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1 Abstract

2030 is the goal year for several environmental goal systems. The Sustainable Development
Goals and the Global Biodiversity Framework both face implementation challenges. At the
national level, Sweden is expected to meet only one of its 16 national environmental objectives
by 2030. Biodiversity objectives are among the ones with the worst outlook. Clearly, there is
room for improvement in environmental governance across governance levels. Local-level
implementation is important for the achievement of national as well as global biodiversity goals.
Yet, research on local environmental objective implementation is scarce. This thesis explores
the role of national environmental objectives in local-level biodiversity conservation through
semi-structured interviews with municipal-level civil servants in southeastern Sweden.
Additionally, the thesis delves into challenges and opportunities for local implementation of the
national environmental objectives. While national-level environmental objectives are perceived
as important at the local level, they do not steer the work with biodiversity conservation. The
national environmental objectives can provide strength to conservation work as an overarching
goal structure, but further guidance on their implementation is asked for. Land use change is a
common challenge in implementing biodiversity objectives at the local level. Clarifying
expectations, allocating sufficient resources and rallying around clear focus areas across
governance levels could increase the implementation of the national environmental objectives.

Key words: biodiversity, goal implementation, local-level, multi-level governance,
municipalities

2 List of abbreviations
GBF — Global Biodiversity Framework

NBSAP — National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan
NEOs — National Environmental Objectives
SDGs — Sustainable Development Goals

CAB — County Administrative Board

3 Introduction

As 2030 approaches, so too does the goal year for several global, regional, and national
environmental goals systems. Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
are remarkable for the broad consensus they achieved at their establishment, but their imple-
mentation has been fraught with challenges (Allen et al., 2026; Cocieme et al., 2021). The
Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF), a planetwide biodiversity
framework adopted at the 15" Conference of the Parties, also faces implementation challenges
(Convention on Biological Diversity, 2026; Li et al., 2023). These frameworks represent
examples of what the governance literature calls governing through goals. Several studies have
examined different aspects of governing through goals (Larsson & Hanberger, 2016; Emmelin
& Cherp, 2016; Bjornberg, 2009), but there is a need for further research on the implementation

1



level of goal systems (Allen et al., 2026; Augustenborg, 2025). As environmental crises persist,
the question remains: how do we move beyond 2030 without repeating the policy and
implementation challenges of the past decades?

Global goal systems rely on national-level implementation (Allen, 2026), that countries
incorporate the goals to their national contexts. One way to look at governance through goals
is thereby by looking at the implementation of environmental objectives at the national level.
This thesis focuses on the implementation of national-level objectives in Sweden. Sweden has
been seen as a pioneer in environmental governance, manifested through 16 ambitious national
environmental objectives (NEOs; Hysing, 2014; Lindskog & Elander, 2012). Over time
however, the NEOs, like many other environmental goal systems, have faced implementation
challenges (Lidskog & Eleander, 2012). 2030 is the current goal year for the NEOs, and as the
turn of the decade nears, only one objective is expected to be reached (Naturvéardsverket, n.d.-
a). At the 2026 national follow-up of the NEOs, five NEOs were assessed to have a negative
development trend, two of which are 4 rich diversity of plant and animal life and Sustainable
forests which are closely linked to biodiversity (Naturvdrdsverket, 2026a). Thus, while Sweden
has a reputation for being a leader in environmental governance, it faces great challenges in
managing biodiversity, making it an interesting study area. Local-level implementation is
necessary to achieve global and national environmental goals (Stafford-Smith et al., 2017,
Larsson & Hanberger, 2016; Li et al., 2023). The same is true for the Swedish NEO system,
where implementation at the local level is important for goal-achievement (Sveriges miljomal,
2023; Edvardsson, 2004). Therefore, this study focuses on implementation of the NEOs at the
local level in Sweden.

The NEO system is broad, encompassing 16 environmental objectives that span across a range
of environmental issues. This thesis zooms in on biodiversity in the NEO system as biodiversity
related NEOs are among the ones with the worst outlook (Naturvirdsverket, 2026a), yet their
implementation is not extensively researched. Biodiversity loss is one of the planetary
boundaries, and its safe operating space was already exceeded when the concept of planetary
boundaries was presented in 2009 (Rockstrom et al., 2009). As the threat that biodiversity loss
poses to biospheric and human health becomes increasingly difficult to ignore, the urgency of
effective biodiversity governance is larger than ever. In Sweden, the NEOs are intended to guide
environmental governance, serve as the national implementation of the environmental aspects
of the SDGs (Sveriges miljomal, 2020a), and the GBF (Prop. 2013/14:141).

While literature analysing the NEO system is comprehensive, at least in the years following
their establishment, empirical studies on their implementation are scarce. Scholars have
dissected the system’s design and have often deemed it insufficient. Only two studies were
found in the research for this thesis with a main focus on biodiversity in the Swedish NEO
system. Coffey et al. (2023) analysed Sweden’s National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan
(NBSAP), a part of the GBF. Osterlin et al. (2020) explored competing worldviews as a
hindrance to the implementation of the objective A magnificent mountain landscape in northern
Sweden, where natural and cultural conservation fail to coexist. Goal conflicts are frequently
discussed in the literature (Wibeck et al., 2006; Bjornberg, 2009), as is the need to investigate
them further. In February 2026, Sweden’s new NBSAP was presented (Klimat- och



néringslivsdepartementet, 2026), actualising the need for research on biodiversity in the NEO
system. Building on the insights on biodiversity in the NEO system by Coffey (2023) and
Osterlin (2020), there is a need for up-to-date research in other regions of Sweden, particularly
focusing on the view of local civil servants who work with its implementation.

This thesis contributes to existing literature on the NEOs by providing primary data on
municipal perspectives. This thesis focuses explicitly on biodiversity in the NEO system as
perceived by municipal-level civil servants, making it a valuable addition to the existing
literature on NEO implementation. To better understand the implementation failures of the
NEOs and to expand the knowledge that can inform the post-2030 environmental governance
setting, it is important to study the NEOs at the implementation level.

3.1 Aim & Research questions

The aim of this thesis is to examine how Sweden’s NEO system affects local-level efforts to
conserve biodiversity and to explore challenges and opportunities that affect its implementation
within municipalities.

The aim will be fulfilled by answering the following research questions:

1) What is the role of NEOs in local-level biodiversity conservation as perceived by
municipal-level civil servants?

2) What challenges to implementing NEOs are prevalent in local biodiversity governance,
and how can these challenges be overcome?

By analysing perspectives on the NEOs in local-level biodiversity conservation, insights can be
gained as to how the assumption that national objectives are translated into local measures
manifests in practice. This contributes to the research on the implementation level of the
governance through goals literature. Perspectives on challenges and their potential solutions
complement existing research on the NEO system, regarding for example the role of competing
societal interests. As the target year for goal systems approach, the scientific community is
likely to propose policy improvements for the post-2030 goal systems (Allen et al., 2026). By
adding to the governance through goals literature, this thesis also informs the scientific field
upon which such proposals can be based.

4 Background

This section provides a background to the thesis consisting of a brief account of the NEO
system, a literature review and a description of the study area.

4.1 The Swedish environmental objectives

The NEO system originated in 1999 when the government established the first set of 15 envi-
ronmental quality objectives. 2020 was the previous goal year for the NEOs, now replaced by
2030. In 2005, an additional NEO was introduced, 4 rich diversity of plant and animal life. The
NEO system has evolved over time, and reformulations and revisions of objective contents have
led to the current system (Sveriges miljomal, 2021). The current NEO system consists of 16
NEOs and one overarching generational goal. The generational goal entails preserving the
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environment for future generations (Sveriges miljomal, 2020a). A set of indicators and specifi-
cations accompanies each NEO (not the generational goal). Indicators are used to measure
progress (Sveriges miljomal, 2020b), and the specifications clarify the objectives and are used
when the objectives are evaluated (Sveriges miljomal, 2018). In 2012, a first set of milestone
targets was introduced (Ds 2012:23). As the goal year for the first set has passed with mixed
results, new targets have taken their place, and there are currently 19 milestone targets in use
(Sveriges miljémal, n.d.).

The NEOs are meant to guide Swedish environmental policy and guide the national implemen-
tation of the environmental aspects of Agenda 2030 (Sveriges miljomal, 2020a). Table 1 shows
Sweden’s NEOs.

Table 1. Sweden's National Environmental Objectives. English translations of the NEOs are
from Sweden s Environmental Protection Agency (Naturvardsverket, n.d.-b)

Name of environmental objective

Reduced Climate Impact

Clean Air

Natural Acidification Only

A Non-Toxic Environment

A Protective Ozone Layer

A Safe Radiation Environment

Zero Eutrophication

Flourishing Lakes and Streams
Good-Quality Groundwater

A Balanced Marine Environment, Flourishing Coastal Areas and Archipelagos
Thriving Wetlands

Sustainable Forests

A Varied Agricultural Landscape

A Magnificent Mountain Landscape

A Good Built Environment

A Rich Diversity of Plant and Animal Life

4.1.1 Biodiversity and municipalities in the NEO system
Municipalities are important actors in biodiversity conservation and NEO implementation but
are not mandated to work with them (Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner, 2026; Sveriges

miljomal, 2023; Lind et al., 2023). Municipal data are crucial for evaluating several NEOs
(Prop. 2009/10:155).

Sweden’s first NBSAP for the GBF was introduced in 2013. In February 2026, a new NBSAP
was introduced (Klimat- och néringslivsdepartementet, 2026). The core of the first NBSAP was



based on milestone targets relating to biodiversity (Prop. 2013/14:141). All ten milestone targets
that formed the core of the previous strategy have expired, having reached their goal year
(Sveriges miljomal, n.d.). The new NBSAP is also based on the NEO system and two milestone
targets for biodiversity related to wild pollinators and urban greenery. The milestone target for
urban greenery specifically targets municipalities (Klimat- och nédringslivsdepartementet,
2026).

The most prominent biodiversity objective in the NEO system is 4 rich diversity of plant and
animal life, which was introduced later than the other NEOs, in 2005 (Sveriges miljomal, 2021).
This means that some of the research on the NEOs was carried out when this objective was
newly implemented, and some even before it was implemented. Biodiversity can be seen as an
integral part of all the NEOs, but the objectives most explicitly linked to biodiversity are: 4
non-toxic environment, Zero eutrophication, Flourishing lakes and streams, A balanced marine
environment, flourishing coastal areas and archipelagos, Thriving wetlands, Sustainable
forests, and A varied agricultural landscape.

The Swedish Environmental Research Institute (IVL) has produced a report on Swedish mu-
nicipalities’ work with biodiversity on behalf of the Nature Protection Agency. The report is
meant to serve as the basis for evaluating the environmental objectives and therefore has a NEO
focus as well. A background to the report by Lind et al. (2021) is Prop. 2009/10:155, Swedish
environmental objectives — for more efficient environmental work (author’s translation). In
Prop. 2009/10:155 it is stated that environmental efforts taken in municipalities should be
accounted for more in the NEO system. Further, from a municipal perspective, it is highlighted
in Prop. 2009/10:155, that given the vital role municipalities play in NEO implementation, it
should be clarified Zow this is to be achieved. In this context, this thesis contributes insights
into current municipal perceptions. Lind et al. (2021) conclude that municipalities work with
biodiversity in various ways and that the NEOs have a limited influence on municipal work
with biodiversity. Lind et al. (2021) note that further studies on municipalities’ work with
biodiversity are needed. Considering this, there is a need to further explore the relationship
between municipalities and the NEOs, a gap the present thesis aims to fill. In the latest extended
evaluation of the NEOs, the Nature Protection Agency stated that biodiversity is one area
requiring urgent political attention (Naturvardsverket, 2023).

4.2 Delineation and study area

The geographical scope of this thesis is southeastern Sweden, defined in this thesis as the
counties: Ostergétland, Jonkdping and Kalmar (see Figure 1). Further, when it comes to NEO
achievement, the regional assessments in the study area are similar to the national one in that
the prognosis is negative; none of the regionally assessed objectives are expected to be
reached'(Naturvardsverket, 2026a; Linsstyrelsen Jonkdpings 1in, 2025; Linsstyrelsen Kalmar
lin, 2024; Lisstyrelsen Ostergdtland, 2025). Hence, the study area can be argued to represent
typical NEO circumstances.

! The only objective expected to be reached at the national level, 4 protective ozone layer, is not assessed at the
regional level.



Sveriges lan, 2007- T

A Grundkarta: SCB

Figure 1. Counties in Sweden with Study Area Highlighted. Counties in Sweden. Highlighted in
green are the counties Jonkoping, Kalmar, and Ostergétland, which constitute the study area
for the thesis. Adapted from Statistics Swedens (n.d.-a) Statistical Database
(https://www.scb.se/hitta-statistik/regional-statistik-och-kartor/regionala-indelningar/kartor-
over-indelningar/) CCO.

