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When Infrastructure-related Risk-taking Moves from the Local to the National Level:  

The Planning and Construction of Centralized Water and Sewer Systems in Two 

Municipalities in Northern Sweden 1900-1950 

 

Kristina Söderholm 

 

Introduction 

In this article we compare the establishment of public centralized water and sewer systems 

(WSS) in two municipalities in northern Sweden during the first half of the twentieth century. 

These two municipalities, Luleå and Råneå,1 are located in coastal land in the county of 

Norrbotten in Sweden at only about 20 kilometers distance. However, whereas WSS were 

established at the turn of the nineteenth century in the town of Luleå, it lasted until the turn of 

the 1940s before it was introduced in the central village Rånbyn of the rural municipality 

Råneå. During the period in-between, the expansion of WSS in Sweden was extensive in 

terms of both increased total pipe-length and the number of users. Moreover, important 

organizations and institutions supportive to the system in terms of financial, managerial, 

legislative, educational and consultative means were also established. Many of these were in 

turn the result of national initiatives justified by a hygienic movement widely encouraged in 

Swedish society, and of a situation where the WSS came to occupy a central position in the 

building of the social welfare of the country. A key feature of these welfare-building efforts 

was the incorporation of rural Sweden in welfare society, and a significant part of the national 

initiatives in question was directed towards enabling a widespread WSS expansion in rural 

areas such as in Rånbyn.  

 

                                                            
1 Today the two communities have a common municipal administration. 
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In both Sweden and internationally we have witnessed a general trend for infrastructural 

development of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It has typically been initiated by local 

private and public initiatives, but has eventually become more or less nationalized/federalized 

(though, lately again more and more privatized2). A key reason for this nationalization has 

been the very nature of the infrastructural systems, which often advantageously has been 

expanded from a local to national and even international level. This includes railways, roads, 

telecommunications and, to some extent, energy supply systems, and where further a central 

national impetus has been a broad and equitable (between parts of the country and social 

groups) societal development.3 Nationalization refers in this context not only to pure 

(national) takeovers of infrastructural development and management, but also to extensive 

national/federal initiatives to promote infrastructural development, involving funding and 

legislation. 

 

Previous historical literature reveals examples of national/federal WSS stimulating initiatives 

in, for instance, the U.S. over the first decades of the twentieth century in terms of New Deal 

grants and loan programs and to some degree legislation, where system expansion preferably 

comprised smaller communities and expanded metropolitan areas.4 This literature has, 

however, not delved deeply into how the national initiatives, in comparison to earlier periods, 

                                                            
2 See e.g. Stephen Graham and Simon Marvin, Splintering Urbanism: networked infrastructures, technological 

motilities and the urban condition (Abingdon, 2001). 

3 For a broad overview of urban infrastructure building in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, see Joel Tarr, 

“The evolution of urban infrastructure in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries”, in R. Hanson (ed.), 

Perspectives on Urban Infrastructure (Washington DC, 1984):4-62. 

4 See, for instance, Martin V. Melosi, The Sanitary City: Urban Infrastructure in America from Colonial Times 

to the Present (Baltimore, 2000);  Joel A. Tarr, Josef W. Konwitz, and Mark H. Rose, “The Evolution of 

American Urban technology”, The Journal of urban Technology 11 (1992): 1-18. 
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came to influence the local planning and construction process. Still, we would in line with the 

call of, among others, Hirsh (2011),5 argue that more in-depth insights into such past effects 

could provide possible lessons for policy makers and practitioners in technically oriented 

policy, and especially when it comes to system innovation and transition. Particularly 

interesting in this context are the related risks and extensive information gathering always 

present in the formation and transformation of infrastructure due to the often large physical 

and thus high-risk investments.6 What happens to the local planning and construction process 

and not the least to the related risk taking and information-gathering as national/federal 

initiatives stimulate extensive infrastructural development? The aim of this article is thus, by 

comparing the WSS establishment in Luleå at the turn of the nineteenth century with that in 

Rånbyn at the turn of the 1940s, to explore and explain how the increased national support of 

the WSS expansion in Sweden over the first half of the twentieth century influenced the local 

establishment process. By such a comparison we can highlight important influences in terms 

of the transfer of risk taking and information-gathering from local to national and regional 

authorities, in turn contributing in ‘path-depending’ the Swedish WSS implementation.  

 

The choice of case studies is justified in part since they both represent typical examples of 

communities getting ‘WSS-alized’ in their respective period; medium-sized Swedish towns 

around 1900 and rural communities in the 1940s/1950s. The two communities are further 

situated close to each other and thus share local geographic/climatologic conditions; the pipe-

bound character of infrastructural systems in general and of WSS in particular makes local 

                                                            
5 Richard F. Hirsh, “Historians of technology in the Real World: Reflections on the Pursuit of Policy-Oriented 

History”, Technology and Culture 52 (2011): 6-20. 

6 On physical investments, information and risks, see e.g., Nathan Rosenberg, Exploring the Black Box: 

Technology, Economics, and History (Cambridge, 1994); W. Brian Arthur, “Competing Technologies, 

Increasing Returns, and Lock-In by Historical Events”, The Economic Journal 99 (1989): 116-131. 
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physical conditions critical as the pipes stretches as veins in ground through soil that can 

freeze in winter and requires hydrological preconditions in both “ends”. The same type of 

source material has been used for both case studies, i.e., primarily minutes (including 

attachments) from the public governing bodies of the two communities. 

