are lacking knowledge as the goal with the award is not to be perfect but 
show a perfect way to handling the problem where the structure of planned changes are 
shown. He gives Essen, the winner of 2016, as an example as it, an old coal mining city, won, 
which shows that the environment is far away from good but has several projects to solve the 
problems instead (Interviewee 7, consultant). 

Voices against is also helpful 
One of the project leaders does not see any problems with the people against but rather as a 
good debate that highlights environmental challenges in Umeå, which he sees as one of the 
goals with the award. He says that  

“if we wouldn’t have the (environmental) ambitions we wouldn’t have talked about it either 
and continues all facts that has been in the newspaper has not been correct but that, we might 
not need to care about as it might be better that it (the environmental problems) is talked 
about” (my translation) (Interviewee 1, project leader).  

                                                
2 The Swedish Metrological and Hydrological Institute, a government agency in Sweden that 
operates under the Ministry of the Environment. SMHI has expertise within the areas of 
meteorology, hydrology and oceanography. 
3 The Society for Nature Conservation, a non-profit, non-partisan Swedish environmental 
organization, with 24 county branches and 270 municipality subdivisions. 
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The budget of the Award 
The municipality does not see many disadvantages with the project. One in the project group 
is mentioning that the economy and time aspect could be one but does not see that as a major 
problem as no additional funds are added. He, instead, sees it as a project that will help the 
municipality in their future environmental work and that it only takes a little time from his 
regular work. The additional costs would come if Umeå wins the award, as it will lead to 
more travels for the project group and to activities and changes for Umeå during the winning 
year, which is something that all interviewees from the project group agree, is something they 
will focus on when (if) they win. But for this, the state might also help with the funding, 
which they have seen in Bristol, the winner of 2015, where the environmental work of the 
year is very successful (Interviewee 1, project leader).  

The other project leader is optimistic as well and thinks that the arrangement of the 
competition is made in a way that takes away the risks as no extra money is used for the 
project. But he can see that it has been a discussion as a political question where economical 
resources has been argued to be put on school, health care and care, and that it always turns to 
a discussion about that when money is used for something else. But for him, these three areas 
are part of the award as well as he thinks it will be included in the project. Schools will be key 
actors in the award. He also sees this as one of the strengths of Umeå, where all schools have 
been working with sustainability for several years. He concludes: “I don’t think this 
argumentation is very strong as it is actually a zero budget for this initiative, it is more a 
priority to put some labour on it and connect the work that has been quite sprawling” (my 
translation) (Interviewee 2, project leader).  

The interviewee from the energy company is mentioning the economy as well. But as they 
have no space for making changes in the cost for the costumers, they have no additional 
money that they have been able to use. As he says:  

“what we do must still be commercially justified and have some approach behind, and than 
one must say, that a project like this is a little stunt emphasized, and we cannot make any 
major changes in priorities due to this but we, however, believe that what we do coincide well 
with the target of this event” (my translation) (Interviewee 3, Umeå Energi).  