Osterlin et al. (2020) have provided an example of challenges to implementing a biodiversity-
related NEO in northern Sweden. In contrast, this thesis focuses on parts of southern Sweden.
The study area comprises 38 municipalities; 13 are represented in this thesis. These
municipalities were chosen to represent local perspectives on the NEOs role in biodiversity
governance. See section 6.1.1 Interview sample for more information about the sampling
process. Swedish municipalities have been important for Sweden’s environmental efforts for a
long time, for example, through Local Agenda 21 starting in the 90’s (Rowe & Fudge, 2003).
Agenda 2021 was introduced at the United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development in 1992, chapter 28 of which entails a target for the local level (Coenen, 2009).
The thesis is delineated to civil servants at the municipal level from three counties to enable in-
depth analysis of the interviews and sufficient geographic coherence for comparisons between
interviews.

As demonstrated by the introductory sections of the thesis, there is a need for up-to-date studies
on local-level perspectives on biodiversity NEO implementation. Municipalities are important



actors in the NEO system, and their implementation of the NEOs is one of the assumptions on
which the NEO system rests (Sveriges miljomal, 2023; Emmelin & Cherp, 2016). Municipali-
ties are key actors in the local implementation of biodiversity NEOs, which motivates this thesis
to focus on the perspectives of municipal employees.

Southeastern Sweden is an interesting area of study for several reasons. From a biodiversity
perspective, it is rich in forests, agricultural land, and wetlands (see Table 2), all of which are
important habitats for species but are also areas prone to conflicts of interest (Statistics Sweden,
n.d.-b; Heder Brandt et al., 2023; Lindahl et al., 2017; Elouafi, 2024; Naturvardsverket, n.d.-c;
Naturvardsverket, n.d.-d).

Sweden is a forest-rich country, and although most of the forested area is in the northern parts
of Sweden, forests still make up 65-70% of the total land area in the selected counties.
(Statistics Sweden, n.d.-b). Biodiversity conservation in the forest sector is a highly debated
topic in Sweden. The Swedish forestry model is praised by large companies (Heder Brandt et
al., 2023) but criticized by researchers, among others, for failing to protect biodiversity
adequately (Lindahl et al., 2017).

Nationwide, seven per cent of the total land area consists of agricultural land, in the counties
constituting the study area for this thesis 12 — 23% of the land area is agricultural land. Out of
the three counties, Ostergdtland has the highest share of arable land (82%) followed by
Jonkoping (67%) and Kalmar (62%). The remaining agricultural land is land under permanent
pasture (SCB, n.d-b). Agricultural practices pose a threat to biodiversity, for example, through
monocultures and land-use change (Elouafi, 2024), but at the same time, some species depend
on open landscapes to thrive (Naturvardsverket, n.d.-c).

Table 2. Land Use in Study area, Hectares by Region and Land Use Category. Table
demonstrates land use distribution in the thesis study area, data is from 2020. From Statistics
Sweden's (n.d.-b) Statistical Database
(https://www.statistikdatabasen.scb.se/pxweb/en/ssd/START _MI _MI0803 _MI0803A/Mark
anvN/table/tableViewLayoutl/) CCO.

Ostergétland Jonkoping County Kalmar County
County

Total agricultural 242 112 127 112 192 258
land
Total forest land 691 000 744 000 781 000
Built up and 54214 56 345 50713
developed land
Open mire 14 760 36 187 14 260
Total land area 1 060 373 1 048 105 1120714
Total water area 404 150 126 242 937 857




Sweden has among the largest numbers of wetlands in the world, but anthropogenic activities
have significantly altered their distribution. In southern Sweden, most wetlands are in poor
condition. In recent years, restorative measures have been taken to protect biodiversity and bind
more CO» in the ground (Naturvardsverket, n.d.-d). Sweden has many lakes, and the study area
includes Lake Vittern, the second-largest lake in Sweden. Vittern is a Natura 2000 protected
area and has a unique ecosystem that faces challenges such as climate change and environmen-
tal toxins (Vitternvardsforbundet, n.d.-a, n.d.-b). Vittern’s outlet is to the Baltic Sea
(Vitternvardsforbundet, n.d.-a), the coast of which is also a part of the study area. The Baltic
Sea is characterized by its brackish water and is an important habitat for several species which
are severely threatened by eutrophication (World Wildlife Fund, n.d). Lake Vittern belongs to
four counties, two of which are included in the study area of this thesis. The Baltic Sea has
several Swedish counties on its shores, as well as eight other countries. Lake Vittern and the
Baltic Sea are two examples of bodies of water that require biodiversity governance across
administrative borders.

All the nature types described constitute important habitats for biodiversity conservation, but
anthropogenic activities and competing land interests threaten them (Heder Brandt et al., 2023;
Lindahl et al.,, 2017; Elouafi, 2024; Naturvardsverket, n.d.-c; Naturvardsverket, n.d.-d;
Vitternvardsforbundet, n.d.-a, n.d.-b; World Wildlife Fund, n.d. These land types characterise
the circumstances for municipalities in southeastern Sweden to consider in biodiversity
conservation.

When it comes to NEO achievement, the regional assessments in the study area are similar to
the national one in that the prognosis is negative. In the annual county-wise evaluations of the
NEOs, goal assessments are conducted for the NEOs, except for objectives where the land type
does not apply to the specific county or where regional assessment is not relevant. None of the
regionally assessed objectives is expected to be met. Similar to the national assessment, the
development trend for the closely biodiversity related NEOs A rich diversity of plant and animal
life and Sustainable forests is negative in the counties that constitute the study area
(Naturvérdsverket, n.d.-a; Lénsstyrelsen 1 Jonkopings 14n, 2025; Lansstyrelsen Kalmar lén,
2024; Lisstyrelsen Ostergdtland, 2025). There are some regional variations and deviations from
the national assessments, such as that the objective 4 varied agricultural landscape is assessed
to have a negative development trend in Ostergdtland and Kalmar counties, while it is assessed
to be positive nationwide and in Jonkoping County. For the objective Natural acidification
only the trend is neutral in Ostergotland and Jénkoping counties and positive nationwide and in
Kalmar County (Naturvardsverket, 2026a; Léansstyrelsen Jonkopings ldn, 2025; Lansstyrelsen
Kalmar 1in, 2024; Lisstyrelsen Ostergdtland, 2025). The regional assessments do not
necessarily reflect the NEO status in individual municipalities. However, they do describe the
regional context in which the municipalities included in the thesis operate. Regional actors have
a role in promoting and supporting NEO implementation at the local level (SFS 2017:868;
Sveriges miljomal, 2023).

4.3 Literature review

The Swedish environmental objectives have been studied from several angles. The objective 4
good built environment has been a common subject for study (Wibeck et al., 2006; Bjoérnberg,
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2009). Recurring conclusions include that the objectives are too vague (Wibeck et al., 2006;
Bjornberg, 2009; Larsson & Hanberger, 2016), combine different paradigms in the same system
(Emmelin & Cherp, 2016; Almgren & Hjelm, 2021), and that the NEOs are incompatible with
stakeholder perspectives (Osterlin et al., 2021; Emmelin & Cherp, 2016; Larsson & Hanberger,
2016; Almgren & Hjelm, 2021). In contrast to many other scholars, Nilsson et al. (2007)
describe the NEO system in a positive light. Nilsson et al. (2007) argue that the NEOs promote
environmental policy integration by delegating sectoral responsibilities to various agencies.
Nilsson et al. (2009) is one of the few studies that have talked fo municipalities, even though
many other studies write about municipalities.

4.3.1 The role of goal design

Imprecise goal setting has been identified as a challenge at multiple levels of governance. The
SDGs and the GBF both face challenges related to incoherence and unclear targets (Coscieme
et al., 2021; Li et al., 2021). Environmental goals are less coherent than social and economic
ones, and SDG 15, Life on land, is one of the most complex goals (Coscieme et al., 2021). The
NEOs, being the national implementation of both the environmental SDGs and the GBF, have
been criticized for being too vague (Almgren & Hjelm, 2021; Emmelin & Cherp, 2016), which
can lead to misunderstandings and even conflict as actors interpret them differently (Wibeck et
al., 2006; Bjornberg, 2009). Clearly, imprecise targets are a challenge across governance levels.

An example of conflicting interests in the NEO system is a clash of worldviews (Osterlin et al.,
2020). Wilderness discourse, the notion that nature conservation equates areas untouched by
human influence is dominant in Swedish conservation management, which can make
coexistence of cultural and natural values difficult (Osterlin et al., 2020). Further, wilderness
discourse excludes indigenous perspectives in conservation work (Osterlin et al., 2020), which
i1s counterproductive to biodiversity protection, as the genuine inclusion of indigenous
perspectives in biodiversity governance leads to improved ecological outcomes (Dawson et al.,
2024). Sami perspectives have limited integration into the NEO system (Osterlin et al., 2020;
Coftey et al., 2023; Emmelin & Cherp, 2016), and the lack of integration of indigenous peoples’
and local communities’ perspectives poses an implementation challenge for the GBF (Li et al.,
2023).

4.3.2  The role of municipalities in goal implementation

Municipalities play a crucial role in implementing national and international environmental
policy (Banas, 2011; Sjoberg, 2016; Fenton & Gustafsson, 2015).

Municipalities are attributed an important role in the implementation of the NEO system
(Sveriges miljomal, 2023; Emmelin & Cherp, 2016) yet they have no official role in the NEO
system. As mentioned previously, recent research on municipal perspectives on the NEO system
is lacking. In a 2009 study, Nilsson et al. conclude that national-level environmental policy does
not guide local-level waste management. One reason for this is policy ambiguity, which has led
to national waste management policy being perceived as irrelevant at the municipal level.

Larsson and Hanberger (2016) conclude that municipalities have limited influence over data
production and collection for NEO evaluations and the context-specific challenges each



municipality faces risk rendering the NEOs irrelevant at the local level. That municipalities
have limited influence over the data used to evaluate the NEOs is interesting, in contrast to
Prop. 2009/10:155 where the importance of municipalities in data collection is stressed.
Emmelin & Cherp (2016, p. 196) reflect on local level implementation of the NEOs in terms
that municipalities are “inherently suspicious of top-down quantitative goals ill-suited for local
contexts”.

The NEO system can be seen as an example of multi-level governance. There are several
definitions of multi-level governance (Peters & Pierre, 2004; Paavola, 2016), but the global,
national, regional, and local levels of governance within the NEO system suggest it can be
considered a multi-level governance system. The NEOs are meant to implement global
frameworks (the SDGs and the GBF), be implemented across governance levels in Sweden and
private and civil society actors are important for their achievement (Sveriges miljomal, 2023).
There is a multitude of actors involved in the NEO system, such as national governmental
agencies, county administrative boards (CABs), municipalities and companies (Sveriges
miljomal, 2023). The role of companies in the NEO system has been analysed by Coffey et al.
(2023), who note that Sweden’s NBSAP highlights businesses’ central role in biodiversity.
Noteworthy, though, is that the strategies centre on biodiversity as an advantage for businesses
while neglecting to stress the role companies can have in biodiversity loss. The business focus
of the Swedish NBSAP, as pointed out by Coffey et al. (2023), is interesting in light of Almgren
and Hjelm’s (2021) conclusion that the NEOs are largely unknown among Swedish companies
and even considered useless by some. The lack of awareness and integration of the NEOs in the
industry sector exemplifies one challenge with multi-level governance. While multi-level
governance can enable greater local and regional influence in implementing international
directives (Milio, 2014), it also presents challenges. Local level challenges concerning multi-
level governance are further discussed in the section 5 Analytical framework.

4.3.3 Understanding local dynamics of governing through goals

As 2030, the current goal year for the NEOs, approaches and only one of 16 NEOs is expected
to be reached, it is timely to prepare for the post-2030 approach to the NEOs. The same is true
for the SDGs and Allen et al. (2026) call for a theory-of-change approach to global sustainable
development. They argue that as 2030 approaches and proposals for the post-2030 agenda
emerge, addressing “how and why proposals will improve implementation of the next agenda”
(Allen et al., 2026, p. 241) through a theory-of-change lens is pivotal. The authors call for
identifying national key transformations, including policy, finance, and governance settings, as
well as barriers to implementation, how they can be overcome, and by whom. As the NEOs are
meant to be the Swedish implementation of the environmental aspects of Agenda 2030
(Sveriges miljomal, 2020a), and the SDGs, like the NEOs, are not expected to be reached, the
reasoning of Allen et al. (2026) applies to the NEO system as well.

Allen et al. (2026) call for a theory of change approach, as far as the research for this thesis has
revealed, no study has employed a theory of change perspective specifically for the NEOs.
However, Larsson and Hanberger (2016) conducted a thorough program theory analysis of the
NEO system through policy analysis and interviews. The study maps assumptions on which the

10



NEOs rest and considers the NEO system as lacking in both theory and implementation (Weiss,
1998, as referred in Larsson & Hanberger, 2016).

There is a need for research on environmental policy on an implementation level, since much
of the field has focused on environmental policy design (Augustenborg, 2025; Nilsson et al.,
2009). Already in 2009 Nilsson et al. (2009) highlighted that environmental policy integration
studies had focused disproportionately on policy design rather than local and regional-level
outcomes. As seen in previous sections, policy evaluation of the NEO system is rich, while
studies on implementation remain scarce. Further, as the political landscape, the NEO system,
the environmental policy research field, and the environment itself are continuously evolving,
there is a need for studies on NEO implementation. Building on these insights, this thesis will
delve deeper into the NEO’s role in municipal biodiversity conservation.