 

Below follows first a review of the WSS establishment in Luleå at the turn of the nineteenth 

century, followed by an overview of the growth of WSS-supporting national initiatives in 

terms of funding, institutions and organizations in Sweden over the first half of the twentieth 

century. This is followed by an overview of the WSS establishment in Råneå prior to and 

during the 1950s. In the concluding section of the article, the influence of the growth in 

national support on the local WSS establishment in Rånbyn is discussed through comparisons 

to the Luleå case, especially with regard to related risks and information-gathering.  

 

Luleå WSS-establishment 

From a Swedish perspective, Luleå was rather average in time while establishing a WSS in 

1904-1906; the town of Stockholm established its water- and wastewater system in the 1850s 

to the 1870s and most other Swedish towns in the last two decades of the nineteenth-, and the 

few first of the twentieth century.  

 

Five years before the City council in Luleå took the decision to invest in a WSS it had (in 

1899) applied for and obtained the right to a bond loan of 1.6 million SEK for the realization 

of a number of purposes, such as the establishment of a new harbour, a city hall, a customs 

house, a school house and a market hall, as well as for the reorganisation of the fire and police 

department and for an expanded power station. The biggest expense post applied for, i.e., 550 

000 SEK (about 3.8 million USD in today’s money-value), was however earmarked for the 
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establishment of a WSS. The significant investments were in large motivated by the fact that 

the population of Luleå had doubled in only a few years and was about 10 000 in the year of 

1900, much due to the increased iron ore production in the region and the thereby increased 

importance of Luleå as a shipping town. 

 

The main tasks involved in the WSS establishment were carried out in the local Borough 

finance department (Drätselkammaren) in Luleå on commission of the City council. These 

included obtaining the necessary means and property for the WSS establishment.7 However, 

one particular member of the local Building committee, the local Master of city-building, Mr 

Smith, assumed a particularly important role in the planning process by answering for most of 

the local expert knowledge and for reviewing and discussing suggestions by/with consultants 

(see also below). These tasks were later taken over by the so-called Water pipe- and city-

building engineer.8  

 

When the town applied for the bond loan in 1899, the City council had already discussed the 

WSS issue for years, especially the establishment of a centralized sewer system. The sewer 

issue was first raised in the City council as early as in the mid-1880s, when a local engineer, 

Forsgren, was assigned to set up a plan for a centralized sewer system for the town.9 A 

corresponding plan for a centralized water system was not set up until many years later 

(1898), and this in spite of the fast that the town was exposed to a devastating fire in June 

1887. A number of applications were further submitted to the City council in the 1880s and 

                                                            
7 See, for instance, Stadsfullmäktige protokoll 30 October 1902 § 6 (Luleå stad, Luleå city archive); 

Stadsfullmäktige protokoll 1902:29, Kungliga majestät – Konungens befallningshafvande, Luleå 25 April 1902 

(Luleå stad, Luleå city archive). 

8 See, for instance, Stadsfullmäktige protokoll 24 March 1902 § 3 (Luleå stad, Luleå city archive). 

9 Stadsfullmäktige protokoll 18 March 1890 § 6, and 10 April 1890 § 3 (Luleå stad, Luleå city archive). 
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1890s by individuals who wanted to construct drainpipes at shorter distances in the center of 

the town. Some of the applicants insisted on the town to finance these constructions, while 

others were prepared to finance them on their own (but needed a permission to use public 

land).10 Both the local Building committee and the Harbor office in turn in parallel pled for a 

public centralized sewer system given the economic, technical, managerial and environmental 

inefficiencies of a large number of smaller private sewer systems compared to a public 

centralized system.11 

 

The interest in the sewer-part of the system should be understood in light of the geographical 

position of the city center on a peninsula in the middle of a rather large and clean river in the 

northernmost (latitude 65) of Sweden. At the same time as the location on a peninsula meant 

an ever crowded and of course worsened hygienic situation when the population doubled in 

the 1890s, it also meant that wherever you were situated in the city center, you were never 

more than a couple of minutes away from the river were fire extinguishers could be filled up 

and water picked up for household needs. From documents of the local Health committee of 

Luleå, we however learn that the town experienced the (dis-)handling of excrement and waste 

as severe sanitary problems. These documents give witness of neglected backyards and badly 

handled privy cleaning of excrements, slops and waste, something which the local Health 

                                                            
10 See, for instance, Stadsfullmäktige protokoll 12 August 1893 § 4 and 19 June 1893 (Luleå stad, Luleå city 

archive). 

11 They used arguments such as: (a) increased risks for varying and inefficient designs (following the diffusion of 

private systems) such as to few street wells constructed, which in turn could obstruct a future public take-over; 

(b) the lack of means for individuals to restore the hardness of the road system after having laid down the tubes; 

as well as (c) the contamination of the beaches from  a large number of small wastewater systems compared to 

one centralized system (Stadsfullmäktige protokoll 12 June 1890 and 9 May 1895, Luleå stad, Luleå city 

archive).  
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service supervisor explained by the lack of a wastewater system.12 The harsh climate helps 

explain the neglected backyards in that the cold temperatures and the large amounts of snow 

concealed totally concealed (both visually and smell-wise) excrements, slops and waste 

during the long winter months. However, what was hidden under snow came forward at thaw, 

together with large amounts of snow, now turning into water.13 

 

It took some years for the local engineer to complete a centralized sewer plan (covering the 

central parts of the town), probably as a result of both the complexity of the assignment and 

the fact that the Building committee was heavily occupied with other investments as well (see 

above).14 He, however, managed to deliver a rather sophisticated plan in 1896 given that he, 

as far as we know, did not possess own experiences from planning or constructing centralized 

sewer systems. The plan would not be decided upon by the City council until yet some years 

(in 1904, see below). It would, however, remain intact in its fundamental parts. 