But even though the project leaders are talking about no additional costs, the local newspaper 
(Turborn, 2015a) wrote about a cost of SEK 549,150 for the award, with a cost of 262,000 for 
project managing and a cost of 217,142 for travel and hotels when going for the final part of 
the competition. This cost, though, is for all the three years when Umeå has been applying so 
far, and if Umeå goes to the final this year as well it would add a cost for travel and hotels for 
2016 as well. According to all the participants interviewed from the project group, this cost is 
very small and nothing that should harm the budget of Umeå very much. They also think it 
will be paid back if Umeå wins as that will bring more people moving here, tourists visiting 
the city and new companies establishing in the city. Further all of them think the work done 
for the award so far has helped the municipality as well, which makes them believe that it is 
not an unnecessary cost. The consultant thinks the article is not constructive but rather a way 
to start a conflict as telling about the cost without telling what it gives makes the reader more 
negative to the award. He thinks that it should be put in its context and the amount will not be 
as big for what it will actually give. Changing the behaviour, which is one of the goals with 
the award, of the citizens is worth of these costs (Interviewee 7, consultant). 
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Is Umeå the winner? 
According to all interviewees it is difficult to say whether Umeå will win or not this year. No 
matter, the city will not apply again, as the project group thinks that applying two times 
before can have helped them with the third application, but that it will not help them any 
further. But both the interviewees from the project group believe that Umeå has high chances 
to win. The previous winning cities all applied several times before winning. Umeå is also the 
only city that has applied that has fewer than 200,000 inhabitants, which might be beneficial. 
But there is a lot of politics involved and it is not always the best city that wins. As part of the 
competitions is to work as a role model, both geographically, economically and related to the 
size of the city Europe has more cities with 100,000 to 200,000 inhabitants, which might 
make it more helpful for cities of this size to win instead of a capital city such as Paris, as 
Europe consists of fewer cities with that design (Interviewee 1, project leader; Interviewee 2, 
project leader). When applying, the cities do not know which other cities that are applying, 
and can therefore not compare themselves when writing the application. This they get 
information about a few weeks after applying (Interviewee 1, project leader). According to 
the interviewee from Umeå Energi it is hard to say if Umeå will win or not and he believes 
that the city where it will be most useful deserves to win. If a city like Umeå that is already 
quite forward in the environmental work will win, it might not make any big development for 
the environment, whereas if a city that has to work harder and make more environmental 
development wins, the effect for the environment will be higher (Interviewee 3, Umeå 
Energi). The consultant thinks that winning the award will push Umeå’s environmental work 
even further as it will put pressure on the city to deliver (Interviewee 7, consultant). 

If Umeå wins, the ambitions for both the project leaders and the interviewee from Umeå 
Energi are not only to be a success city for 2018 but also to be an environmental city for the 
future. 

 

Discussion 
In this part impacts with the award is discussed, followed by challenges and how those can be 
handled 

Impacts 
There are several impacts, both positive and negative, with the EGCA for the environment 
and for Umeå. The award helps the municipality to structure its environmental work by filling 
out the application form. It also gives Umeå a network (with other finalists through the years) 
where methods, goals and activities can be shared. Feedback from the Commission helps the 
city to see where they should put more focus and what they do well. The application also 
gives them a document to use when discussing changes with politicians as if EU is involved it 
might be more difficult for the politicians to put the environmental work aside due to other 
political issues, such as immigration or economy (Azevedo, Delarue & Meeus, 2013).  

Further it is connecting the environmental work that has been sprawling. It has also opened 
the eyes for the project group on the water situation that needs to be taken care of even though 
the current situation is good. It results in that Umeå can start working on a plan and the risk 
for water shortage in the future will decrease. Another positive impact is that it will position 
Umeå with help from the award and the network that it gives. The inhabitants’ picture of 
themselves might change due to the award and therefore lead to more enthusiasm among them 
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in environmental questions. It might also help to put pressure on actors in Umeå by knowing 
that the European Commission stands behind it.  

One potential disadvantage that can be for Umeå with the award is that it is a European 
competition and thus is not always suitable for the work in Umeå, as the situation in North 
Sweden can differ from the rest of Europe. But this also gives positive impacts as it opens up 
for new ways to work. It will also push the municipality to work harder with its 
environmental work. Another negative impact with the award is that it might be costly for the 
municipality. Yet the award can also lead to a boost for the economy as the award may lead to 
increased tourism, migration and business establishments.  

