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Contemporary policy deliberations in the environmental field typically express strong 
confidence in future technological development, and politicians, scientists and industry 
representatives pay a lot of attention to different ways of stimulating pro-environmental 
innovation and technology diffusion. This is probably most evident when it comes to reaching 
climate policy targets. Historians in general, but not the least historians of technology, can 
contribute to this debate and the ensuing solutions by studying experiences of the past of 
environmental adaptation in industry and society as a whole.  
 Earlier studies carried out by Swedish historians of technology and the economy 
show a long history (at least since the beginning of the 20th century) of environmental 
adaptation in the Swedish industrial sectors. This has been caused by both public institutions 
and by initiatives taken within the industry.1 Most notably, Bergquist (2007) suggests that the 
Swedish model of individual plant permitting in the heavy industries, introduced through the 
Swedish Environmental Protection Act (implemented in 1969), has promoted long-term 
innovative and cost-effective technological solutions with clear positive environmental 
effects. In this paper we extend her analysis by: (a) focusing on the Swedish paper and pulp 
industry in the 1970s and 1980s, the first decades following the implementation of the 1969 
Act; (b) emphasizing the process of technological change and innovation at the firm level; and 
(c) making a brief comparison to the innovation role of contemporary environmental 
permitting and monitoring processes in the U.S.  
 This paper aims thus at analyzing the plant permitting processes implemented 
through the Swedish Environmental Protection Act in the 1970s and 1980s from an 
innovation and technological change perspective. The permitting processes were 
characterized by close negotiations between the public and the private sector. Long-term 
agreements played an important role and the industry took an active part in the design of the 
conditions, which thus were shaped through interplay between the demands of the authorities, 
the needs of the industry and of new knowledge. In contrast, U.S. studies show that the 
American culture of environmental permitting and monitoring of the industry in the 1970s 
was often characterized by conflicts between the authorities and the industry companies. On 
occasion this led to protracted and costly legal processes, and the environmental impacts as 
well as the diffusion of cleaner technology were often more modest compared to the Swedish 
case.2 The paper also aims at highlighting possible implications of the analysis for 
contemporary environmental policy.   
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