 

                                                            
12 Hälsovårdstillsyningsmannens rapportjournaler 1900-1906 (Luleå stad, Rapportjournaler D7:1 1900-1906, 

Luleå city archive). 

13 There are further a number of public institutions that were critical for this local engagement in the WSS issue. 

With the Municipal reform (‘Kommunalreformen’) of 1862, the municipality had become its own legal entity 

with regulation and taxation power and with the right to obtain loans. With the Building act (‘Byggnadsstadgan’) 

of 1874, towns further had become obliged to establish Building committees whereby they gained an institution 

which could organize and operate public building projects such as WSS. The Building committee was further to 

answer to the general state of health in town together with the Health committee (SFS 1874:25). The latter came 

on to towns to establish with the Health care act (‘Hälsovårdsstadgan’) of 1874. The local Health committees 

were, for instance, obliged to see to the supply of potable water and to otherwise report to the national Medicinal 

board (‘Medicinalstyrelsen’).  

14 Forsgren – Drätselkammaren 15 February 1896, ”Förslag till vattenaflopp i Luleå” (Luleå stad, Vatten-

ledningsstyrelsens handlingar 1888-1906, Luleå city archive). 



8 
 

First after the sewer plan had been presented in 1986, the question of establishing a 

centralized water system in parallel to the sewer system was raised in the City council. The 

water supply issue would prove to be a pretty tough nut to crack because of contemporary 

scientific and technological breakthroughs in areas such as bacteriology and drilling 

technology. This new knowledge led to a struggle between old and new perceptions in the 

process of Luleå WSS establishment. As for the choice of consultant the above would, after a 

few years into the project, come to result in the replacement of an initial consultant by 

another, where the latter was an entity in the contemporary Swedish WSS field.15 

In 1896, the city of Luleå first turned to a previously established contact, the city architect and 

engineer of Stockholm Planning office, Otto Fröman. He had some years earlier, after the 

devastating city fire in 1887, developed a new city plan for Luleå. Fröman in turn 

recommended Lieutenant Wilhelm Hansen, responsible for Stockholm WSS, and he was 

subsequently contacted by Luleå City council in the matter in the autumn of 1896.16 

                                                            
15 Up until the second half of the 19th century, WSS technology was mainly transferred from Great Britain to 

Sweden due to a lack of sufficient engineering knowledge in Sweden. Domestic expertise was, however, built up 

during the second half of the nineteenth century by above all three engineers, Fredrik Vilhelm Erik Carl 

Leijonancker (1819-1883), and father and son Richert, Josef Gabriel Richert (1828-1895) and Johan Gustaf 

Richert (1857-1934). These engineers were involved in a major part of the WSS establishments in Sweden over 

the second half of the nineteenth century. In this way Swedish water- and sewage system expertise was built up 

at about the turn of the nineteenth century. Where the pioneers of the earliest system establishments had been 

forced to seek abroad for prototypes, there was, for instance, a temporary master position in water conduit-, 

sewage- and water power issues to be found at the Royal Institute of Technology (KTH) in Stockholm from 

1898. The position, which was held by Johan G. Richert, became incorporated in the first professorship in water 

construction in 1903 (Erik Isgård, I Vattumannens tecken: svensk VA-teknik från trärör till kväverening, Örebro, 

1998; Hans Bjur, Vattenbyggnadskonst i Göteborg under 200 år, Göteborg, 1988). 

16 Drätselkammaren protokoll 3 October 1896 § 6 (Luleå stad, Luleå city archive). 
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Lieutenant Hansen sent word from Stockholm that he accepted the proposal.17 The local 

Master of city building, Mr Smith, short thereafter in a letter to Hansen suggested that Lule 

River, at a spot just outside the outermost point of the peninsula on which the central town 

was situated, ought to be appropriate as water supply.18 Hansen was however not satisfied 

with the idea as he found it at an imminent risk that the river was, or soon would be, polluted 

at that spot by wastewater from the north and west parts of the town, and at in-current (from 

the Gulf of Bothnia), also from other parts of the town. Was there not instead, Hansen 

wondered, some “underground water-carrying layers” close to the town centre?19 

 

Mr Smith, however, abounded in his opinion in a following letter to Hansen, and asserted that 

it is “natural” to use the “perchance most water-rich and clean river in Sweden” as water-

supply, as it passed just by the town; “this never-ending source”. He did further not know of 

any bigger underground water-carrying layers nearby.20 When it otherwise came to the quality 

of the water in the existing wells of the town, he enclosed a statement by Paul Hellstrom at the 

‘Chemical plant-biological institution’ in Luleå, which stated that from a chemical standpoint 

                                                            
17 Hansen – Drätselkammaren 13 November 1896 (Luleå stad, Drätselkammaren, Protokollsbilagor 1895-1897, 

Luleå city archive). 

18 Drätselkammaren protokoll 20 November 1896 § 10 (Luleå stad, Luleå city archive); Hansen – F. Walden-

ström (Drätselkammaren) 21 January 1897 (Luleå stad, Vattenledningsstyrelsen, Handlingar 1888-1906, Luleå 

city archive). 