The overall positive impact of the award is that it touches upon changes in an urban level 
(Joss, 2015). As mentioned earlier (Juhola, 2013), greenhouse gases are increasing mainly in 
urban areas, which are considered one of the most critical issues in the 21st century. 
Commitments and innovations, such as the EGCA, are needed on an urban level to make 
changes toward a sustainable development where the greenhouse gases are decreasing instead 
of increasing (Bulkeley, Castán Broto & Edwards, 2015). It is further important to decrease 
the world’s total ecological footprint, which the award with its ripple effect is doing 
successfully. It also leads to a behavioural change among the inhabitants through technology, 
infrastructure and information that de Jong et al. (2015) are highlighting in their study. The 
award corresponds with the arguments of Ratas and Mäeltsemees (2013), which is to 
encourage towns and cities to raise their level of environmental protection and motivate them 
to set ambitious goals for additional improvement. It gives the applying cities goals together 
with headlines to follow. The European Commission rewards cities that are making efforts to 
improve urban environment and sustainable movements and are putting their focus on the 
movement rather than the current situation. By focusing on the movement it helps to make 
changes toward a more sustainable world rather than highlighting environmental situations in 
cities where it has never been a problem. For the Commission it is considered that a city with 
big environmental problems but with a clear plan for changing this will be more helpful for 
other cities (European Commission, 2015c), which creates a group of several different cities 
instead of a network of the elite cities, such as Scandinavian and German countries where the 
sustainable development has reached far and where the conditions are good. Furthermore, the 
award is helping the cities identifying clear goals and pathways to channel a change, which is 
what a transition discourse is depending on according to Bulkeley et al. (2015).  

Communicating the work 
The networking that comes with the award is considered a useful method for dealing with 
environmental problems, as it is a neutral place with no hierarchy, which is highlighted by the 
European Commission as well as the project group. The award will probably create more 
networking for Umeå, due to the network group created for all the finalists of the award. 
Furthermore, the application gives Umeå a picture of environmental issues and an insight into 
how European countries work for the environment, with its different categories. As the 
application is in English it can be used to communicate the work in Umeå with countries 
abroad. As well as helping Umeå it will also make it possible for Umeå to inspire other 
countries in Europe, or even globally, with similar issues, as Umeå is the same size as the 
majorities of cities in the world. Umeå can also work as an inspiration for other cities in 
colder regions, as it will be the first city from the north participating in the award. 

Just working with changes and innovations will not be successful without public participation, 
as it is important that the inhabitants easily can follow the work of the city (Boland & Shu, 
2012; Djurasovic & Knieling, 2015; Kronsell, 2013). This is one of the biggest challenges for 
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Umeå, as the knowledge about the award is not well known among either other politicians 
(Interviewee 4, politician against) or other citizens. Most people in the city might know that it 
is an award but not very much what it is about. The interviewee from Umeå Energi said that 
they will wait with involving the citizens until closer to the winning year (if winning). For the 
inhabitants it might look like the municipality is putting their budget on awards instead of 
making actual changes in the city. If it, for the inhabitants, looks like a costly stunt that takes 
money from the welfare and the environmental work it might lead to a city in conflict without 
any public participation. 

Most of the arguments against the award are misunderstandings where they argue against the 
award about things that are not part of the award. What they argue against is rather Umeå’s 
environmental problems instead of the award, whereas the award is a help for the city to make 
actual changes towards the problem. With knowledge about that, some of them might change 
their opinion about the award and be in support of the award rather than against. Another 
communication problem is that the interviewees against think that the municipality will be too 
proud if winning and then not see how bad the environmental situation actually is whereas 
everyone from the project group rather sees the award as a start to their future environmental 
work instead of a final goal.  

Communication failures 
It is argued that Umeå should not participate in a competition like this one, due to the 
environmental challenges that the city has, with the air pollution problem in the city (IVL, 
2013). It is also argued that it is embarrassing that a city with such problems is applying and 
should be ashamed instead of striving for winning such an award. But here, the people against 
the award are lacking knowledge about what the goal of the award actually is. Most problems 
that they have argued about are not part of the Award or problems that the municipality is 
already working on. The only problem that has been mentioned here, that is not taken care of, 
is the expensive prizes for public transport that might be something that could be considered 
in the city if winning. According to the Commission, the biggest winner is not the city with 
the best result, but the city that is handling or planning to handle their environmental 
problems best. The people against the award think that Umeå is not the city handling their 
environmental problems the best as the position of new roads are not in accordance with a 
sustainable development. But the European Commission is aware of all the environmental 
changes that are in progress in Umeå and does not consider the location very bad, as Umeå 
was highly ranked in this category. The location of the new roads will probably be a problem 
for someone no matter its location. Here the municipality needs to communicate their work to 
the citizens by informing about what they are doing. They could also use the local newspaper 
to reply the arguments against the award to make it more clear what they are doing. Handling 
a growing population together with shielding the nature and the inhabitants of the city is 
tricky and as Bulkeley et al. (2015) argue, when something goes in an unsuitable way for 
someone, those responsible will be blamed.  