5 Analytical framework

In this section the analytical framework of the thesis is presented. The framework was chosen
to aid the fulfilment of the study’s aim: to examine how Sweden’s NEO system affects
local-level efforts to conserve biodiversity and to explore barriers and opportunities that affect
its implementation within municipalities. Interviews constitute the empirical material of the
study, and the analytical framework is used to structure the analysis of the interview transcripts.
The analytical framework chosen for the present thesis is Bowen et al.’s (2017) three key
governance challenges for goal implementation. Bowen et al. (2017) identify three main
challenges to implementing the SDGs: collective action, trade-offs, and accountability. Imple-
mentation at the local level is pivotal for achieving global and national environmental goals
(Stafford-Smith et al., 2017; Larsson & Hanberger, 2016; Li et al., 2023). The SDGs share
features with the NEOs, insights into the role of NEOs in local biodiversity governance can be
gained by applying the three governance challenges to the interview responses.

The NEOs have a similar design to the SDGs, with both being agreed upon by a large political
consensus at their foundation (Larsson & Hanberger, 2016; Coscieme et al., 2021), being based
largely on voluntary implementation (Bowen et al., 2017; Emmelin & Cherp, 2016), and facing
implementation challenges (Allen et al., 2026; Larsson & Hanberger, 2016). Furthermore, the
NEOs are intended to be Sweden’s implementation of the environmental aspects of the SDGs
(Sveriges miljomal, 2020a). In summary, implementation of the NEOs occurs at the local level
and constitutes Sweden’s implementation of the environmental aspects of the SDGs. Hence, the
governance challenges presented by Bowen et al. (2017) are a suitable framework for this local-
level study. Bowen et al. (2017) argue that addressing the challenges of collective action, trade-
offs, and accountability in a goal system will enable truly transformative change that spans
beyond a business-as-usual approach. Given the gloomy outlook for the NEOs with only one
objective expected to be reached (Naturvardsverket, n.d.-a), enabling change is highly relevant.
Table 3 provides an overview of how the governance challenges are concretised and used in the
analysis. Following this are subsections that describe each governance challenge in more detail.
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Table 3. Adaption of the Challenges to the Present Thesis. Table 3 shows how the challenges by
Bowen et al. (2017) are used in this thesis. The right column indicates how the challenges were
used in the analysis of interview transcripts. See more in section 6.2 Thematic analysis.

Bowen et al. (2017) category How categories were used in the analysis
The collective action challenge Multi-level governance from respondents’
perspectives

Incentives for NEO implementation
Disincentives for NEO implementation

The trade-off challenge Internal and external goal conflicts
How goal-conflicts are addressed
The accountability challenge Division of responsibilities
NEO enforcement
Monitoring

5.1 The collective action challenge

Collective action involves challenges posed by multiple actors being involved in a goal system,
and differing contexts and priorities (Bowen et al., 2017). The collective action challenge can
be divided into political and coordination issues. The coordination aspects of the collective
action challenge in a goal system entails incentives and disincentives (Bowen et al., 2017). In
the present thesis, the coordination aspect will be concretised by including incentives and
disincentives for NEO implementation in the analysis of interview transcripts.

The political aspect includes that actors across levels and sectors need to work together. Hence,
the political aspect of the collective action challenge can be framed as a multi-level governance
challenge. The NEO system rests on the assumption that national-level objectives will be
implemented at regional and local scales (Emmelin & Cherp, 2016; Larsson & Hanberger,
2016), which poses a potential collective action challenge. Previous research on the NEOs has
hinted at collective action challenges, for example, respondents in Wibeck et al.’s (2006) study
report a lack of dialogue across governance levels in the evaluation process of the NEOs.
Rather, the evaluations are based on one-way communication, in which actors reporting on the
NEOs receive little to no feedback. Larsson and Hanberger (2016) note that the evaluations of
the NEOs have limited relevance at the local level.

An example of multi-level governance aspects in the collective action challenge is the variation
in definitions of system goals (Bowen et al., 2017). Emmelin and Cherp write about “the fallacy
of detachment” (Mintzberg, 1994 as referred in Emmelin & Cherp, 2016, p. 107) in relation to
the NEO system. Fallacy of detachment can occur if municipalities find that the objectives set
at the national level are ill-suited for their local context. Considering this, it is of interest to
analyse the prevalence of collective action challenges in responses from local-level actors. The
framework by Bowen et al. (2017) is useful both in identifying such challenges in the interview
transcripts, and to provide suggestions on how they can be overcome.

In this thesis, the interview transcripts will be analysed for aspects relating to multi-level
governance, such as the way the respondents describe their collaboration with other actors in
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the system. The coordination challenge is used in the analysis by looking for mentions of what
facilitates NEO implementation and what hinders it.

5.2 The trade-off challenge

Trade-offs are a central challenge to implementing the SDGs (Bowen et al., 2017). Though the
NEOs are narrower in scope, with an explicit focus on environmental issues rather than social
and economic ones, goal conflicts have proven to be present in this system as well (Wibeck et
al., 2006; Bjornberg, 2009).

Edvardsson (2004) distinguishes between external and internal goal conflicts. Internal goal
conflicts are those between different NEOs. External goal conflicts can be defined as such:

An external goal conflict is a conflict between an environmental objective and a non-
environmental objective, such as when the expansion of the infrastructure in terms of
roads and railroads threatens the preservation of sensitive biotopes. (Edvardsson, 2004,
p. 178).

One example of an internal goal conflict is for the objective of A good built environment, where
noise barriers intended to lower traffic noise could conflict with cultural values (Edvardsson,
2007).

Despite the name environmental objectives system, social and economic aspects are present in
the system as well. For example, in the definitions of the objectives Sustainable forests and A
rich diversity of plant and animal life recreational and human well-being aspects are included.
In Sweden’s newly adopted NBSAP it is stated that “The government strives to find the most
cost-efficient measures to reach the climate- and environmental objectives within the area of
politics while at the same time creating opportunities for development in enterprise and the
countryside” (Klimat- och néringslivsdepartementet, 2026, p. 8, author’s translation). Many
aspects of sustainability play a role in biodiversity NEOs.

Analysing interview transcripts from local actors through the lens of the trade-off challenge can
provide insights into whether and how trade-offs are made at the implementation level in the
NEO system. Trade-offs are arguably inherent to a goal system that addresses a variety of
problems (Bowen et al., 2017; Edvardsson, 2004). Addressing goal conflicts increases the
likelihood of success (Bowen et al., 2017). In this thesis, the challenge of trade-offs is used to
identify the role of conflicting interests in implementing the NEOs at the local level of
biodiversity conservation. By bringing goal conflicts into the spotlight, informed suggestions
for improvement can be made.

When analysing the interview transcripts, the trade-off challenge was operationalised by coding
for internal goal conflicts, i.e. conflicts between NEOs and external goal conflicts, which
includes goal conflicts with factors outside the NEO system. Foremost, how the respondents
address these goal conflicts was of interest when analysing the transcripts.

5.3 The accountability challenge

Accountability is the third challenge highlighted by Bowen et al. (2017). While investigating
accountability among actors in the NEO system is outside the scope of the present study, certain
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aspects of this challenge are useful for analysing the role of the NEOs in local-level biodiversity
conservation. Like the SDGs, the NEOs are largely voluntary, making accountability through
sanctions infeasible. Instead, Bowen et al. (2017) propose national progress monitoring for the
SDGs to promote accountability. For the NEOs, progress monitoring takes place at the national
and regional levels (see Figure 2). While the NEO system is largely voluntary (Emmelin &
Cherp, 2016), annual follow-ups are conducted to summarise the environmental status and the
progress on objectives (Sveriges miljomal, 2025). The CABs and the Forest Agency are
responsible for regional annual evaluations (Sveriges miljomal, 2025; Regional Utveckling och
Samverkan 1 Miljomaélssystemet, n.d.). Measures taken toward reaching the objectives can be
reported at the regional, municipal, and company levels (see, for example, Lansstyrelsen
Gévleborg, 2025). Municipalities have an important role in the data collection for the
evaluations (Prop. 2009/10:155; see Figure 2).

Another aspect of the accountability challenge is the interactions between actors imposing
accountability and those held accountable (Bowen et al., 2017). Municipalities, the subject of
this study, fall in the category of those held to account in the NEO system. Even though they
are not mandated to work toward NEO achievement, measures are reported on the municipal
level in the NEO evaluations. This means that they are on the reporting end of the NEO system
(see Figure 2). Considering this, it is interesting to utilise the accountability challenge to analyse
interview transcripts and explore how accountability is perceived locally. The framing of the
accountability challenge can provide insights into how accountability for biodiversity could be
strengthened in the NEO system. Identifying accountability challenges from municipal
perspectives is closely linked to the second research question of the thesis relating to imple-
mentation challenges and how they can be overcome.

A third aspect of the accountability challenge is how accountability is measured (Bowen et al.,
2017). The NEO system is rich in quantitative indicators, but to measure progress they need to
be suitable and widely employed. Nilsson et al. (2007, p. 151) argue that one of the strengths
of the NEO system is that accountability is strengthened through ‘“substantive targets and
systematic follow-up.” The NEO targets have been critiqued as being too vague by other
scholars (Bjornberg, 2009; Larsson & Hanberger, 2016). Some professionals consider yearly
evaluations redundant (Larsson & Hanberger, 2016; Wibeck et al., 2006).
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Figure 2. NEO Evaluations, Actors and Process. Figure shows evaluation process of the NEOs,
including the process, intervals and actors. Figure is based on information from Sveriges
miljomadl (2025) and Regional Samverkan & Utveckling i Miljomalssystemet (n.d.).
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Accountability challenges are prevalent in multi-level governance systems (Peters & Pierre,
2004; Papadopoulos, 2010). When responsibility is spread among a myriad of actors it can be
difficult to hold individual actors to account (Milio, 2013). Given that accountability challenges
are seemingly inherent to multi-level governance systems, understanding accountability from
municipal perspectives is important in examining how the NEO system affects local-level
efforts to conserve biodiversity. During the analysis, the accountability challenge was used by
identifying the respondents’ views on a) share of responsibilities b) NEO enforcement and c)
their views on monitoring NEO progress (see Table 3).

By adjusting the framework proposed by Bowen et al. (2017) to analyse the NEOs, the thesis
contributes new insights to the governing through goals literature by studying implementation
of national goals by local actors.

6 Material and methods

This section contains descriptions of the methods for data collection and analysis. The section
is concluded by reflections on ethical considerations, trustworthiness and the use of data
software programmes.

6.1 Semi-structured interviews

This thesis employs semi-structured qualitative interviews to understand how the NEOs affect
local-level biodiversity conservation. Qualitative interview studies are appropriate when asking
questions about zow (Brinkmann, 2022), which is central to the present study. Had the focus
been on in how many municipalities have the NEOs affected biodiversity conservation,
qualitative interviews would not have been the preferred method. In this study, the respondents’
perceptions and experiences of the NEO system in their roles as municipal employees are in
focus. Respondent focus and flexibility are characteristics of qualitative interviews (Bryman,
2018) that align well with the aim of this thesis. While the topic of NEOs is well-researched,
local perspectives on their implementation are not. To ensure sufficient openness to new
perspectives on challenges to the local implementation of NEOs in biodiversity conservation, a
semi-structured approach was adopted. Semi-structured interviews offer a balance between
openness and the ability to frame the interview loosely (Bryman, 2018). While the ambition
was to be as open as possible to respondents’ perspectives, the study’s aim and research
questions outline the predefined topics to be covered. Semi-structured interviews also allow a
degree of comparability between interviews that might not have been possible if the choice had
fallen on a completely open interview design. In a structured interview, emerging topics are
neither expected nor wanted (Bryman, 2018), meaning that such a design would have risked
missing novel aspects of respondents’ perspectives.

Surveys would have been another plausible option for fulfilling the study aim, as they could be
distributed to a large number of respondents and enable the study’s conclusions to be
generalised to all of Sweden (Brinkmann, 2022). A survey, however, would not allow for
follow-up questions or the in-depth descriptions obtained through semi-structured interviews.
As municipalities’ work with the NEOs and biodiversity varies (Lind et al., 2021), a
standardised survey would not satisfactorily capture all aspects of each respondent’s
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perspective. The open, flexible nature of semi-structured interviews makes it the most suitable
method for fulfilling the thesis aim and answering the research questions.

6.1.1 Interview sample

The sampling process was guided by the thesis aim and research questions, which correlate
with purposive sampling (Bryman, 2018). Further, the choice of respondents was criteria-based,
following Bryman’s (2018) definition that respondents are identified by the study’s criteria. The
inclusion criteria for the sampling process were:

- Civil servant on municipal level
- Working with biodiversity or matters that relate to biodiversity
- Municipality located within study area

As stated in the section Delineation and study area the study area consists of Jonkoping, Kalmar
and Ostergétland county. These three neighbouring counties are geographically coherent
enough to allow comparison between interviewees. The study area is also large enough to secure
an appropriate sample size for the present study. While there is no set number on how many
interviews are required for a master’s thesis, a smaller study area would risk insufficient
material to analyse. Availability played a part in the interview selection process, as not every
potential respondent was reached or agreed to an interview. Contingent factors such as
availability are not uncommon in qualitative studies, but it is important to reflect on the impact
such factors can have in the study at hand (Brinkmann, 2022). Since the objective of this thesis
is not to produce conclusions representative of all municipalities, it is not considered a
limitation that not all municipalities in the study area are included. One possible limitation due
to availability being a factor in the interview sample, however, could be that the respondents
who agreed to an interview favour respondents who work extensively with the NEOs. The
various perspectives given on the NEOs by the respondents, however, indicate that this is not
the case. As is evident from the later chapters of the thesis, some municipalities work very
limitedly with the NEOs but representatives from such municipalities still agreed to an
interview. While sending interview invitations via email allows the respondent to make an
informed decision before deciding whether to participate (Oliver, 2010), emails can also risk
getting lost or forgotten about. Email invitations could therefore be seen as another aspect of
availability, as potential perspectives on the NEO risk being lost due to a full inbox or similar
circumstances.