19 Hansen – F. Waldenström (Drätselkammaren) 21 January 1897 (Luleå stad, Vattenledningsstyrelsen, Hand-

lingar 1888-1906, Luleå city archive). 

20 Smith – Hansen 18 February 1897 (Luleå stad, Vattenledningsstyrelsen, Handlingar 1888-1906, Luleå city 

archive). 
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it was well exceeded by the quality of the river-water.21 Hansen, however, continued to advice 

against the use of the River nearby town as water supply as:  

 

“one nowadays considers sewage water from human dwellings to be of greatest 

danger [for the suitability of drinking-water], also in much diluted condition, [as] 

one single bacteria [has been shown to] act as seed of disease.”22 

 

On the statement by Hellström, Hanson in turn replied that it “of course” is of little use in 

these matters, as a bacteriological in contrast to chemical examination “clearly” would 

confirm the contamination of the river water. He concluded by suggesting that drilling tests 

for underground water ought to be arranged, and further pointed out the advantages of 

underground water over surface water; it did not need to be filtrated, it was not exposed to 

external contamination and it had an even temperature over the year.23 

 

A few months later, drilling tests for underground water were carried out in the centre and 

outskirts of the town under the command of one of Hansen’s assistants.24 A sufficiently ample 

                                                            
21 Hellström – Smith 16 February 1897 (Luleå stad, Vattenledningsstyrelsen, Handlingar 1888-1906, Luleå city 

archive). 

22 Hansen – Drätselkammaren 5 April 1897 and 5 July 1897 (Luleå stad, Vattenledningsstyrelsen, Handlingar 

1888-1906, Luleå city archive).   

23 Hansen – Drätselkammaren 5 April 1897 and 5 July 1897 (Luleå stad, Vattenledningsstyrelsen, Handlingar 

1888-1906, Luleå city archive).   

24 Ekendahl – K. A. Fredholm (Drätselkammaren) 23 November 1897 (Luleå stad, Vattenledningsstyrelsen, 

Handlingar 1888-1906, Luleå city archive). 
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deposit was however not found until one was spotted rather far up north of the town.25 As it 

would mean a big investment for the town to lead water from a deposit that far away, and as it 

ought to have went against the grain to give up the river-alternative, the City council was not 

content with the result. Thus, Hellström, at the ‘Chemical plant-biological institution’, was 

again assigned but this time to do a year-long bacteriological examination of the river water.26 

This investigation, which was finished in the early autumn of 1899, showed that the river-

water was of particularly good quality most of the time, both chemically as well as from a 

bacteriological standpoint.  

 

The waste of the town did however contaminate the actual steam-furrow at thaw and ice-

opening. This, together with an increased salt-content in the harbour during winter, implied, 

Hellström argued, that river-water if used as water-supply should be taken rather far up north 

of the town.27 The findings of Hellström probably help explain why the City council at this 

time seem to have given up the idea of using the river nearby town as water supply. Hansen’s 

rather expensive suggestion to use underground water from far up north of the town did 

however probably not appear as a good alternative. Thus, the City council engaged yet 

another consultant for the establishment of Luleå WSS, namely engineer Johan Gustaf 

Richert.28 

 

                                                            
25 Hansen – K. A. Fredholm (Drätselkammaren) 25 October 1897 (Luleå stad, Vattenledningsstyrelsen, 

Handlingar 1888-1906, Luleå city archive). 

26 Stadsfullmäktige protokoll 29 January 1898 § 15, and 13 April 1898 § 13 (Luleå stad, Luleå city archive). 

27 Stadsfullmäktige protokoll 18 December 1899 § 14 (Luleå stad, Luleå city archive). 

28 Stadsfullmäktige protokoll 30 December 1897 § 7 (Luleå stad, Luleå city archive). See also Drätselkammaren 

protokoll 1 March 1898 § 25 (Luleå stad, Luleå city archive); and, Richert – Drätselkammaren 17 April 1898 

(Luleå stad, Vattenledningsstyrelsen, Handlingar 1888-1906, Luleå city archive). 



12 
 

Richert was just about to finish a project in Sweden’s second largest town, Gothenburg, when 

he was engaged by Luleå town. In Gothenburg he, in cooperation with German hydrologists, 

used streams of underground water supplied by surface water by artificial infiltration from the 

Gotha River (Göta älv). The method had been developed in Germany and was thus brought to 

Sweden by Richert, and it was implemented for the first time in Gothenburg in 1898.29 

Richert suggested the same method to be used also in Luleå, and water to be taken from a bay 

north up the river, not far from the underground deposit found by Hansen’s assistant, where 

river-water was to be artificially infiltrated through the river-bank and thereafter hauled 

through drilled wells. With such a procedure, Richert pointed out, water would be gained that 

was; “absolutely free from every contamination from the sewage water of the town and at the 

same time independent of the saltiness from the Gulf of Bothnia”.30 Richert thus in a way 

came to unite the two former water supply alternatives, i.e., of using river water versus 

underground water.  