A helping hand 
In Sweden it naturally falls on local authorities to achieve sustainable urban development, as 
there are, according to Persson (2013) no official institutes for this on a national level. It can 
be tricky, even though it is considered an effectual method, where a city is considered to have 
the capacity to strive for a greener development (Azavedo, Delarue and Meeus, 2013; Joss, 
2015). The award is helping the municipality of Umeå by giving guidelines on a European 
level for the city to follow and be inspired by. As it is further understood that municipal 
authorities cannot reach sustainable development alone and need initiatives with partners the 
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European Commission comes in as a helping hand for the municipality (Joss, 2015; Khan, 
2013).  

It is argued, among most of the interviewees that the environmental problems are not taken 
care of fast enough, and some of them argue that the award just makes it slower. But as all the 
interviewees from the project group argue, the application for the award will be a useful 
material for themselves to handle environmental issues in a better way and will as well be 
useful when arguing on a political level for sustainable changes for Umeå. Here, the award 
will probably help the city to work faster and harder for making Umeå more sustainable and 
not put them, as mentioned above, in the so-called not in my term and not my business 
(Azavedo, Delarue & Meeus, 2013:897). It will also lead to much knowledge passing through 
Umeå, which will enlighten the discussion and thus lead to a stronger environmental work. 

The left wing interviewee (Interviewee 4, politician against) is critical to using an award to 
make things happen in Umeå and thinks it should be done anyway, without forces from the 
European Commission. But the Commission’s goal is never to force the city to a change, as 
the winners succeed for what they have already done or planned to do. The pressure is instead 
from environmental workers in Umeå to push the politicians or others that are against 
environmental changes. It is, as mentioned in the background chapter, hard for a municipality 
to work in the direction they want, as they have to consider several opinions from other parts 
(Azevedo, Delarue & Meeus, 2013; Bulkeley, Castán Broto & Edwards, 2015). Further the 
award will help the municipality with new ideas for a sustainable development due to the 
network that Umeå is part of due to applying (and becoming one of the finalists) in the award. 
In the network Umeå will be among other ambitious cities and thus have to work hard to be 
on the same level as the others as they have strong competition. 

Putting Umeå on the map 
It seems then as if the award will be helpful to make Umeå achieve environmental goals and 
making Umeå a more sustainable urban area, which further is considered one of the key 
factors to deal with sustainable development. Several of the interviewees also thinks it will 
put Umeå on the map. But when Västerbottens Kuriren (Turborn, 2015a) was interviewing 
politicians about the award and how it would put Umeå on the map, none of them could 
mention any previous winners of the award, except the ones that they had worked with, even 
though it is considered that labelling a city has clear advertising effects (Domingues et al., 
2014; Bulkeley, Castán Broto & Edwards, 2015). As Umeå was hosting the cultural capital 
year, it has been seen that Umeå became more famous as the tourism and businesses increased 
(Interviewee 2, project leader). This might not have been due to the prize itself but to the 
actions that was followed by it, and might as well be the case if Umeå win the award also this 
time. During the winning year activities will be hosted in the city that will attract tourism as 
well as businesses. Several of the plans that Umeå has, such as implementing electrical buses 
and car pools might not be attractive for tourism in the same way as activities due to the 
cultural capital year. But it might help in the long run as international engagements for cities 
have similar effects as labelling (Joss, 2015). Umeå might be famous for its electrical buses. 
An increased migration as well as an increased establishment of new companies can also be 
helpful for the city. More companies established will give more jobs, and might also come 
with new innovations that can be useful for the city, which further will result in making more 
people travel and moving to the city due to new job opportunities, new companies and 
business visits to Umeå, that in turn will be helpful for Umeå in several ways, and maybe also 
put Umeå on the map.  
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The budget 
The budget for the award has been discussed and even though the project group says it has no 
extra cost, it has been shown in Västerbottens Kuriren (Turborn, 2015a) that it has a cost over 
500,000 SEK. But with the benefits that the award seems to give to the city as well as the 
environment maybe it will be a fair price to pay. The environmental changes that come with 
the award might have had the same cost in the end and it is considered economically 
beneficial for a city that strives for sustainable development and the money could thus be paid 
back. It might also be paid back by increased tourism, businesses and migration, which has 
been seen in the other award winning cities (European Commission, 2015f) and will in the 
context not be very expensive. But as the award is not finish and it is not yet known if Umeå 
will go to the final and further host the title for one year, it is difficult to discuss the budget as 
it is still unknown where it will end.  