15 direct interview invitation emails were sent, resulting in nine interview respondents. Five
additional respondents were reached through emails sent to general emails or as a result of the
interview invitation being forwarded to the right person in the organisation. The total interview
sample is 13 interviews with 14 respondents. Biodiversity concerns several parts of municipal
operations, and the main responsibility for it can fall on different people in different municipal-
ities. The interview sample consists of municipal employees who work with a connection to
biodiversity, such as, but not limited to, municipal ecologists and sustainability coordinators/
managers.

In accordance with qualitative interview methodology, a statistically representative sample was
not aimed for (Brinkmann, 2022) but rather a sample size that allows each respondent’s
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interview answers to be analysed in depth. A possible limitation of purposive sampling is that
the ability to generalise the study’s findings to other groups is lost (Bryman, 2018).
Generalisation is not, however, an aim for the study at hand. Reflections on transferability are
found in the Trustworthiness section below.

6.1.2 Interview process

12 interviews were conducted online, and one was held over the phone. Microsoft Teams was
used for the online interviews. Online interviews were chosen for the convenience of the
interviewees and to enable participants who otherwise would have been too geographically
scattered. According to Bryman (2018), the benefits of using online interviews with audio and
video include that they can be more convenient for the respondents and that they are more
flexible than face-to-face interviews since last-minute changes are possible. This thesis builds
on the respondents’ perspectives, and their participation is highly valued. Using online
interviews made it possible for respondents to choose a time that suited them. Possible
limitations of online interviews are technical difficulties (Bryman, 2018). Minor technical
difficulties were experienced during the interviews, such as loss of connection or issues joining
the meeting, these difficulties are not expected to have influenced the outcome of the interviews.
One interview was held over the phone; while phone interviews entail that the perception of the
respondent’s body language is lost (Bryman, 2018), the possibility for the respondent to
participate was considered to outweigh this risk.

An interview guide was constructed (See Appendix) to structure the topics the interviewer
wished to touch upon. In accordance with semi-structured interviews (Bryman, 2018) the
interview guide was not used as a script but rather as support to make sure no topic was forgotten
about. The interview guide is shown in Appendix contains questions and examples of follow-
up questions. The interview questions were guided by the thesis’s aim and research questions,
broken down into more conversational and relevant questions for the respondents. The follow-
up questions asked varied depending on the respondent’s replies, but they ranged from asking
the respondent if they wanted to share more on a certain topic to clarifying questions to promote
that their answers were interpreted correctly. All interviews were held in Swedish, quotes from
the respondents are translated by the author. Quotes were included in the results section to
exemplify the respondents’ reasoning and reflections under each subtheme.

The interviews lasted between 25 and 50 minutes. One interview was conducted with two
respondents from the same municipality, and the rest were individual interviews. The automatic
transcription feature in Microsoft Teams was used to transcribe the online interviews. For the
phone interview Microsoft Word’s transcription feature was used. The automatic transcriptions
were then manually corrected by the author.

6.2 Thematic analysis

The interview transcripts were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis.

Thematic analysis is a flexible analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006) that suits this thesis
well. Braun and Clarke (2006) offer a guide to thematic analysis that allows the researcher to
adapt the framework to the current study while still providing a structured analysis and careful
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documentation of the steps taken. By detailing the analytical steps taken, the study’s transpar-
ency and dependability are increased. Dependability is a qualitative criterion comparable to
reliability but more suitable for qualitative studies (Guba & Lincoln, 1985 as referred in
Bryman, 2018).

The thematic analysis process correlates with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) description of a
semantic approach to the coding and thematising. The interview transcripts have been
categorised and interpreted with existing literature, but a deeper or latent meaning was not
sought after, as would have been the case with a latent approach. Further, the thesis's
epistemology aligns with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) description of an essentialist/realist
approach. The respondents’ replies are considered to represent their experience of the NEO
system. The author does, however, acknowledge that the interviews might not capture the
entirety of the respondents’ reflections on the NEOs.

Braun and Clarke (2006) differentiate between an inductive thematic analysis and a theoretical
thematic analysis. An inductive thematic approach is highly data-driven while a theoretical
thematic analysis takes a deductive approach to the material. In the present thesis, the thematic
analysis was mainly of a theoretical, deductive character. As the theses aim, research questions
and analytical framework guided the analysis, the coding and thematising was driven by
predetermined factors as correlates well with a theoretical approach. The first step of a thematic
analysis is to familiarise oneself with the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The familiarising stage
had an inductive element to it, as the author aimed to keep an as open mind as possible during
the initial read and writing of memos. As Braun and Clarke (2006) point out, however, it is not
plausible for an author to completely disregard prior knowledge of a subject. For example, being
a Sustainable Development student and having a basic understanding of the NEO system prior
to the transcription means that the author had previous knowledge of the topic at hand. Being
aware of this, an as open approach as possible was taken to the initial read of the transcripts.
An initial combination of inductive and theoretical approaches was taken to promote that novel
aspects of the respondents’ replies were not left out because they did not fit into the predefined
analytical framework. This approach allowed the analytical framework to be adjusted to the
current study before the coding process continued. The second step of the thematic analysis, the
initial coding (Braun & Clarke, 2006) had a more explicit theoretical focus. In this step, the
transcripts were analyses using the research questions and analytical framework as a guide (see
Table 4. The initial analysis produced 67 codes.
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Table 4. The Thematic Analysis Process. Table 4 shows how the thematic analysis was carried

out. The thesis research questions and analytical framework guided the coding (left column).

The middle column shows a concretisation of the research questions and challenges by Bowen

et al. (2017). By using the points in the middle column, the codes in the right column were

identified in the text.

What guided the coding Examples of things to code for Examples of codes
generated

What is the role of NEOs in Views on the NEOs NEOs at the back of

local-level biodiversity NEO usefulness one’s mind

conservation as perceived by ~ When and how are NEOs used NEOs as redundant

municipal-level civil servants?  Opportunities with NEOs Strength through NEOs

What challenges to
implementing NEOs are
prevalent in local biodiversity
governance, and how can
these challenges be overcome?

The collective action challenge

The trade-off challenge

The accountability challenge

What challenges are described?
How are challenges described?
Points of improvement

Descriptions of NEO system
actors & relations (multi-level
governance)

Incentives

Disincentives

Prevalence of internal and
external goal conflicts

How are goal conflicts
addressed/ how are trade-offs
made

Are there synergies/ co-
benefits?

Perceptions of accountability
How are responsibilities in the
NEO system described?

How is the municipal role in
the NEO system viewed?
How is NEO monitoring
described?

Lack of resources
Land use challenges
Need for concrete
priority areas

Collaboration/
relationships with other
actors

Development potential
Investment support

Agenda 2030

Societal planning
Smaller municipality =
less conflict

NEOs individual-
dependent
Distribution of
responsibility within
municipalities
Responsibility in NEO
system

After the steps in Table 4 were carried out, the codes were refined and organised into sub-

themes. Figure 3 shows the outcome of this process.
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Figure 3. Themes and Subthemes. Figure 3 shows the final themes and subthemes generated in
the thematic analysis. The thematic analysis was guided by the analytical framework, see Tables

3 &A4.

6.3 Limitations

Common critique of interviews concerns their reliability, validity, and generalisability, which
can be argued to stem from the quality assessment of quantitative studies rather than qualitative
studies (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018). The aim of qualitative studies, such as the present thesis
is not to draw generalisable conclusions but rather to offer in-depth perspectives on NEOs in
local biodiversity conservation.

A possible limitation of the present study is that the quality of the interviews may be hampered
by the interviewer’s insufficient knowledge of the topic. Brinkmann & Kvale (2018) state that
a well-informed interviewer is key to a successful interview. With this in mind, thorough
preparations and planning were carried out before the interviews.
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Limitations of qualitative analysis include human error (Fejes & Thornberg, 2024). Examples
of human errors relevant to the study at hand include unwillingness to accept data that counters
a previously formed understanding of a phenomenon, lack of consistency, and the author
growing overly confident in drawing conclusions. One way to minimize the risk of such human
errors is through courses in research methods (Fejes & Thornberg, 2024). Having taken three
courses in research methodology prior to writing the thesis, critical thinking skills have been
developed, as well as an awareness of the possibility of human errors in qualitative analysis.

6.4 Trustworthiness

All respondents were offered the opportunity to read the initial analysis of their responses and
if necessary, make clarifications. Seven respondents accepted this, no revisions were requested
after receiving the drafts. Through respondent validation a fair interpretation of respondents’
answers is promoted, thereby strengthening the credibility and authenticity of a study (Bryman,
2018).

As mentioned earlier, generalisation is not a suitable quality criterion for qualitative studies;
instead, transferability is (Bryman, 2018; Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018). Describing the study area
and research design can strengthen the study’s trustworthiness. Through a thorough description
of the study area and the interview process, the thesis’s reader can follow the steps taken and
assess the relevance of applying the conclusions to other cases. The methodological
descriptions also counter the critique that qualitative studies lack transparency (Bryman, 2018).
This thesis has been critically read by the supervisor, examiner, and study colleagues, which
also serves as a measure of dependability (Bryman, 2018), indicating that the author has drawn
well-substantiated conclusions.

Many of the insights gained from the present study can be transferred to other Swedish
municipalities. Swedish municipalities are to a large degree autonomous, for example,
regarding spatial planning (Fenton & Gustafsson, 2015), which means that they can be
structured differently and face varying challenges. However, there are also similarities in how
municipalities are governed and their role in the NEO system, enabling the transfer of insights
from this thesis to other cases as well. While it would be presumptuous to assume that all points
discussed in this thesis could copy-pasted onto other municipalities, many of the points made
are adaptable to the unique circumstances of other municipalities. The relevance of the study’s
findings for other contexts is elaborated in the Discussion section of the thesis, where the
findings are compared to previous research. The same goes for international transferability,
while generalisability to other study populations is not the aim of this qualitative study, the
descriptions of the study area and selection process make it possible for the reader to determine
which cases the lessons learned can be applied to (Guba & Lincoln, 1985 as referred in Bryman,
2018).

6.5 Ethical considerations

Ethical considerations in conducting research include societal relevance (Brinkmann, 2022).
If a study is devoid of societal relevance, one can question the ethics of, for example, involv-
ing respondents. The present study holds societal relevance in informing the post-2030
approach to the NEOs.
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The importance of informed consent when conducting interviews is stressed by several authors
(Brinkmann, 2022; Oliver, 2010). Informed consent was obtained from all participants.
Information was provided on the aim and analysis process of the thesis as well as the right to
withdraw participation. Further, participant validation also serves the purpose of conducting
ethical research (Bryman, 2018).

Confidentiality is another ethical aspect of interview studies (Brinkmann & Kavle, 2018).
Confidentiality requires that the thesis present the respondents and their answers in an
unidentifiable manner. To promote confidentiality, data was stored in accordance with
Linkdping University guidelines to hinder unauthorised access. No names of respondents or
municipalities are included in the text, instead respondents are differentiated using the letters A
— N. These measures also corroborate with the Swedish Ethical Review Authority’s guidelines
(Gorman, 2023). Confidentiality can also be promoted by storing data only for as long as is
required to complete the intended purpose (Bryman, 2018). The interview data will be deleted
upon passing the master’s thesis course.

6.6 Data software usage

Scopus Al was used for the literature search. By using Scopus Al a more tailored search was
enabled than through manual literature searches as topics that would otherwise have been
missed emerged from the search. Microsoft Copilot was utilised in the idea generating stages
of identifying research gap, aim and research questions. After the author had gained an
understanding of the research field and drafted a research gap, aim and research questions,
CoPilot was used to highlight aspects the author might have missed in the chosen field. Al tools
were used only to generate examples; the final research gap, aim and research questions are not
Al-generated. Primo was used to generate some of the references for the reference list through
Jonkoping University Library’s webpage. Microsoft Word was used to check spelling and
Grammarly was used to check grammar in the text.

7 Results

This section presents the results of the thesis. The section is divided into the themes and
subthemes generated by the thematic analysis (see Figure 2).