 

The realization of Richert’s plan implied big investments for the town, not the least in order to 

lead water that far and to have to haul it up of wells. Richert however pointed out that the 

more common method, to purify river water in artificial basins, and by that avoiding the 

wells, was not really an option in this case as the basins would have to be covered due to the 

harsh climate. In addition, the water-temperature would not be as constant or the purification 

as effective as would be the case if his plan was pursued. Considering the potential of 

situating the water supply closer to town, Richert in turn referred to the maximum filter speed 

                                                            
29 Erik Isgård, I Vattumannens tecken: svensk VA-teknik från trärör till kväverening (Örebro, 1998): 22. 

30 Richert – Drätselkammaren 15 September 1898 (Luleå stad, Vattenledningsstyrelsen, Handlingar 1888-1906, 

Luleå city archive). 
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formulated by the bacteriologist Robert Koch and established that such a situation indeed 

would demand far-reaching precautions considering filtration.31  

 

A couple of additional, however unsuccessful, drilling tests after underground water on the 

peninsula of the central town was carried through (in the summer of 1901) to examine if it 

was possible to conduct artificial infiltration at nearer distance from town.32 Then, in 

September 1904, the City council finally took the formal decision to construct a WSS in line 

with Richert’s suggestions.33 

 

Richert did come up with a plan also for a centralized sewer system, which in its fundamental 

parts came to follow the original plan by the local engineer Forsgren.34 For the system to 

comply with ”the technological and sanity demands of the future” and given that Luleå owned 

“the prerequisites to become a large and well-developed city”, Richert also suggested the plan 

to be prepared so that pump stations and intercepting pipes could get installed, “when 

required”, at the two outflow mouths, where waste water could be lead when needed to reach 

further dilution.35 The question is if any other Swedish WSS consultant at this time would 

have thought of constructing intercepting pipes for preventive purposes. This was still very 

uncommon at the turn of the nineteenth century; normally little attention was paid to the 

                                                            
31 Richert – Drätselkammaren 15 September 1898 (Luleå stad, Vattenledningsstyrelsen, Handlingar 1888-1906, 

Luleå city archive). 

32 Stadsfullmäktige protokoll 31 May 1901 § 8 (Luleå stad, Luleå city archive). 

33 Stadsfullmäktige protokoll 12 September 1904 § 15 (Luleå stad, Luleå city archive). 

34 Drätselkammaren protokoll 27 March 1901 § 1 (Luleå stad, Luleå city archive). 

35 Richert – Drätselkammaren 4 April 1900 (Luleå stad, Vattenledningsstyrelsen, Handlingar 1888-1906, Luleå 

city archive). 
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wastewater coming out of the WSS.36 Richert would, however, only a few years after his 

engagement in Luleå come to act as expert in connection to the construction of intercepting 

pipes in Stockholm aiming for improving the ever-worsened pollution of the watercourses of 

the town.37 

 

Picture 1) Ditches are dug along the street ‘Kungsgatan’ in central Luleå for Luleå WSS in 
1905 (Luleå municipality's picture archive). 

                                                            
36 Erik Isgård, I Vattumannens tecken: svensk VA-teknik från trärör till kväverening (Örebro, 1998): 56. 

37 Erik Isgård, Harald Mjöberg and Lennart Rundgren, VBB-perspektiv 1987: teknik med perspektiv (Stockholm, 

1987): 12. 



15 
 

In the autumn of 1906, two years after it was decided in the City council, a WSS with water 

supply and artificial infiltration at a bay north of the town and a ‘high-reservoir’ in a mountain 

in between, was established in the town of Luleå.38 The system was dimensioned for a 

population of about 15 000 (at the time, the population was about 10 000).39 In purpose of 

counteracting such economy of the water consumption so that ”the desired sanitary output of 

the water distribution system would not get obtained”, Richert suggested that the consumption 

of households in Luleå either ought to be free of charge or, until consumption reached 40 

litres per person and day, covered by charge calculated on the rateable value of the house 

property.40 

 

WSS-supporting national institutions and organizations in Sweden, 1900-1950 

The physical growth of WSS (in terms of total pipe-length) was extensive in Sweden over the 

first half of the twentieth century; the total pipe length increased from about 3500 km at the 

turn of the nineteenth to about 10 000 km in 1944.41 Alongside with the physical growth the 

social components of the WSS grew equally fast, not only in terms of the number of users but 

also when it comes to national initiatives in terms of funding, institutions and organizations 

supportive to the system and thus in different other aspects enabling its growth. Central 

motives behind these public initiatives was a nascent conservationism and hygiene movement 

                                                            
38 Vattenbyggnadsbyrån (VBB) – Vattenledningskommittén (Luleå) 12 December 1906 (Arbetsberättelse, Luleå 

VFA, Handlingar 1898-1908, SWECO archive, Stockholm). 

39 Richert – Drätselkammaren 15 September 1898 (Luleå stad, Vattenledningsstyrelsen, Handlingar 1888-1906, 

Luleå city archive). 

40 Richert – Vattenledningskommittén 12 August 1905 (Luleå VFA, Handlingar 1898-1908, SWECO archive, 

Stockholm). 

41 Erik Isgård, Harald Mjöberg and Lennart Rundgren, VBB-perspektiv 1987: teknik med perspektiv (Stockholm, 

1987):10 and 17. 
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advocating the human right to and, for her health, need of safe water, and within this societal 

philosophy the centralized water and sewer system was regarded as the obvious solution.  