Dedicated citizens 
What it looks like with the award is that the inhabitants have a great dedication to the city, its 
budget and its environment. A city with such an engaged population will be useful as the key 
to local changes is local participation, as mentioned above. To make the citizen engaged it is 
not only important for the project group of the award to communicate their work but to be 
open and listen to the criticism and opinions coming from the citizens. The municipality 
needs to respond to the criticism towards road, public transport or other choices that can be 
seen as harmful for the environment, if to get any trust from the opposing citizens, which they 
have done successfully, according to this study, and can develop further to reach the 
inhabitants. 

But despite the inhabitant’s dedication, the biggest challenge with the award will still be the 
inhabitant’s engagement as it, due to the Cultural Capital year, is a fatigue among the citizens 
for this kind of awards. But the Cultural Capital year was 2014 and the environmental capital 
year would be 2018 if Umeå won, and four years might make the inhabitants recover from the 
fatigue, as the project group has decided to not talk very widely about the competition until 
then. Further it is probably different audiences for culture and environment and the activities 
that the city will host will differ between the years, which might make even the fatigue 
inhabitants a little bit less fatigued.  
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Conclusion 
This study aimed to see how Umeå, a medium-sized city, could work for sustainable 
development through the EGCA and what impacts it had on the local authority’s 
environmental work in Umeå. The study aimed to see the benefits and challenges with the 
award. This was done by studying how Umeå worked with the award and by studying how 
the stakeholder considered the impacts of the award. It gave an important insight to how cities 
can work towards urban sustainability. It also gave an insight to how the EGCA can be 
helpful for a medium-sized cities environmental work and showed what the challenges can be.  

The study indicates that the award has several benefits, both for Umeå and for the 
environment. As urban areas are the biggest cause of the high level of greenhouse gases, the 
EGCA is making a big difference. Furthermore, it is a good incentive to help medium-sized 
cities as it can be challenging for those cities due to less resources and networks than bigger 
cities have. It is also good to give guidelines to local authorities as it is considered most 
efficient to work with environmental issues on a local level.  

It is useful for Umeå with the award as it organizes and gives strength to their environmental 
work. It gives a network to Umeå where they can share and be inspired by other cities that 
works in the same environmental direction. It puts high pressure on the municipality of Umeå 
and will thus make them work harder. The award has costs but as it might increase the 
inhabitants, businesses and tourism, which will increase the economy, the initial costs might 
be paid back.  

The award has been criticised and will probably continue to be so by some. But with more 
knowledge toward the citizens about the award the criticism will probably decrease, as several 
of the criticisms do not tally with the actual award. The biggest challenge for Umeå is to 
communicate the award to the inhabitants and involve them in a successful way. It is also to 
keep their interest despite a risk for the possible ongoing fatigue. But as the award has several 
positive impacts, both for Umeå, for the environment and for other medium-sized cities 
around Europe it should be considered a successful award. 

 

Acknowledgements 
Firstly I would like to thank my supervisor, Mr. Harald Rohracher for his eminent help, 
feedback and enthusiasm for my work. I would also like to thank the interviewees from the 
municipality of Umeå, Umeå Energi, the left wing party and the environmental party and the 
sustainability consultant and debater interviewee. I would also like to thank Marjorie 
Carleberg for her support with the text.  



 30 

References 
Oral references 
Interviewee 1, project leader. Project leader in the municipality for the European Green 
Capital award. Interviewed 9 November 2015. 