The NEOs are perceived as important as an overarching goal structure. The NEOs’ explicit
guidance of local-level biodiversity conservation, however, is limited. The NEOs are to varying
degrees integrated in local goals for biodiversity, and the respondents find that they give
strength and structure to their work with biodiversity. By clarifying expectations for
municipalities on how NEO implementation could and should take place, the NEOs could have
a greater role in local-level biodiversity conservation. However, unless accompanied with
incentives, it can prove difficult for municipalities to increase NEO implementation. One
prominent challenge to NEO implementation at the local level according to the respondents is
land use changes.
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7.1 Collective action

Reaching biodiversity-related NEOs involves many actors and levels of governance, which can
affect outcomes at the local level. The collective action challenge also includes incentives and
disincentives (Bowen et al., 2017). This section entails the respondents’ views on collaboration
within the NEO system, NEO relevance at the local level and how investment support can serve
as both incentives and disincentives for biodiversity conservation.

7.1.1 Collaboration strengthens NEO implementation

Joint efforts toward a common goal across governance levels and actor types present a challenge
to goal implementation (Bowen et al., 2017). In the case of the NEOs, one potential collective
action challenge lies in the many actors expected to work toward their achievement.

Collaboration within the NEO system from the respondents’ perspectives is mainly with the
CABs. The respondents highlight the CABs’ coordinating role, many describe this in a positive
light. Respondent E says in regard to collaboration with the CAB: “So it’s not certain that we
would have such a clear local goal if we did not have this regional collaboration around the
environmental objectives” in reference to the fact that this municipality has incorporated parts
of the regional action program for the NEOs in their own local goals for biodiversity
conservation. Respondent E continues “and it gives us a good push as well, I mean having this
regional collaboration”. Several respondents also highlight that the CABs’ coordinating role
has enabled collaboration among municipalities by connecting them with others facing similar
challenges.

While many respondents appreciate the collaboration with the CAB on biodiversity NEOs,
some also bring up the development potential of this collaboration to increase implementation.
Some respondents reflect that increased presence of representatives from the CABs in
communication with leading figures in the municipalities could result in greater weight on
biodiversity matters. Respondent D reflects that “but it would surely be great too if the county
administrative board came here and had a presentation for our politicians [it] becomes even
more of a boost I believe it would be actually”. Respondent H reflects in a similar way regarding
the meetings the CAB organises for municipalities:

And that’s great, but I feel that it’s a bit too narrow work that it most often becomes
those who are responsible for nature conservation and maybe work with outdoor
activities or as such [that participate in the meetings] instead of, this should be a bit..
also at a little higher level so that we also get.. maybe that you could do some larger
seminar that includes both politicians and civil servants in leadership positions so that
they understand the big picture regarding the environmental objectives and the
municipality’s work... and many times I feel like yes but we talk about these environ-
mental objectives, but that’s for those of us who are already quite knowledgeable and
already work with it and we don’t reach the ones who maybe call the shots a bit more
and have higher responsibilities than that.

The quotes by respondents D and H exemplify that while the respondents are appreciative of
the CABs role as a regional coordinator, there are aspects where increased CAB involvement
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could potentially lead to increased NEO implementation. The respondents also argue that
changing, or expanding, the target audience of the CABs in NEO contexts could increase NEO
implementation.

If the suggested ways of addressing the collective action challenge from the respondents were
to be summarized in a word, it would be concretization. Several respondents mention a need
for prioritisation, some respondents call for more narrow focus areas where every governance
level aims their efforts, which would facilitate collaboration across levels. As respondent F says:

Then like I said I believe it could be better if there were targeted efforts because then we
all would work in the same area and focus like that, but, yes, all three levels are needed
and all three levels need to have the same goal image maybe one should say.

While the respondents did not account for multi-level governance as a prominent challenge to
NEO implementation, the quote by respondent F concerning that “all three levels need to have
the same goal” indicates that there are some challenges concerning several governance levels
working toward the same goal.

Respondents B and M mention collaborating with scientists in biodiversity conservation, for
example in identifying endemic species. Regarding the NEOs and biodiversity, collaboration
with private actors is highlighted as well. Much of the work concerning biodiversity
conservation in municipalities, such as forest or urban greenery management can be done by
entrepreneurs, whereby the nature and terms of this collaboration can impact the outcome for
biodiversity. Some respondents also mention collaborating with new actors to advance work
with NEOs, such as private landowners or the business sector. Additionally, Respondents H and
N mention that they lease municipal land to farmers who cultivate the land. Respondent H
reflects upon this leased land as a missed opportunity for biodiversity conservation:

They pay a small sum [of money] and then they get to use it [the land], but we have
never had any demands on what kind of management, or if they can use fertilizer on
species rich grazing lands and things like this so it’s, this is something that we have
authority over that it is our land and we can put pretty high demands on how we want it
to be managed.

When respondent H says that they could put high demands on how the land is managed, but
currently do not, this indicates that the leased-out land is an area in the municipality where
biodiversity conservation could be increased.

7.1.2 Role of municipalities and NEOs

The NEOs rest on the assumption that national-level objectives will be implemented across
governance levels, an assumption that has been questioned by previous scholars (Emmelin &
Cherp, 2016; Larsson & Hanberger, 2016). As mentioned in section 4.1 The collective action
challenge, fallacy of detachment could constitute a hinderance to NEO implementation at the
local level if municipalities do not feel that the national level objectives are relevant in their
local context. This subtheme explores municipal employees’ views on NEO relevance and
integration in local-level biodiversity conservation.

25



Most respondents explain that the NEOs are integrated in their work for biodiversity
conservation, but the way and extent of this integration vary. A common trend in the interviews
is that while the NEOs do not explicitly steer efforts to conserve biodiversity, they exist in the
background of conservation work. Respondent D says that “yes on my part the environmental
objectives, they are with you the whole time, in everything you do they are there in the
background, it’s not like you go around thinking about them daily”.

Respondent F explains:

...then I cannot say that the environmental objectives that they are a whip in that way
because they are huge. I mean, they are difficult objectives to reach but you have them
in the back of your mind and you follow up all the time and see, yes but we are a little
bit on the way. But they are difficult to achieve so it’s..

The quotes by respondents D and F illustrate a common reasoning in the interviews: that the
NEOs are with the respondents in the back of their minds, as respondent D says the NEOs are
“in the background” and respondent F says “you have them in the back of your mind”.

Some municipalities have their own goals that they link to the environmental objectives in, for
example, environmental conservation plans. Others don’t have the environmental objectives
explicitly integrated in their local goals but state that they are an integral part of the work they
do, nonetheless.

The respondents reflect on strengths and weaknesses of having local goals for biodiversity
compared to using national-level objectives. This gives perspectives on the role of the NEOs in
local biodiversity conservation. In respondent H’s municipality they base their nature protection
plan on the NEOs and do not have locally formulated targets. While respondent H reflects that
it on the one hand is a strength to incorporate national objectives at the local level, it can also
be a weakness as the process of designing and anchoring that would be required for municipal-
specific objectives is left out. As the NEOs are predefined, respondent H argues that this results
in less integration throughout the municipal organisation. In respondent I’s municipality they
have a local environmental program. Respondent I reflects that having municipal-specific
objectives could hamper integration of national-level objectives on the local level and that it
might be better to work directly toward the national objectives. Respondent I says:

But it’s typical for us all municipalities, organisations, companies we choose to do this
administrative work and set up own things and make goals out of everything, which I
think actually is totally crazy, because we have really great national objectives that we
should just directly link up to.

The quote by respondent I illustrates that they think it could be beneficial to work more toward
the NEOs, as having municipal-specific objectives increases the administrative burden. In
contrast, respondent H thinks that the administrative process surrounding the formulation of
municipal-specific objectives would lead to biodiversity objectives being more anchored in
their municipality.
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Considering that the NEOs see limited integration in some municipalities, respondents E and J
resonate that one reason for this is that as they have progressed in their local environmental
efforts, they consciously centre the work less around the NEOs and focus more on local
contextual challenges and objectives. This also extends to communication within the municipal
organisation, where these respondents argue that it is more beneficial to focus on local
challenges and objectives than the NEOs. Respondent E mentions that the NEOs are used more
in external communication than internally in the own organisation. Respondent J finds that the
NEOs are not very useful for pedagogical purposes. Respondent M thinks that the NEOs are
not used extensively within their working area because there are such strong protective
measures for biodiversity in place already.

Though the extent and manner of NEO integration into municipal-level biodiversity
conservation efforts differ, many respondents agree that NEOs are important and can strengthen
local-level efforts. For instance, the NEOs are described as providing structure and strength to
environmental work at the local level, and some respondents argue that one benefit is that they
help highlight and communicate what needs to be done. Respondent E for instance mentions
that the NEOs are a way of visualising how their municipality contributes to national
environmental work.

The most coherent response from the interviewees is in regard to the municipality’s role in the
NEO system. The respondents view their role in the system as highly important for practical
implementation, as they are the ones ‘on the ground’ with access to land and close contact with
their citizens. This is exemplified by respondent L:

I think we have a very important role, I mean municipalities can be small and large, but
they are like.. it’s still like you manage a pretty large share and, and you still have land
and other influence outwards...we have many systems that we can work with and the
municipality is really important, I’'m also thinking private actors who work toward
LOVA, LONA [local water protection projects, local nature protection investment; see
more under section 7.1.3], they always need to go through the municipalities so I mean
the municipality has a very, very important role in this.

In addition to viewing the municipalities role as important, some respondents also lift nuancing
factors such as taking into consideration difficulties concerning influencing individuals,
knowledge and competence.

Most respondents had not heard of the biodiversity milestone targets. However, when their
topics were introduced, wild pollinators and urban greenery, many respondents stated that they
already work with these. In several cases urban trees and pollinators had already come up in the
interviews prior to the closing question about the milestone targets. Respondent G says the
following about the milestone targets ... it’s not difficult things really, and like I said much of
this we already work with these milestone targets ...”. When it comes to wild pollinators this is
something the municipalities already work with, or already have plans to accelerate the work
with, unrelated to the NEOs or the milestone target. Respondent M says “...this milestone target
I would say we work with regularly without being fully aware about it”. The quotes by
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respondents G and M exemplify that though the respondents did not know about the milestone
targets for biodiversity, they still work with the areas they concern.

The NEOs have an official website, and under each objective there is a related webpage with
suggestions of what municipalities can do for each objective, see for example A rich diversity
of plant and animal life (Sveriges miljomal, 2017). Two respondents note that these webpages
have not been updated since 2017 and that this is something that needs to be looked at.
Respondent D noted the old webpage and respondent C, who was in the same interview,
comments:

Yes and I think these things are quite important too for the municipality to feel, okay
what can we actually do when we don’t know where to start? Then you turn to these
pages at first, and then it’s really good if there is updated information or maybe also just
examples of what others have done that they have seen have good effects...Good
examples are something that you come pretty far with in these areas.

Based on respondent C’s comment, it can be discouraging to municipalities seeking advice on
how to work with the NEOs if they find that the information on the official website has not been
updated in almost a decade. Respondent G also notes that the webpage has not been updated
and says: “it’s things that we already do, and some of these things we can’t do”. Several
respondents ask for more guidance on NEO implementation from other governance levels. The
outdated information on the website can be seen as a disincentive since respondent C mentions
that this is a place they would turn to for information on how to work with the NEOs.

Many respondents call for concrete tools to use in their work with NEO implementation, such
as ideas for measures to take. Respondent G acknowledges the preexisting suggestions on things
municipalities can do for the NEOs, but calls for more concretisation or a “...toolbox how one
should work with these environmental objectives at the local level... it’s a lot so it would be
great if it came from a national level somehow a bit more updated...”. Respondent E calls for
a concrete guide on how to promote systematic work with biodiversity and draws parallels to
the guide on climate adaptation from the Swedish Meteorological and Hydrological Institute
that was used to kickstart their work in that area, on initiative from the CAB.

7.1.3 Incentives and disincentives

The coordination aspect of the collective action challenge includes what facilitates NEO imple-
mentation and what hinders it (Bowen et al., 2017). Investment support for local biodiversity
conservation can function both as an incentive for NEO implementation. The withdrawal of
investment support can in turn be a disincentive.

Local water protection projects (LOVA) and local nature protection investment (LONA) are
investment supports that municipalities, and other actors can get for measures supporting
biodiversity conservation or outdoor activity facilitation. LONA is divided into ordinary LONA
and wetland LONA. Ordinary LONA has been put on hold due to national budget constraints,
and no new projects are being granted (Naturvirdsverket, 2026b).

LONA and LOVA were extensively raised by the respondents in relation to biodiversity
conservation and NEO implementation. The withdrawal of ordinary LONA has impacted the
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work with biodiversity conservation, and with it the implementation of biodiversity NEOs.
Several respondents say that LONA helped them accelerate the work with biodiversity
conservation, it helped the work move forward. Since it’s gone, the work is more about
maintenance than progress. As respondent D puts it:

It’s been a bit of the motor really this [LONA], and it has been for many municipalities
specifically the LONA grant has been important to move forward in the nature
conservation work. Now we work maybe more maintenance based if you understand
what I mean, if we had LONA we could work more developing and... do more, larger
things.

