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Summary 

In 2009 a municipal program with guidelines for construction of sustainable new housing 
was adopted with targets higher than regulation by law. Eight key actors were interviewed 
to follow-up the process of implementation of the program. Results show that there is 
a delay caused by organizational problems, general reactions from the sector to the program 
are positive, and in the future the program should become shorter and more specific.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Development of sustainable building in the municipality of Gothenburg 

The City of Gothenburg has been working with sustainable building for more than fifteen 
years (a first environmental policy for the city is dated 1996). In 2004 good examples of 
sustainable building were compiled [1] and based on that, in 2005 a land allocation 
competition with specific environmental goals was carried out by the Real Estate 
Department (RED) [2]. A further claim was made in 2009 where a municipal program with 
guidelines for construction of new housing was adopted by the Real Estate Committee [3]. 
The program, a policy document named ‘Environmentally friendly building’, was 
elaborated under the lead of the RED together with the City Planning Department (CPD) 
and Environmental Department (ED). The targets are higher than regulation by law and the 
program is meant to enhance environmental work, raising the level of ambition, calling for 
continuous improvement and creating a go-ahead spirit. In brief, when land property is 
contracted for housing, i.e. when a developer is given municipal land to build on, an 
agreement is signed that the developer has to follow the guidelines. 

The program addresses seven areas: durability, health and indoor air quality, 
environmental impact, resource conservation, noise, moisture protection, and energy. The 
entire process, from planning and design to production management, is included. It means 
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increased demands on the developer and the building sector, but also changed internal 
routines for the RED and the CPD. Special consultation meetings and collection of 
additional documents are planned, in order to monitor whether the guidelines are followed 
or not. In spring 2011 a first project received such a land allocation. 

1.2 Aim and approach 

The aim of this paper is to follow-up the the process of implementation of the program in 
order to get better knowledge about the effects of the guidelines and to give feedback to the 
RED for further work. An overarching aim is to continue the documentation of the 
development of sustainable building in the municipality of Gothenburg. 

The empiric material has been collected from semi-structured interviews of key 
actors. Additionally, main steering documents have been investigated. The study has been 
carried out in co-operation with the RED. 

2 Interview study 

2.1 Settings 

A start-up meeting was held in September 2011 by the RED and the research team to 
identify prerequisites and specific questions in order to lay the foundation for further work 
and to identify relevant stakeholders to be interviewed. The idea was to follow the first 
project that implements the program. The research team also wanted to record the first 
special consultative meeting, a meeting with the developer and the municipality, not 
demanded by law. This meeting has been delayed and so far no meeting has been held.  

One year later, in September 2012, the research team decided to carry out only the 
interview study. For the selection of the interviewees, the RED provided a list of land 
allocations given since 2009 and a list of other interesting actors from the municipality and 
construction industry. Out of the lists, a number of key actors were selected and contacted 
by e-mail. Finally, eight persons agreed, three from the RED, one from the municipal 
department constructing and managing common facilities such as schools and kinder 
gardens, one from a municipal developer/property management company, and three from 
construction companies. The interviews were semi-structured and carried out during 
autumn 2012. The interviewees received a list of questions in beforehand for better 
preparation. The interviews were recorded and transcribed and later analysed according to 
themes. Each interview lasted about half an hour. 

2.2 Themes 

A number of themes and questions were developed to structure the interviews and to 
support analysis. The questions were adapted to the individual actors’ organization and 
their relation to the program, i.e. a municipal department or a construction company. The 
main themes are: implementation of the program, reactions to the program, and revision 
and future of the program. 
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3 Results 

3.1 Implementation of the program 

Implementation issues concern organizational aspects, cooperation between authorities, 
ownership of the program, and working routines. Up to date, the program has not been 
fully implemented. In 2011, the RED went through an internal restructuring, where people 
involved in the development and implementation of the program changed position or were 
on parental leave. The expected cooperation RED and CDP has not worked as planned, and 
now no longer exists. The CDP stated that it cannot control the fulfillment of legal national 
regulations and at the same time follow up the fulfillment of the municipal requirements 
targeting higher than regulations. As late as in April 2012 the RED, responsible for the 
program, employed a person to follow-up the process.  

Developers who signed a land contract until autumn 2012 were informed about the 
program but following the program was not presented as compulsory, rather just 
a guideline. Thus, the developers basically followed the old rules. The absence of a contact 
person and unclear roles within the organization are claimed to be the reasons why the 
program's effective implementation started as late as in autumn 2012. Construction 
companies do not notice any difference compared to before. This can be explained by the 
fact that they had no duty to follow the program as a whole. 

3.2 Reactions to the program 

Generally, there is a perception that the City of Gothenburg has made an important and 
significant step for the further development of a sustainable construction sector. Initial 
skepticism to the program changed over time into the claim that the required targets are not 
so very different from those that larger construction companies are already working with.  

The interviewed representatives of construction companies are positive about the 
program. Yet, it is too ambitious and too extensive. One main problem for them was just 
the lack of a contact person at the RED. The program calls for dialogue, but there was no 
dialogue between developers and the RED (or CPD) during the building permit period. 

3.3 Revision and future of the program 

A revision of a document that has not been applied to a project from start to completion 
feels generally premature. Still, some adjustments are already going on. RED is developing 
checklists to make the program more manageable and easier to follow-up. By that the 
department is following some general wishes from developers and construction companies 
and confirming experiences made by other municipal authorities and companies in 
Gothenburg. In the future, the program should become shorter and clearer in specific areas, 
including embodied energy, materials, energy production and conservation in the building, 
wooden constructions and green roofs, to link different functions of buildings to energy 
and environment and including more the social aspects of sustainability. An economic 
frame might be applied by revising the demands in the program from a cost perspective. 
Some interviewees hope that there will be no need for special programs for sustainable 
building in 10–15 years because sustainability will then be a natural aspect of construction 
projects. Ongoing governmental activities are seen as a threat for these kinds of local 
municipal programs. Single family house producers complained about their difficulties 
when adapting production to different local requirements. This has pressed the Swedish 
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minister of housing to launch an investigation to suggest that individual municipalities 
should no longer be allowed to develop local (energy) requirements. 

4 Discussion and Conclusion 

Three years after the adoption of the program, still no project has followed the program 
from the beginning to the end. However, the scope of the program to raise the question and 
start a discussion with actors of the building sector has been reached. The delay is mainly 
due to organizational difficulties, i.e. the lack of coordination between different municipal 
administrative units and absence of a contact person until April 2012. Difficulties are 
partly also related to RED’s unusual responsibility of the program. In most local municipal 
programs the CPD is the owner of such a program.  

A revision of the entire program is considered premature by now, as it has not yet 
been proven in details. Anyhow, time seems to work against the implementation of the 
program. Environmental control instruments are developed very fast, almost before they are 
implemented, and new different demonstrations of sustainable building are continuously 
built in Sweden and abroad. Learning from new built examples could give valuable input. 

The existence of municipal programs is currently put into discussion by the Swedish 
government, by that underestimating their role in a chain of development. They are based 
on voluntary contributions made in demonstration projects showing the mainstream 
viability of new solutions. The local authorities learn at first from these demonstrations and 
enhance local change. They finally inspire and provide recommendations to the central 
authorities. Denying the importance of local governance could result in a vacuum of 
legislation about sustainable building. Instead the work made by local authorities should be 
coordinated and evaluated in order to show the consequences and the effects of the 
programs for sustainable building on a larger scale. 
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