Interviewee 2, project leader. Project leader in the municipality for the European Green 
Capital award. Interviewed 27 November 2015. 

Interviewee 3, Umeå Energi. Sustainability strategist. Actor in the European Green Capital 
Award group. Interviewed 23 November 2015. 

Interviewee 4, politician against. Representative for Vänsterpartiet (left wing party). 
Interviewed 16 November 2015.  

Interviewee 5, politician for. Representative for Miljöpartiet (the environmental party). 
Interviewed 27 November 2015.  

Interviewee 6, debater. Writer of a debate article in the local Newspaper, Västerbottens 
Kuriren. Interviewed 30 November 2015.  

Interviewee 7, consult. Sustainability consultant at a sustainable development consultant 
company in Umeå. Interviewed 4 May 2016 

Interviewee 8, traffic representative. Municipal worker with traffic and infrastructure. Email 
contact 27 April 2016 to 2 May 2016. 

 

Written references 
Amiri, M. & F. Sadeghpour (2014). Cycling characteristics in cities with cold weather. 
Sustainable Cities and Society, 14, pp. 397-403. Available at: 
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2210670713000784 [2015-10-05]. 

Angelidou, M. (2015). Smart cities: A conjuncture of four forces. Cities, 47, pp. 95-106.  

Arman, M. & K. Davidson (2014). A typology to position population within sustainability 
discourse. Local Environment, 19:4, pp. 433-448.  

Azevedo, I., E. Delarue & L. Meeus, (2013). Mobilizing cities towards a low-carbon future: 
Tambourines, carrots and sticks. Energy Policy, 61, pp. 894-900.  

Bailey, K.D. (1987). Methods of social research 3 ed.. New York: Free Press, cop 1987.  

Baxter, J. & J. Eyles (1997). Evaluating qualitative research in social geography: establishing 
‘rigour’ in interview analysis. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 22 (4), pp. 
505-525. 

Bayulken B. & D. Huisingh (2015). Are lessons from eco-towns helping planners make more 
effective progress in transforming cities into sustainable urban systems: a literature review 
(part 2 of 2). Journal of Cleaner Production, pp. 1-14. 



 31 

Betsill, M.M and H. Bulkeley (2004). Transitional networks and global environmental 
governance: the cities for climate protection program. International Studies Quarterly 48, pp. 
471-493.  

Betsill, M. M. and H. Bulkeley (2006). Cities and the multilevel governance of global climate 
change. Global Governance 12, pp. 141-159. 

Boland, A. & J. Shu (2012). Public participation in China’s green communities: mobilizing 
memories and structuring incentives. Geoforum 43, pp. 147-157. 

Boulus, K., A. D. Tsouros & A. Holopainen (2015). ‘Social, innovative and smart cities are 
happy and resilient’: insights from the WHO EURO 2014 International Healthy Cities 
Conference. International Journal of Health Geographics, 14:3. Available at: http://www.ij-
healthgeographics.com/content/14/1/3 [2015-10-05]. 

Bulkeley, H. (2006). Urban sustainability: learning from best practice. Environment and 
Planning A, 38, pp. 1029-1044.  

Bulkeley, H., V. Castán Broto & G.A.S. Edwards (2015). An urban politics of climate 
change. Experimentation and the governing of socio-technical transitions. London: 
Routledge. 

Burch, S (2010). Transforming barriers into enablers of action on climate change: Insights 
from three municipal case studies in British Columbia, Canada. Global Environmental 
Change, 20, ss. 287-297. 

Denzin, N.K. & Y. S. Lincoln (2013). Collecting and interpreting qualitative materials. 
Thousand Oaks, Caliph: London: SAGE, 4. Ed.  

Djurasovic, D. & J. Knieling (2015). Urban transition and sustainability. The case of the city 
of Mostar, Bosnia and Herzegovina. Eastern Journal of European Studies, 6:1, pp. 5-29. 

Domingues, R., S. Moreno Pires, S. Caeiro & T.B. Ramos (2014). Defining criteria and 
indicators for a sustainability label of local public services. Ecological Indicators 57, pp. 452-
464. 