The quote by respondent D indicates that the withdrawal of the ordinary LONA funds has had
anegative impact on the implementation of biodiversity related NEOs, this reasoning was raised
by other respondents as well. The respondents mention that projects have been reduced or
cancelled since LONA was withdrawn. Some respondents also note in relation to the milestone
target for wild pollinators that there used to be a LONA grant specifically for pollinators.
Respondent G means that this LONA could have been a tool for this milestone target and says
that “if they made another one like that again I believe it would be greatly appreciated”.
Respondent G also mentions that “So I think that this with integrated urban greenery, it is
something that typically would have been great, a good project for LONA, to apply for funding
for” in relation to the milestone target on urban greenery. The quotes from respondent G
exemplify that respondents believe LONA could be an incentive for meeting the biodiversity
milestone targets.

Respondent L mentions that LOVA is important for their work with biodiversity conservation
in aquatic environments. LONA is also mentioned as having facilitated collaborations with
various actors. LONA and LOVA serve as incentives in the NEO system, through their
investment support actors are incentivised to work with the NEOs. However, since ordinary
LONA 1is withdrawn, it has rather become a disincentive instead as respondents say that their
work is less forward reaching and more maintenance based.

Lack of resources, both monetary and personnel is presented as a challenge. Respondent I and
J resonate that unless new biodiversity targets are accompanied by incentives, it becomes
difficult for the municipalities to implement them considering the other challenges and interests
they face.

7.2 Trade-offs and co-benefits

When goal conflicts arise in biodiversity conservation, often trade-offs need to be made. This
section represents the trade-off challenge presented by Bowen et al. (2017). The subthemes
include reflections on goal conflicts, ways of addressing them, and the prevalence of synergies
in biodiversity conservation and NEO implementation.

7.2.1 Land exploitation is difficult to harmonise with biodiversity conservation

To consider trade-offs systematically, the first step is to identify the goal conflicts in a system
(Bowen et al., 2017). This subtheme accounts for the goal conflicts described by the
respondents.
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The respondents mainly identified external goal conflicts, no examples of conflicts between
NEOs were provided. The respondents indicate that land exploitation is the most prominent
goal conflict for biodiversity NEOs. Examples given by the respondents include goal conflicts
regarding urban trees, densification at the expense of green areas and impacts on dispersion
corridors. The respondents also express that there sometimes is a lack of understanding both
among inhabitants and in the municipal organisation for biodiversity conservation in questions
that concern societal planning. Additionally, some respondents resonate that societal planning
is where potential goal conflicts could arise, but that they do not due to good collaboration
within the municipality.

The respondents also reflect on the goal conflicts that can arise between municipal growth and
biodiversity conservation. Respondent I mentions:

...what is it we want right now and what do we need and invest to be a growing
municipality for example, then perhaps you sometimes need to make some decisions
that in reality maybe goes against what we say from our environmental objectives.

The quote by respondent I suggests that trade-offs need to be made concerning municipal
growth and biodiversity conservation.

Another aspect of external goal conflicts is regarding biodiversity competing for attention
among other aspects, both within the own organisation and externally to the citizens.
Respondent E thinks that:

...biodiversity should deserve at least as much attention as the climate question, so that
one hopes that the average person can get as much knowledge in both questions in any
case and see that they are connected. And there I think the municipality has an important
role to play too, that we can help to increase that knowledge also to the inhabitants of
the municipality, that they are so well connected.

Interviewer: “What do you think would be needed for them to be equal?”

...to catch people’s attention. It is also the absolutely hardest part, I think in the entire
job, everything piles up and competes. So why should one care about this in particular?
There are so many other things to care about. But it is to keep at it, I believe in that, not
to give up, persevere. (Respondent E).

Respondent E’s quote exemplifies a challenge that municipalities can face concerning
implementation of biodiversity NEOs. Municipalities have broad working areas and so do the
people responsible for biodiversity protection. In addition to this, the citizens of municipalities
receive a lot of information regarding a variety of societal matters. In this context, respondent
E’s reasoning that “everything competes” illustrates a possible challenge to NEO
implementation.

Several respondents mention that spreading information is a challenge to NEO implementation
and biodiversity conservation. Respondent B’s municipality has worked extensively with
spreading information, particularly regarding biodiversity in various forms. This could be one
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way to address the challenges of lacking awareness and understanding described by other
respondents.

Another kind of goal conflict occurs when several goal systems call for municipalities’
attention. Agenda 2030 is often cited as having a more prominent role in municipalities than in
the NEOs. Respondent F says that “it is difficult to show them both [Agenda 2030 and the
NEOs], so that’s why we have chosen to lift Agenda 2030”. Respondent K, on the other hand,
thinks that the NEOs and Agenda 2030 work well together, but that they should be more unified.

Yes but they are really quite amazingly written [the NEOs]....I who often use them
together in some kind of combination with Agenda 2030, together they form a language
that is quite.. Transcends many boundaries, which makes it really quite easy to use. I
think there are great strengths in that it is logical and clear the way it is structured. I like
the way it has been thought through and like I said in a connection with Agenda 2030,
then, it’s difficult not to understand the weight of it... Then as long as there are no
demands, it won’t happen anyway..

Respondents F and K indicate that coordinating goal systems such as Agenda 2030 and the
NEOs, could increase the practicality of working with them and hence strengthen goal
achievement.

Other frames that guide biodiversity conservation include environmental quality norms (MKN)
and the environmental code, which are invoked as guides to conservation work rather than the
NEOs. There are many steering mechanisms for municipalities’ work with biodiversity, as
reflected by respondent K:

I often think that it’s a shame. We have our national objectives, there are so many
objectives and ways of steering roughly the same things, connect it more together and
make it more unified, would have been positive and with it then give more strength,
more teeth.

Respondent K thinks that connecting the NEOs to other legally binding steering mechanisms,
such as the upcoming Nature Restoration Law, would facilitate municipalities to work “more
practically and actively”.

7.2.2 Addressing goal conflicts

As is evident from the previous subsection and highlighted by Bowen et al. (2017), harmonizing
interests and goals is sometimes difficult, prompting trade-offs. In this subtheme, we examine
the various ways municipalities tackle this challenge.

A goal conflict can arise when people want the trees near their homes cut down. In respondent
A’s municipality, a policy was designed to address the issue. Respondent A brings up the tree
policy in relation to challenges with biodiversity conservation, and explains how the policy has
helped address this challenge: “So now it’s just, now we can show it [the policy] and it has
made the work enormously easier”. Respondent A elaborates that the policy can be used as a
reference point in contact with people who want the municipality to cut down certain trees.
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Another way to address goal conflicts in municipalities concerning biodiversity NEOs is to set
priorities and make trade-offs before goal conflicts arise. In respondent C’s case, nature
protection is described as a municipal-wide priority:

We are a municipality with a lot of green areas and greenery and that nature is a very
important part of life here, so it becomes in a way a priority to keep the nature we have
and work for it...

Respondent F thinks that it is a strength that they are a smaller municipality when it comes to
addressing goal conflicts:

... We sit at one table where we all talk, we talk about water, water in planning and there
we sit, all administrations and companies in the municipality where we like bounce ideas
from the start so that we don’t come into these conflicts...

Respondents C and F reflect on how municipal size can play a role when it comes to addressing
goal conflicts. In a similar way, respondents from smaller municipalities reflect that they likely
have fewer goal conflicts due to their smaller populations and less built-up land than other
municipalities. Concerning urban greenery, representatives of smaller municipalities stress that
urban greenery is not an issue for them as they have an abundance of greenery already.
Respondent F reasons in a similar way, but nuances with the following:

We are a pretty small municipality... if us working on the environmental side says that
yes but you cannot take these trees down because we want them, they need to be in the
city centre, then it can come a but oh my god, you go 50 meters and you have a forest
right besides. .. you don’t see the need because we are so green...while we think that yes
but we should think about this...

Hence, being a smaller municipality is described both as a pro and a con in addressing goal
conflicts.

Compensation is another tool utilised to address goal conflicts. Some respondents give
examples of how compensation has been used in their municipality, and respondent G mentions
that they do not currently have a tool for making trade-offs between conflicting interests, but
that compensation is something they plan to introduce for this purpose.

Respondent K refers to the Mitigation Hierarchy to consider how to design a project so that the
least amount of damage is done. The Mitigation Hierarchy entails minimising the negative
impact of exploitation projects and includes the steps avoid, minimise, restore and compensate
(Boverket, 2018).

...We try to attack the problem when there are these goal conflicts with that you look at
the mitigation hierarchy plain and simple, and try to do the least amount of harm and
then it’s always about give and take, we may need to take down a few trees. But can we
then replant them over here... (Respondent K).

The mentioning of the Mitigation Hierarchy by respondent K can be interpreted as a measure
to address goal conflicts.
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Respondents G, L and M mention investigating the location where a goal conflict occurs in
order to make trade-offs between the competing interests. Natural value inventory (nat-
urvirdesinventering) is given as an example of this.

Co-benefits are one way to address goal conflicts. Respondent K exemplifies with storm water
management in relation to minimizing damage in zoning plans:

We already need to manage storm water, can we do another dam that can be suitable for
these salamanders? I mean it’s about, in many cases you can solve things without it
costing especially much, but it requires knowledge and it requires will. It requires
commitment.

Respondent K describes identifying co-benefits in projects as a way to incorporate a
biodiversity protection perspective, as well as tool to address goal conflicts. The quote by
respondent K brings the thesis nicely into the next subtheme, synergies.

7.2.3 Synergies

Synergies between societal interests can reduce the trade-offs required in a system (Bowen et
al., 2017). Municipalities in general and those responsible for environmental matters in
particular have broad missions that touch various parts of society. One way to put biodiversity
on the agenda is by using areas where synergies can be found which leads to co-benefits.

Respondents mention synergies among biodiversity conservation, public health, food security,
emergency preparedness, and climate adaptation. Synergies can also be a way of including a
biodiversity perspective even in municipalities where the matter is not a high priority through
for example ecosystem services.

As further reflected by respondent B, the heightened focus on emergency preparedness can have
synergies for biodiversity:

...it was only a few years ago that there was a densification proposal on many green
areas actually, but seems like we have managed to pull that break now, among other
things because of preparedness and, no but downpour and multi-surfaces and things like
that...

Respondent B’s quote suggests that densification in unsuitable locations is a threat to
emergency preparedness as well as biodiversity protection. Since there is currently a heightened
focus on emergency preparedness in society, this perspective appears to have held more weight
when it came to avoiding an unsuitable densification.

Respondents C and D, who participated in the same interview, stress the importance of the
synergies between climate adaptation and biodiversity conservation. When asked about the
integration of the NEOs in local goals for biodiversity, they explain that in addition the nature
conservation plan where the NEOs are highly integrated, there are also co-benefits to be found
in other sustainability areas, such as climate adaptation. Respondent C says:

Climate adaptation is the one I feel that it can play the most part in, and then biodiversity
becomes.. you talk about nature-based solutions that one can apply in societal planning
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in particular and these things where we probably actually need to integrate biological
diversity a bit further as something that is actually about building climate resilience...

Respondent C circles back to climate adaptation when asked about the milestone targets for
biodiversity, adding on respondent D’s comment that their municipality plants a lot of trees:

Also something that is prioritised within the areas I am dealing with with climate
adaptation and things like this because the more we plant the more moisture we bind in
the ground at downfalls and floods so all of these are possible to connect to other parts
too in that way. So it’s really important with meadowland for biological diversity, but
also for climate adaptation and those parts and to have more urban greenery with, I mean
rain beds and all sorts of things, these things that we can put in place makes..it has several
synergy effects.

Respondents C and D further illustrate the synergies between biodiversity protection and
emergency preparedness raised by respondent B. This perspective was recurring in the
interviews, and indicates that this is a way of addressing goal conflicts when it comes to
biodiversity NEOs, and a way to increase their implementation.

7.3 Accountability

Bowen et al. (2017) classify the legal standing of the SDGs as soft, the same can be said for the
NEOs as they are not legally enforced. According to Bowen et al. (2017, p. 93) this complicates
“both allocation of responsibilities and monitoring of indicators of achievement”. This theme
is divided based on subthemes related to division of responsibilities and measurability in the
NEO system.

7.3.1 Responsibility in the NEO system

The view on accountability and share of responsibilities varies between respondents, something
that is also reflected on by respondent N: “I’m guessing it looks very different in different mu-
nicipalities and in different administrations, I’m also thinking that this depends a lot how one
has chosen to include the NEOs as a starting point in one’s policy documents”.

Some think that the chain of responsibility is clear within the NEO system, while others think
it could be clarified, including the expectations on municipalities. It also becomes clear from
the interviews that, although biodiversity NEOs concern various parts of the municipality,
responsibility for these matters typically falls on one or a few people, such as the respondents
in this thesis. Who is responsible, the resources allocated and degree of priority varies between
municipalities. Some respondents report that biodiversity and related NEOs are only a small
part of their roles. Sustainability strategists for example, or similar roles, are responsible for the
overall sustainability work within the municipality. In short, the implementation of biodiversity
NEOs involves large parts of municipalities, but the responsibility falls on fewer people and is
sometimes only a small part of a person’s role.

A recurring aspect highlighted by the respondents regarding the NEOs is that work with them
at the municipal level is highly individual-driven. A lot of the work with the NEOs falls upon
the person responsible for environmental strategic matters in the municipality. The extent to
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which a municipality works with the NEOs can also be bound to the interest the person who
currently holds the environmental strategic position has. In other words, municipalities are not
obligated to work with the NEOs, and hence their integration in municipal operations is
sometimes up to the interest or drive of the person responsible for these matters.