 

This is a bit paradoxical given that a key explanation behind the movement was the increasing 

wastewater pollution of Swedish watercourses from the increased use of WCs in urban areas 

over the first decades of the twentieth century; as late as in the mid-1930s, only 11 out of 111 

cities treated its wastewater.42 In addition, industrial emissions also increased. Hence, water 

pollution became increasingly troublesome over the first half of the twentieth century, 

especially nearby towns, with dying fishes and generally contaminated water supplies and 

public beaches. Nevertheless, the hygiene movement became widely rooted in society and the 

WSS expansion came to occupy a central position in the building of social welfare Sweden. In 

practice this was expressed in increased national funding as well as in a series of national 

institutions and organizations supportive to the system. A key feature of these welfare-

building efforts was further the inclusion of rural Sweden in Swedish welfare society, and this 

explains why an important part of the national initiatives was directed towards enabling a 

widespread expansion of the centralized (and to some part decentralized) water and sewer 

technology in rural areas.  

 

A significant part of the WSS expansion of the twentieth century was thus, in contrast to 

previous periods, funded by national means, not the least in the form of relief works and with 

the general motive to neutralize the water- and sewer-related technical differences of urban 

and rural areas. From the beginning of the 1930s national funding in the form of relief work 

was issued by the National Unemployment Commission (Arbetslöshetskommissionen), and 

later by the National Department of Labour Market (Arbetsmarknadsverket, AMS). Water and 

                                                            
42 Erik Isgård, I Vattumannens tecken: svensk VA-teknik från trärör till kväverening (Örebro, 1998): 56. 
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sewage works constituted a central part of the national relief works, and could represent as 

much as 90-100 percent of total construction costs.43 The work was typically conducted in 

smaller communities in rural areas and was motivated by: (a) hygienic concerns; (b) the 

smaller communities’ general lack of necessary technical knowledge; and (b) the fact that 

water and sewage works often could be carried out in stages, and thus parallel to the typically 

varied requirements for occupation of unemployed in the countryside due to seasonal work.44 

 

Due to the hygienic benefits ascribed to the WSS, and as part of the growth of the Swedish 

social welfare, national funding to up to 75 percent of the construction costs were further, 

from the mid-1940s and onwards, issued by a specially established Water- and sewage office 

of the so-called Civil Engineering Board (Väg och Vattenbygnadsverket, VoV).45 

 

In the early 1940s, the most remotely situated and scattered settlements of the Swedish 

countryside were still left out from public funding of WSS. This was highlighted by two 

Swedish congressmen who introduced a bill in the Second chamber of the Swedish Parliament 

in 1940, stating that these settlements, due to the unfavorable treatment described above;  

 

“have experienced additional inequality in conditions of living […] compared to 

towns and other densely settled areas. This has led to a forced and from different 

points of view, fateful escape from the former to the latter areas.”46 

                                                            
43 Bengt Petrelius, ”Synpunkter på vattenhygienens organisatoriska ställning i Sverige”, Vattenhygien 6 (1950): 

50.  

44 Tord Leimar, AMS-arbete: minnen från arbetsmarknadsverkets beredskapsarbeten i egen regi (Solna, 1990). 

45 Bengt Petrelius, ”Synpunkter på vattenhygienens organisatoriska ställning i Sverige”, Vattenhygien 6 (1950): 

50. 

46 Bill No. 32 (1940) in the Second chamber of the Swedish Parliament (Sveriges Riksdag). 
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In June 1941, the bill resulted in the appointment, by the Swedish government, of an 

investigation of the water supply and sewage conditions of the countryside. An engineer of 

the private consulting bureau VBB47, Ingemar Gullström, was appointed general expert, 

secretary and responsible for the technical parts of the investigation. The investigation was 

managed by the so-called One’s Own Home Board (Egnahemsstyrelsen) in cooperation with 

the National Institute for Public Health (Statens institut för folkhälsan). It was completed in 

the summer of 1941 and covered the situation in 26 municipalities evenly scattered over the 

Swedish countryside (the municipality of Råneå constituted number 26 on the list). It was 

concluded that the water supply and sewage conditions of the countryside were in a 

particularly bad state. Moreover, the need for improvements was not only hygienically 

motivated, but it could also be attributed to social goals. For instance, the promotion of these 

conditions would facilitate the work of the women in the countryside and increase the comfort 

of country-side households. The number of properties in need of significant improvements 

was estimated at approximately. 440 000.48 

                                                            
47 The Swedish consulting expertise on centralized water and sewer systems was concentrated to a rather small 

number of firms over the twentieth century. The (for a long time) largest consulting firm (large even by 

international standards), VBB, grew from 50 technicians in 1920 to 70 engineers in 1945 and to over 300 in 

1970. Some of the engineers engaged by VBB over the first half of the twentieth century became nationally 

leading water engineers; these include Victor Jansa, Claes Fisherström and Ingemar Gullström (Erik Isgård, 

Harald Mjöberg and Lennart Rundgren, VBB-perspektiv 1987: teknik med perspektiv, Stockholm, 1987: 14). 

48 Utredning och förslag angående vattenförsörjning och avlopp på landsbygden (Stockholm: Egnahems-

styrelsen, Reference number 4664/40, 1942). Eventually, in 1948, the Announcement on one’s own home loans 

and improvement loans (‘Kungörelsen om egnahemslån och förbättringslån’, Sveriges riksdag 1948:56; see also 

Bengt Petrelius,”Synpunkter på vattenhygienens organisatoriska ställning i Sverige”, Vattenhygien 6, 1950: 50.) 

stipulated that the One’s own home board were to grant subsidies (amounting up to 80 percent) and issue loans 

for constructions or improvements of water and sewage works for individual properties. 



19 
 

 

A fairly small number of individuals at AMS and especially at the Water- and sewage office 

of VoV, largely controlled the expansion at the local level. They decided on the choice of 

technical consultants, project plans as well as on more significant changes in the project plans. 