Eshuis, J. and Edwards, A. (2013), Branding the city: the democratic legitimacy of a new 
mode of governance. Urban Studies 50:5, pp. 1066-82. 

European Commission (2010). Stockholm. European Green Capital 2010. Available at: 
http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/stockholm-european-green-capital-2010-pbKH3010292/ [2015-
09-08]. 

European Commission (2013). Copenhagen: European Green Capital 2014. Available at: 
http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/copenhagen-pbKH0313305/ [2015-09-10]. 
 
European Commission (2014:2). Bristol, winner 2015: European Green Capital, an initiative 
of the European Commission: green cities – fit for life. Available at: 
http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/bristol-winner-2015-pbKH0614104/ [2015-09-08]. 

European Commission (2015a). Will your city be the European Green Capital in 2018?. 
Available at: http://bookshop.europa.eu/en/will-your-city-be-the-european-green-capital-in- 
2018--pbKH0115109/ [2015-09-10]. 



 32 

European Commission (2015b). The European Green Capital Award. Available at: 
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/europeangreencapital/ [2015-12-09]. 

European Commission (2015c). About the European Green Capital Award. Available at:  
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/europeangreencapital/about-the-award/, [2015-09-10].  

European Commission (2015d). 2016 European Green Capital Award Ceremony. Available 
at: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/europeangreencapital/european-green-capital-award/ 
[2016-04-27]. 

European Commission (2015e). Environment: 7 cities apply for European Green Capital 
Award 2018 and 10 cities for European Green Leaf 2016. Press Release, 6 November 2015.  

European Commission (2015f). Winning cities: requirements & benefits. Available at:  
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/europeangreencapital/winning-cities/requirements-benefits/ 
[2016-04-27]. 

Gustavsson, E. and Elander, I. (2012). Cocky and climate smart? Climate change mitigation 
and place-branding in three Swedish towns. Local Environment 17:8, pp. 769-82. 

Haaland, C. & C. Konijnendijk van den Bosch (2015). Challenges and strategies for urban 
green-space planning in cities undergoing densification: A review. Urban Forestry & Urban 
Greening 14, pp. 760-771.  

Hassan, A. M. & H. Lee (2015). Toward the sustainable development of urban areas: an 
overview of global trends in trials and policies. Land Use Policy 48, pp. 199-212. 

Hercui, M. & C. Ogrean (2014). An overview on European Union sustainable 
competitiveness. Procedia Economics and Finance 16, pp. 651-656.  

Häger, B. (2007). Intervjuteknik. Stockholm: Liber. 

IVL (2013). Så är luftkvaliteten i Sveriges kommuner. 
http://www.ivl.se/press/nyheter/pressmeddelande/saarluftkvalitetenisverigeskommune 
r.5.372c2b801403903d2757844.html [2015-09-09]. 
 
de Jong, M., S. Joss, D. Schraven, C. Zhan & M. Weijnen (2015). Sustainable – smart – 
resilient – low carbon – eco – knowledge cities; making sense of a multitude of concepts 
promoting sustainable urbanization. Journal of Cleaner Production, pp 1-14. 

Jordan, A., Wurzel, R.K.W. and Zito, A.R. (2003a). Comparative conclusions - 'New' 
environmental policy instruments: an evolution or a revolution in environmental policy?. 
Environmental Politics 12:1, pp. 201 - 24. 

Jordan, A., Wurzel, R.K.W. and Zito, A.R. (2003b). 'New' instruments of environmental 
governance: patterns and pathways of change. Environmental Politics 12:1, pp. 1 - 24. 

Joss, S. (2015). Sustainable cities. Governing for urban innovation. London: Palgrave. 

Juhola, S. (2013). Adaptation to climate change in the private and the third sector: case study 
of governance of the Helsinki Metropolitan region. Environment and Planning C: 
Government and Policy 31, pp. 911-925.  



 33 

Kabisch, N. (2015). Ecosystem service implementation and governance challenges in urban 
green space planning – The case of Berlin, Germany. Land Use Policy 42, pp 557-567. 