When it comes to responsibility in the NEO system, respondents argue that it could and should
be made clearer. Respondents G and L argue that clarifying expectations for municipalities
would facilitate greater NEO integration within their municipalities. Respondent K describes
the lack of enforcement of the NEOs as a barrier to their implementation in biodiversity
conservation:

There are no barriers other than a lack of interest and that they are not binding in the
way one would have wanted, would have wished more binding demands, because then
you would be able to work more with the questions.

In relation to accountability and share of responsibilities respondent K says:

Once again, it’s a bit too easy to get away. It’s very easy to dodge this...When it was
new then it was a bit exiting for many to work with it. Now it’s a bit blasé, which has
resulted in that even those who have the responsibility, I think, take it lightly [tar det
med en klackspark], so it would need a reboot. Restart, bring in some energy and maybe
also, like I said, clarify the division of responsibilities.

Interviewer: “...through the entire system?”
Respondent K: “The entire system.”

According to respondent K, one way to overcome the challenges of NEO implementation is to
increase the accountability in the system.

Respondents 1, L and J bring up the perspective that responsibility within the NEO system
should be placed above the municipal level. Respondent I thinks that increased governmental
steering could facilitate a more coordinated approach to the NEOs. With increased support, such
as specialist knowledge, municipalities could then focus more on practical implementation than
for example policy design. Some respondents think that a lowered national ambition concerning
biodiversity conservation is a hinderance to NEO implementation. It sends mixed messages to
municipalities if they are expected to increase their work with biodiversity conservation while
simultaneously less resources are allocated to it.

Respondent L argues that the responsibility needs to be lifted from the individual level. When
resonating about possible needs from the NEO system for increased NEO implementation
respondent L says the following in relation to that we likely will not reach most of them:

So then I don’t think that they really have been too ambitiously set, it’s just that...as the
average person one can only do so much I mean, but a lot is unfortunately from above,
it’s difficult to expect that.. yes you can’t put all of the responsibility on the sole
individual, like it’s that easy, the responsibilities must lie..the right level of responsibility
should lie on the right authority.
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The reasoning by respondent L can be interpreted as that the implementation challenges of the
NEOs does not lie in their formulation, but rather in the unevenly distributed responsibility in
the system.

7.3.2 Measurability

The respondents report that they do not use indicators or data from the NEOs. Some respondents
say that they would like to incorporate it more in the future but that they do not currently use
it. Respondent J points out that they were not aware that the NEOs had indicators, as the reports
from the CAB on NEO progress is typically formulated in more of a storytelling format. A few
respondents highlight that they have their own biodiversity indicators designed within the
municipality. Respondent L says that biodiversity conservation in their municipality centres on
ecosystem services, and for this they use a program called Ester to obtain data on the natural
values in an area and how exploitation could impact them. Ester is a tool for analysing
ecosystem services by the Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and Planning
(Boverket, 2022). Respondent J mentions that indicators when it comes to biodiversity
conservation are difficult, and that this is a development potential within the NEO system; to
have concrete, practical and measurable indicators suitable at the local level. The need for
measurability is also raised by other respondents. Respondent N says that the lack of measurable
targets within their municipality hampers the work with the NEOs. As a starting point for
indicators and measurability, respondent N proposes a baseline assessment to determine
whether progress is being made.

& Discussion

The aim of this thesis is to examine how Sweden’s NEO system affects local-level efforts to
conserve biodiversity and to explore challenges and opportunities that affect its implementation
within municipalities. The following section demonstrates how the thesis fulfils this aim,
structured by the research questions.

8.1 What is the role of NEOs in local-level biodiversity conservation as
perceived by municipal-level civil servants?

The respondents perceive the NEOs as important for local-level biodiversity conservation as an
overarching goal structure. The NEOs’ role for practical biodiversity conservation is less
important; this is more steered by contextual challenges both nature and resource-wise.

Based on the respondents’ reflections, the multi-level governance aspect of collective action
does not seem to be a central challenge to NEO implementation. The respondents value the
collaboration within the NEO system and see increased collaboration as key to further
implementation. Some respondents offered suggestions on how increased collaboration with
other actors could strengthen NEO implementation, but these were framed as points to
accelerate their work with biodiversity NEOs rather than as implementation barriers. The
coordination aspect of the collective action challenge which includes incentives and disincen-
tives (Bowen et al., 2017), however, was described as influencing the role the NEOs have in
local biodiversity governance. Some respondents argue that as the expectations on local-level
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biodiversity conservation increase, for example, as new milestone targets are introduced, so
should the incentives to work with them. This correlates with challenges to environmental
policy implementation elsewhere as well. Augustenborg (2025) notes that a barrier to
environmental policy implementation in Ireland is the perception of increased workload without
corresponding increases in resources.

8.1.1 Lack of guidance

The NEOs rest on the assumption that they will be implemented across governance levels
(Osterlin et al., 2020; Sveriges miljomal, 2023). Some scholars refute this assumption and deem
the NEOs irrelevant at the local level (Emmelin & Cherp, 2016; Larsson & Hanberger, 2016).
The results of this thesis do not support the idea that NEOs are irrelevant at the local level, but
they do suggest ways in which they could be more relevant than they currently are. While most
respondents argue that the NEOs do not steer their priorities in biodiversity conservation, many
say that their work contributes to reaching the objectives. This is illustrated by the milestone
targets for biodiversity. The milestone targets were not well known to the respondents, possibly
due to their novelty. Despite this, the respondents argued that these are things they already work
with. As respondent M said, they work toward the milestone targets on a regular basis without
being aware of it. The respondents also stress the importance of the NEOs, and some refer to
them as an overarching structure to which they can relate their local work if necessary. As
several respondents say, they are with them at the back of their mind.

The role of the milestone targets is worth further reflection when it comes to the role of the
NEOs in biodiversity conservation. First, it is noteworthy that the milestone target for urban
greenery in fact is not new as it was presented in government communication (Klimat-och
néringslivsdepartementet, 2026) but has had a prolonged target year from 2025 to 2030
(Sveriges miljomal, 2026). Given this, it is interesting that most respondents had not heard of
the target since it is specifically directed at municipalities. One reason for this could be the
comprehensive nature of the NEO system, and the various other steering mechanisms calling
for municipalities attention. In their assessment of Sweden’s NBSAP, Coffey et al. (2023) argue
that the strategy does not enable the transformative changes necessary to protect biodiversity,
rather, it upholds the status quo. Given this, it is possible to wonder how the new milestone
targets will advance NEO implementation. Clarifying expectations and rallying around clear
focus areas are suggestions raised by the respondents to improve NEO implementation. While
it could be argued that the milestone targets are the concretisation and prioritised areas asked
for, the fact that some respondents were not aware that the NEOs had milestone targets suggests
that they are not tools for rallying across governance levels.

The vagueness of the NEOs is not described as problematic by the respondents to the same
extent it is by some scholars (Almgren & Hjelm, 2021; Emmelin & Cherp, 2016). However,
the perceived unclarity of Zow to implement them is described as problematic. Municipalities
are important for the implementation of national-level objectives, as stated on the NEO website
(Sveriges miljomal, 2023), various scholars (Edvardsson, 2004; Emmelin & Cherp, 2016), and
the respondents themselves. Yet, some respondents feel that implementation of the objectives
would be greater if they had more concrete tools.
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From the respondents’ perspectives, the NEOs do not, to a great extent, guide biodiversity
conservation efforts at the local level. This is not described as a problem by the respondents,
Edvardsson (2004), however, identifies the lack of guidance from the NEO system as its main
problem. The system’s aim is to guide environmental policy, but in practice, it does not. Possible
reasons for this are that the objectives are vague and lack evaluability (Edvardsson, 2004;
Larsson & Hanberger, 2016). The fact that the respondents in this thesis would like clearer
priorities in the NEO system also indicates a need for the NEOs to guide biodiversity
conservation more than they do today.

8.2 What challenges to implementing NEOs are prevalent in local biodiversity
governance, and how can these challenges be overcome?

Unclear expectations, land use, lack of enforcement and resources are challenges experienced
by the respondents to implementing NEOs at the local level. As expectations on how NEOs
should be worked with in municipalities are unclear, it becomes challenging to integrate them
into biodiversity conservation.

According to Bowen et al. (2017), accountability can be strengthened when responsibilities are
clear. The very design of the NEO system, as a multi-level governance system, entails account-
ability challenges (Peters & Pierre, 2004; Papadopoulos, 2010). Here, the respondents in this
thesis see development potential. It is unclear what municipalities are expected to deliver within
the NEO system. The lack of updated information on the NEO website also sends a symbolic
message of the importance of working with them. As respondent C states, these websites are a
source of information for municipalities in how to work with the NEOs. Arguably, it can
therefore be discouraging to find that the information there is outdated.

8.2.1 Lack of measurability

Like the SDGs, the foremost instrument for accountability of the NEOs is through monitoring,
through the evaluations and follow-ups. Larsson and Hanberger (2016) deem the insufficiency
of the NEO evaluation process to assess policy progress its primary shortcoming. Lack of
measurability is identified as a challenge to implementing the SDGs and the GBF as well (Li et
al., 2023; Coscieme et al., 2021). Measurability is desired by the respondents of this thesis, and
greater measurability in the NEO system could facilitate greater accountability. Evaluability is
a prerequisite for accountability in goal systems such as the NEOs (Larsson & Hanberger, 2016;
Edvardsson, 2004) and is important for goal success (Bowen et al., 2017). As mentioned by
respondent N, the first step in setting measurable targets is knowing where you are starting
from. This could be relevant to other municipalities and actors in the NEO system as well. If
we do not know the starting point for biodiversity conservation, how do we know whether it
has increased or declined?

Bowen et al. (2017) suggest that the scientific community could assist with monitoring imple-
mentation. Two of the respondents in this thesis mention collaborating with researchers
concerning biodiversity conservation. Increased collaboration between municipalities and
researchers could increase the implementation of biodiversity NEOs. But the emphasis must
then be on the co-production of knowledge, so that research matches the needs of local-level
actors. Rather than one-way knowledge transfer, co-production of knowledge involves
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stakeholders throughout the research project, including in the planning stages (Piitz & Brassel,
2021). This comes with the risk of increased resource demands on municipalities and
researchers. Resources should be allocated specifically to stakeholder involvement (Weith et
al., 2021; Bowen et al., 2017).

Liet al. (2023, p. 4) present gaps in knowledge and data as a challenge to GBF implementation,
they also resonate that this is not a question of lacking information: “The issue extends beyond
information scarcity to encompass accessibility, inoperability, and relevance for diverse
stakeholders”. This resonates with the NEO system as well. There is no lack of indicators or
evaluation of the objectives, in fact, some argue that there is too much evaluation of the
objectives (Larsson & Hanberger, 2016; Wibeck et al, 2006). There is also no shortage of
scientists producing knowledge in the NEO system (Lind et al., 2021; von Prost & Olsson,
2026). Yet, the outlook for the objectives is bleak, and the respondents in this thesis request
measurability relevant at the local level. Here, co-creation concerning both policymaking and
research becomes important. There are currently collaborative efforts to design indicators for
biodiversity and green infrastructure relevant at the local level (Respondent E; von Prost &
Olsson, 2026), the results of which remain to be seen.

Increased and accessible measurability would also enable increased monitoring of NEO
progress from local and/ or non-state actors, which can increase accountability and implemen-
tation (Bowen et al., 2017; Li et al., 2023). It is worth keeping in mind though that the increased
use of indicators for progress monitoring can also mean attempting to quantify things that are
not quantifiable. Consequently, increased use of indicators could mean that measures that are
quantifiable are prioritised over those that are not (Wibeck et al., 2006; Edvardsson, 2004).
Measuring biodiversity is challenging, as respondent J also noted, and can be more time-
consuming than other environmental aspects (Coscieme et al., 2021).

8.2.2 Goal conflicts

Goal conflicts in the NEO system have been discussed extensively in previous literature; the
system’s design has many inherent goal conflicts (Bjornberg, 2009; Wibeck et al., 2006).

Bowen et al. (2017, p. 92) stress the importance of “identifying trade-offs and ways of
addressing these”. Internal goal conflicts, those between NEOs, are not indicated to affect NEO
implementation at the local level, based on the results of this thesis. The goal conflicts and
trade-offs described are of external character. Previous research on the NEOs has identified
internal goal conflicts as an implementation barrier (Edvardsson, 2004; Larsson & Hanberger,
2016). The results in this thesis, however, do not indicate that this is an implementation barrier
at the local level. The result in this thesis aligns with Lundgren’s (2013) reasoning that the
implementation barriers to the NEOs do not consist of internal goal conflicts but rather of
competing societal interests (external goal conflicts).

Conflicting interests between exploitation, municipal growth, and biodiversity were recurringly
raised by the respondents. This is a common challenge to environmental policy implementation
(Augustenborg et al., 2025; Li et al., 2023). These external goal conflicts pose a challenge to
biodiversity conservation at the local level and, by extension, to NEO implementation.
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Compensation, policies, and nature value inventory are examples provided by the respondents
to address conflicts of interest in biodiversity conservation at the local level. Like Bowen et al.
(2017), the respondents argue that recognising synergies can promote goal implementation. The
promotion of nature-based solutions and a stronger focus on the co-benefits between
biodiversity and climate adaptation, food security and public health could enable increased
NEO implementation. As respondent C explains, biodiversity needs to be included more in the
climate adaptation perspective. A nexus approach could assist in making these synergies more
visible (Bowen et al., 2017).