Furthermore, the local authorities were obliged to report to the relevant national authority 

every month during the construction process, as well as to communicate statements on 

expenditures. The national authority in turn conducted compulsory inspections at the 

construction sites.49 Clearly, these monitoring and control activities must be understood as a 

consequence of the largely, at least initially, non-existent system-technical competence at the 

local level, especially in small communities. 

 

In parallel to the extensive public funding, new legislation came into force which legally 

reinforced the WSS, turned it a central component of the duties of the municipality, and 

generally consolidated it as the Swedish water and sewage strategy.50 Furthermore, when the 

                                                            
49 Arbetsmarknadsstyrelsen – Råneå kommun 17 November 1952 (Luleå kommun, Råneå kommunalnämnd, 

Tekniska nämndens protokoll, VA-anläggningar 1950-1960, F 2:4, Luleå city archive). 

50 The Law on real property in the city (Lag om fastighetsbildning i stad, 1917) stated that property should be 

developed taking road- and water carrying systems into account, and the Law on expropriation (Lag om 

expropriation, 1917) stated that property may be claimed by expropriation to provide a city with water or to 

prevent pollution of water main. Moreover, the WSS was legally reinforced by the Law on the right to lay 

outwater mains for household consumption over the land of others (Lag om rätt att över annans mark framdraga 

ledning för vatten till husbehovsförbrukning, 1918), and, not the least, the Building Act and Building regulations 

of 1947. The latter explicitly stated that particular attention must be paid to the water and sewage issue, and 

furthermore, that dense settlements should be prevented from arising in areas which with regards to, for instance, 

water and sewage issues may be considered unsuitable for such settlements. There was also the Health care acts 

of 1919 and 1958, respectively (SFS 1919:566 and SFS 1958:663). In the Health care act of 1919, the tasks of 

the local health committees were expanded relative to the previous Health Care Act, and they were now to work 



20 
 

water pollution problem from industrial wastewater and sewage had become extensive in the 

1930s and 1940s, legislation came into force that supported the system expansion by 

contributing to reducing the risks for humans and nature from use of the system. Thus, with 

the Law on the supervision of rivers, lakes and other water bodies (Lag om tillsyn över 

vattendrag, sjöar och andra vattenområden, 1942) an inspection department of the Fishery 

Board (Fiskeristyrelsens tillsynsavdelning) was founded to exercise supervision from fishing, 

nature and health points of view. If the Fishery Board found that industrial wastewater or 

sewage water caused inconvenience of any significance through pollution, it would in the first 

instance advice and counsel regarding appropriate action, and if this was deemed to be 

insufficient, call for an examination of the errand in the County Administrative Board or the 

Water court.51 

 

Additional system-supporting public initiatives involved the establishment of organizations 

providing system-required expertise (institutions with education as their main objective not 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
for the (preferably public) establishment of WSS in densely populated areas. There is also the Water act of 1941 

(Vattenlagen, section 8:5-7), stating that the construction or alteration of roads, railways, tramways, etc. should 

take the present, or in future expected, needs of pipes through the road etc. into account. Yet another section in 

the Water act of 1941 (section 8:9-16) focuses on compulsory participation in sewer systems, where a 

community or a property had the right to require: (a) to get connected to the sewer system of a nearby 

community/property; and (b) that a nearby community/property became connected to one’s own sewer system. 

51 Other examples include the Regulation for the control of tapped water (Förordningen om kontroll av vatten-

ledningsvatten, 1941), which stated that the water origin from a public WSS and used for drinking, cooking or 

other from hygienic point of view comparable purposes, should undergo frequent testing and examination. In the 

Announcement of the preliminary investigation regarding actions against water pollution (Kungörelse om 

förprövning rörande åtgärder till motverkande av vattenförorening, No. 684, 1946) it was also made clear that 

sewers intended for more than 100 households, barracks, hotels or comparable institutions calculated for 300 

people, was to notify the Fishery Board and its inspection department. 
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included). We have already mentioned the Water- and sewage office (assisted by 12 district 

engineers) at VoV, and the Fishery Board, which while monitoring the WWS expansion at the 

local level in the ways described above provided important system-required expertise. The 

generally limited technical competence in the growing number of municipalities with 

ambitions to establish WSS is in turn also reflected in the establishment, in 1902, of the 

Swedish Association for Municipal Technology (Svenska kommunaltekniska föreningen), 

whose purpose was to remedy the lack of local competence by providing information – and a 

meeting place for – the technical staff of the municipalities.52 A large number of committees 

were formed within the Association to conduct investigations on various problems. During the 

Association’s first 25 years, as many as nine of the 30 appointed committees dealt with WSS 

issues.53 To simplify the procurement, installation, and servicing, and not the least to lower 

the costs of the new and growing technological systems of the municipalities, many of the 

committees worked on developing and proposing standards54 and rules that would facilitate 

the system’s expansion.55 

                                                            
52 Svenska kommunaltekniska föreningen: Festskrift med anledning av föreningens tjugofemåriga tillvaro 

(Stockholm, 1927): 13. Membership grew from 97 members in 1902, to 330 in 1925 and to 675 in 1950 (Eva 

Tullgren, Svenska kommunal-tekniska föreningen 100 år: 1902-2002, Stockholm, 2002: 119). 