Kern, K and H. Bulkeley (2009). Cities, Europeanization and multi-level governance: 
governing climate change through transnational municipal networks. JCMS 47, pp. 309-332. 

Khan, J. (2013). What role for network governance in urban low carbon transitions?. Journal 
of Cleaner Production 50:0, pp. 133-39. 

Kvale, S. (2007). Doing interviews. Thousand Oaks, Calif: Sage Publications, 1. ed.  

Kronsell, A. (2013). Legitimacy for climate policies: politics and participation in the Green 
City of Freiburg. Local Environment, 18:8, pp. 965-982.  

Letaifa, S.B. (2015). How to strategize smart cities: Revealing the SMART model. Journal of 
Business Research 68, pp. 1414-1419.  

Liquete, C., S. Kleeschulte, G. Dige, J. Maes, B. Grizzetti, B. Olah & G. Zulian (2015). 
Mapping green infrastructure based on ecosystem services and ecological networks: A Pan-
European case study. Environmental Science & Policy, 54, pp. 268-280.  

Meijering, J.V., K. Kern & H. Tobi (2014). Identifying the methodological characteristics of 
European green city rankings. Ecological Indicators 43, pp. 132-142.  

Mone, G., (2015). The new smart cities. How urban information systems are slowly 
revamping the modern metropolis. Communications of the ACM 58:7, pp. 20-22.  

Persson, C. (2013). Deliberation or doctrine? Land use and spatial planning for sustainable 
development in Sweden. Land Use Policy 34, pp. 301-313.  

Ratas J. & S. Mäeltsemees (2013). Role of environment in strengthening competitiveness of 
cities by example of European Green Capitals and Tallinn. Estonian Discussions on 
Economic Policy 21:2.  

Sandström, G. (2015). En miljöhuvudstad kan inte bryta mot miljölagarna. Nya 
Arbetartidningen, 4 September. Available at: http://arbetartidningen.se/2015/09/en-
miljohuvudstad-kan-inte-bryta-mot-miljolagarna/ [2016-04-27]. 

Sandström, G. & T. Westerström (2015). Ingen äkta miljöhuvudstad. Västerbottens	 
Kuriren,	14 August. Available at: http://www.vk.se/1507026/ingen-akta-miljohuvudstad 
[2016-04-27]. 
 
Segerstedt, R. (2015). Kommentar: Genant försök av Umeå att bli miljöhuvudstad. 
Västerbottens Kuriren, 19 August. Available at: http://www.vk.se/1510312/kommentar-
genant- forsok-av-umea-att-bli-miljohuvudstad [2016-04-27]. 
 
Turborn, E. (2015a). Ansökningar för en halv miljon. Västerbottens Kuriren, 14 september, 
2015, pp. 8-9. 

Turborn, E. (2015b). Miljöhuvudstäder inte på kartan för Umeås politiker. Västerbottens 
Kuriren, 14 September, 2015, pp. 8-9. 

Umeå Kommun (2015a). Europas miljöhuvudstad 2018. Available at: 
http://www.umea.se/umeakommun/kommunochpolitik/planerochstyrdokument/utvec 



 34 

klingochplanering/hallbarutveckling/europasmiljohuvudstad2017.4.3f589399144bbe9 
c366a2b2.html [2015-10-03]. 
 
Umeå Kommun (2015b). Ansökan och teknisk utvärdering Europas miljöhuvudstad 2018. 
Available at: 
http://umea.se/umeakommun/kommunochpolitik/planerochstyrdokument/utvecklingochplaner
ing/hallbarutveckling/europasmiljohuvudstad2018/ansokan.4.65c1214d14f38ac155364df0.ht
ml [2015-12-09]. 
 
UNEP (2012). 21 Issues for the 21st Century: Results of the UNEP foresight process on 
emerging environmental issues. United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), Nairobi, 
Kenya.  

Vasi, I.B. (2007). Thinking globally, planning nationally and acting locally: nested 
organizational fields and the adoption of environmental practices. Social Forces 86:1, pp. 
113-36. 

Yigitcanlar, T. (2015). Smart cities: an effective urban development and management model?. 
Australian planner, 52:1, pp. 27-34. 

 

 