Nexus approaches can be used to identify how systems are interlinked. By mapping this,
synergies and trade-offs can be visualised and addressed (Harrison et al., 2024). Nexus
approaches typically focus on inclusion (Harrison et al., 2024), which could be beneficial for
multi-actor systems like the NEOs. A nexus approach could accommodate several of the
respondents’ needs for increased NEO implementation, such as increased use of synergies and
coherence across governance levels. By identifying synergies, co-benefits can be found
between seemingly conflicting interests (Li et al., 2023). Several respondents mention that
synergies can be found between biodiversity and food security, but these can also be conflicting
interests (Li et al., 2023). Further, Bowen et al. (2017) caution that nexus approaches need
further research on how they are to be applied across scales. This stresses the importance of
careful consideration with a co-benefit approach to biodiversity.

An integrated landscape approach is one way to consider multiple interests, as promoted by
nexus approaches (McElwee et al., 2024). Li et al. (2023) suggest a landscape approach for
increased GBF implementation. A landscape approach is recognised in Swedish policy making
through the adoption of the European Landscape Convention (Wu et al., 2017). The need for an
increased landscape perspective is recognised in the NEO system (von Prost & Olsson, 2026).
Considering Swedish authorities’ past tendencies to focus disproportionately on expert
perspectives on landscape (Wu et al., 2017) it is important that public perspectives are included
in landscape approaches in the NEO system. Including public perspectives is a fundamental
part of a landscape approach (Wu et al., 2017). Landscape approaches at the local level with
focus on public participation could also contribute to addressing issues of equity and
recognition of the voices of marginalised groups, which is stressed by Bowen et al. (2017) as
important to enable change in a goal system.

8.2.3 Incentives for increased NEO implementation

The withdrawal of LONA funds has negatively impacted NEO implementation. LONA enabled
municipalities to advance their work with biodiversity protection. It also promoted
collaboration with other actors. The description of the milestone target for urban greenery states
that LONA has been an important tool for municipalities in working toward the target (Sveriges
miljomal, 2026). Further, as several respondents reflected, there used to be a LONA specifically
for pollinators. Reinstating the ordinary LONA funds could increase NEO implementation at
the local level. The depiction of LONA as a motor in biodiversity conservation and NEO
implementation is corroborated by Eckerberg et al. (2020). This supports the conclusion that
LONA has had an important role in biodiversity conservation.
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Bowen et al. (2017) promote collective decision spaces as a way of addressing the collective
action challenge. LONA can be seen as a measure of decentralising decision-making concerning
nature protection (Eckerberg et al., 2020). Beyond LONA’s financial contribution, it has also
raised awareness and increased the involvement of various actors in local biodiversity
conservation (Eckerberg et al., 2020). Hence, LONA could aid in combating several of the
challenges mentioned by the respondents in relation to biodiversity NEO implementation such
as lack of priority, resources and spreading information.

The extent to which the withdrawal of ordinary LONA has affected NEO implementation at the
local level is not possible to determine from the limited scope of this thesis. However, the
respondents are clear in their perspectives that to reinstate LONA would enable them to work
with the milestone targets for biodiversity as well as other aspects of terrestrial biodiversity
NEOs. As of 2026, projects within restoration of meadow- and grazing land and hiking trails
can be granted through ordinary LONA (Naturvérdsverket, 2026b), the news of which came
during the writing of this thesis. That ordinary LONA can be granted for specific projects is a
step in the right direction. However, Eckerberg et al. (2020) argue that LONA enables a bottom-
up approach to biodiversity conservation as local initiatives and priorities determine which
projects are initiated. The self-determination aspect of LONA risks being lost when only
projects within certain areas can be granted investment support. On the other hand, several
respondents asked for priority areas across governance levels. Considering this, how the new
LONA areas were determined and whether these are also areas prioritised at other governance
levels could determine the outcome of the new focus areas.

Lack of funds is by no means a unique challenge to policy implementation for the respondents
in this thesis. Scholars have identified this across scales and stress the importance of not only
providing the necessary funds but also making effective investments in biodiversity (Li et al.,
2023; Augustenborg et al., 2025). One way to do this is to use existing channels (Augustenborg
et al., 2025). When it comes to LONA, the infrastructure already exists and the respondents
indicate that they are ready to pick up the work with it if the opportunity comes.

Another challenge to the implementation of goal systems at the local level is the failure to
recognise diverse knowledge systems (Li et al., 2023; Bowen et al., 2017). While there is no
guarantee that LONA enables more diverse perspectives to be included at the local level, they
have had a positive effect on co-creation of initiatives at the local level (Eckerberg et al., 2020).
If ordinary LONA does not meet the criteria for inclusion and co-creation as promoted by
Bowen et al. (2017), other forums should be developed to support contextual solutions that
involve multiple actors and perspectives. One example of when diverse knowledge systems
have not been taken into account in biodiversity NEO implementation is concerning the
objective 4 maginificent mountain landscape. Competing worldviews have resulted in a
dominating wilderness discourse in Swedish biodiversity conservation that hinders synergies
between the protection of natural and cultural values. It also poses a challenge to traditional
practices in protected areas in northern Sweden, infringes on Sami rights, and can negatively
affect biodiversity (Osterlin et al., 2020). It is important that projects aimed at co-creation and
management are genuinely inclusive and do not place a burden on local and indigenous
communities (Dawson et al., 2024).
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8.3 Closing remarks to the discussion

One reason for the relevance of this thesis is the burning question stated in the introduction:
how do we move beyond 2030 without repeating the policy and implementation challenges of
the past decades? This thesis indicates that one way to do this is to clarify expectations in the
NEO system. If expectations are clarified, it also becomes easier to hold actors accountable
(Milio, 2013). In multi-level governance systems, actors can evade accountability by claiming
responsibility lies at other levels of the system (Milio, 2013). The NEO system relies on local-
level implementation (Emmelin & Cherp, 2016; Larsson & Hanberger, 2016). While the local
level is important for environmental policy implementation (Banas, 2011; Sjoberg, 2016;
Fenton & Gustafsson, 2015), some respondents in this thesis argue that expectations within the
NEO system can be further clarified. When responsibilities are unclear, ensuring accountability
becomes more difficult. One way to improve the post-2030 approach to environmental
governance is through a theory of change approach (Allen et al., 2026). Such an approach
should include analysing implementation barriers, how they can be overcome and by whom.
This thesis suggests that the theory of change of the NEO system is lacking when it comes to
both identifying key national transformations and being transparent on who is responsible for
overcoming implementation barriers. This is based on the fact that respondents convey that the
chain of responsibility is not always clear in the NEO system, and that there is a need for focus
areas to guide action across governance levels. A lacking theory of change could be a
contributing factor to the difficulties in meeting the NEOs.

Further, some respondents report that the NEOs do not have the same weight or priority as in

the past. To further NEO implementation, the signal from the national level must be that the
NEOs remain important to work with. If resources are withdrawn at the national level, how can
municipalities keep accelerating their work with biodiversity protection? The results of this
thesis indicate that while the local level is important for implementing biodiversity NEOs, the
commitment expected from local actors should be matched by commitment, prioritisation and
resources from the national level as well.

8.4 Limitations

This thesis has a limited scope, both geographically and in terms of sample size. The
conclusions are not generalisable to other contexts. The insights gained in this thesis can,
however, be transferred to other regions or municipalities if they align with their contextual
circumstances. Another possible limitation concerning the sample is that the perspectives of the
remaining municipalities in the study area are missing. This thesis focused on the perspectives
of municipal employees as a representation of the local level. The local level, of course, consists
of many more actors than this, such as civil society. Likewise, this thesis focused on only one
level in a multi-level governance system, likely omitting important aspects of the thesis topic
from other NEO actors. Rather than an exhaustive account of biodiversity NEO implementation
though, this thesis should be seen as a contribution upon which further exploration of the topic
can be based.
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9 Conclusion

This study has examined how Sweden’s NEO system affects local-level efforts to conserve
biodiversity and explored challenges and opportunities that affect its implementation within
municipalities.

The NEOs has a role as an overarching structure in the municipalities included in this thesis.
The NEOs’ steering role in local efforts to protect biodiversity is limited from many
respondents’ perspectives. Further, the NEOs are not described as guiding priorities in local-
level biodiversity governance. This defies one of the assumptions that the NEOs rest upon, that
the NEOs guide environmental policy and is implemented across governance levels (Sveriges
miljomal, 2023; Larsson & Hanberger, 2016). While the NEO’s steering role in setting priorities
and practical measures for biodiversity protection at the local level is limited, the NEOs do,
however, have a strengthening role as an overarching structure. While the respondents’ work
with biodiversity is typically more steered by their local circumstances than the NEOs, they can
be useful in explaining why a certain measure needs to be taken at the local level, as they can
refer to a national framework. The respondents also view municipalities as important for NEO
implementation, contradicting the suggestion that the NEOs are considered irrelevant at the
local level, as indicated in previous literature (Emmelin & Cherp, 2016; Larsson & Hanberger,
2016; Nilsson, 2009).

The findings highlight the importance of supporting incentives. Reinstating ordinary LONA
could incentivise local actors to work with biodiversity NEOs and hence increase NEO
implementation. Currently, the cancellation of ordinary LONA, along with the outdated
information on the NEO websites for municipalities, can be seen as disincentives for
municipalities to work with the NEOs. This does not correlate well with the statement that
municipalities are important for NEO implementation. As some respondents put it, how can
they advance their efforts to protect biodiversity when at the national level the signal says
otherwise?

Challenges to NEO implementation within municipalities include land use changes, one way
of addressing this is through further utilisation of synergies between biodiversity and other
aspects such as emergency preparedness. Synergies can be mapped through nexus approaches
(Bowen et al., 2017; McElwee et al., 2024). By identifying synergies, for example between
emergency preparedness and biodiversity protection, the importance of implementing
biodiversity NEOs at the local level can be made clearer. Not only will protecting biodiversity
benefit ecosystems and with-it ecosystem-services, protecting biodiversity can also lead to a
more resilient municipality. While it can be argued that nature has an intrinsic value which
should be reason enough to safeguard its habitats, the reality is that municipalities are
responsible for facing several societal challenges with a limited amount of resources. Therefore,
synergies and nexus approaches can be a way for municipalities to face several challenges at
once. Here, future research could beneficially have a role in identifying how to apply holistic
approaches such as nexus or landscape approaches at the local level. Further, co-creation of
knowledge on monitoring NEO implementation at the local level is another area for future
research.
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As stated in the introduction of this paper, the urgency of effective biodiversity governance is
larger than ever. The respondents in this thesis offered several suggestions for increasing NEO
implementation in local biodiversity conservation. Moreover, this thesis has contributed to
existing literature by analysing governance through goals at the implementation level. Beyond
the NEOs, this thesis can also provide insights into research on global goals systems, where
local-level implementation is important. The thesis contributes with local perspectives on multi-
level governance and governing through goals, which can inform future research on how to
move beyond 2030 without repeating the policy and implementation challenges of the past.
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Appendix — Interview guide

Start questions

1.

Can you tell a little about your position and how it connects to biodiversity
conservation?

Would you like to share a bit about how you work with:

a) Biological diversity

b) The environmental objectives

The role of the environmental objectives in biodiversity conservation

3.

What role do environmental objectives have in your work with biodiversity

conservation?

a) In which contexts are the environmental objectives more/ less useful?

b) Do you have your own goals for biodiversity?

c) Are the NEOs integrated into your municipality’s goals for biodiversity?

d) If there is limited integration, is there a need for increased integration? How would
this aid your work with biodiversity conservation?

How do you think the work with the environmental objectives is going?

a) Locally

b) System-wide

What are your main challenges when it comes to biodiversity?

a) Concerning environmental aspects

b) Concerning organisational aspects

Do you use indicators or data from the environmental objectives?

a) Why

b) Why not

c) If you use other indicators, how did you come up with them?

Challenges to environmental objectives integration and how they can be overcome

7. What are the barriers for you to use the environmental objectives in biodiversity

conservation?
a) How could these barriers be overcome, according to you?
b) Do they need to be overcome?
What are the opportunities/ strengths that the environmental objectives bring in
biodiversity conservation?
a) What are your needs in relation to integration and implementation of the NEOs
at the local level?
How do you address goal conflicts?
a) Within conservation work?
b) Within the environmental objectives system?
¢) How are trade-offs made when conflicts of interest occur?

10. How do you view municipalities’ role in the environmental objectives system?



11. Would you like to share about the accountability and cooperation with other actors
within the environmental objectives system, from your perspective?

12. Tell me about the regional yearly follow-ups of the environmental objectives?
a) What is your role in them?

Concluding questions

13. The government recently presented two milestone targets for biological diversity that
concern wild pollinators and urban greenery. How do you view these objectives?
a) What do you think is needed to achieve them?

14. Is there anything else you would like to add regarding the environmental objectives and
biodiversity conservation?