53 Svenska kommunaltekniska föreningen: Festskrift med anledning av föreningens tjugofemåriga tillvaro 

(Stockholm, 1927): 18f. 

54 Much of the early work of the Swedish Association for Municipal Technology served as a basis for many 

components of the Swedish standard before SIS, the Swedish standards institute, was founded in the mid-1920s 

and then took over the standardization process (Eva Tullgren, Svenska kommunal-tekniska föreningen 100 år: 

1902-2002, Stockholm, 2002).  

55 In collaboration  with the Civil Engineering Board, the Association compiled and published general standard 

conditions for, among other things, pipe design, the laying out of pipes, load conditions for pipes etc. (e.g., 

Normalbestämmelser för rör och rördelar av betong till avloppsledningar, trummor och brunnar: 1949 års 
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By the mid-1930s, the Association started to arrange so-called ‘Urban weeks’ on topics 

varying from engineering, economics to law as well as comprehensive planning issues.56 The 

changing objective of the Association’s activities over time, with a greater focus from the 

mid-1930s and onwards on system management and comprehensive planning issues and less 

on purely technical issues, tends to reflect the growth in the local expertise on system-

technical issues as well as the fact that the establishment of many local infrastructures now 

already had been implemented. Nevertheless, the overall initial lack of own technical staff 

with the necessary competence for the planning and construction of WSS typically forced 

Swedish municipalities to retrieve this competence from a relatively limited group of private 

consultants who thus continued, as during previous periods, to exert great influence over the 

system expansion. 

 

Another system-supporting organization with knowledge-building significance is the 

Association for water hygiene (Föreningen för vattenhygien). It was founded in the mid-

1940s, and its objective was to promote the development of water hygiene and any related 

technical and scientific areas. Its board of directors comprised of representatives from public 

institutions including the National institute of public health, Stockholm waterworks and the 

Fishery Board, but also from private organizations such as VBB.57 An important outlet for the 

Association in promoting the development was the frequently released journal Vattenhygien 

(Water Hygiene) in which you in 1950 could read:  

 
                                                                                                                                                                                          
betongsrörsnormer fastställda av Kungl. Väg- och vattenbyggnadsstyrelsen den 1 december 1949, Stockholm, 

1949). 

56 Eva Tullgren, Svenska kommunal-tekniska föreningen 100 år: 1902-2002 (Stockholm, 2002). 

57 ”FVH - 40 år: återblickar, framtidsperspektiv, erfarenheter”, FVH-publikation 1984:1 (1985): 74. 
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“The water and sewage issue should be of greatest concern [...] for the majority of 

those, which in the context of community planning and construction as well as of 

new-construction or improvement of housing, have to take a position on how to 

technically and economically solve the water and sewage problem to meet the 

claims of current housing and living standards.” (Author’s translation)58 

The above quotation reflects in part how the WSS expansion in 1950 had come to occupy a 

central position in the building of Swedish social welfare.  

 

The Rånbyn WSS establishment 

In the 1950s, i.e., half a century after WSS had been established in central Luleå, a WSS was 

constructed in the central community Rånbyn within Råneå municipality (amounted in Luleå 

municipality in 1969). Rånbyn is situated about 20 km north of Luleå. In a Swedish 

Encyclopedia from 1955 we read that Rånbyn, situated at the lower reaches of Råne River, at 

the time had just over 1000 inhabitants. Rånbyn further had a courthouse, a middle school, a 

pharmacy and a provincial medical, as well as hosted the county’s central office for trainable 

mentally deficient. As for industrial activities, there were shoe factories, a tannery, a water 

mill, a brick mill and some fishing. The community also housed several small sawmills and 

carpentry mills.59 

 

As for Lulea, it took about 15 years from the time that the WSS issue first was raised in the 

governing bodies of the municipality until the first stage of a system was established in the 

early 1950s. Furthermore, also in Rånbyn the initial primary interest was in constructing a 

centralized sewer system. Likewise, the water supply issue was a relatively tough nut to crack 

                                                            
58 Vattenhygien 6 (1950): 2. 

59 ‘Svenskuppslagsbok.se’, Digital encyclopedia based on a Swedish encyclopedia from 1955. 



24 
 

also in the Rånbyn case, though for different reasons than in Luleå. Despite these similarities, 

though, we will learn that it was more that differed between the two establishment processes 

than what united them.  

 

When the sewer issue first was raised within the municipal authorities of Råneå during the 

second half of the 1930s, it was handled by the local Unemployment committee 

(Arbetslöshetskommittén).60 As a provincial municipality, Råneå was equipped neither with a 

Borough finance department nor a Building committee; the latter became mandatory in every 

Swedish municipality only with the advent of the Building Act of 1947. Why the issue was 

handled by the Unemployment committee is, however, outermost explained by the fact that 

the National Unemployment Commission, from the beginning of the 1930s, issued national 

funding of WSS in the form of relief works.  

 

The local Unemployment committee pointed out to the Parish council that there were good 

prospects for the municipality to receive 90 percent national funding for a local WSS.61 And 

in a first step, in the winter of 1938/39, the committee investigated the costs for an appropriate 

person or firm to prepare a proposal for a WSS in Rånbyn. For this reason committee member 

Bröms contacted the road engineer62 in Norrbotten County, Captain A. Volff, as well as 

                                                            
60 See, for instance, Kommunfullmäktige protokoll 13 March 1939 § 19 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

The WWS issue was administered by the local Unemployment committee up to 1947, when instead a special 

water and sewer committee, with three commissioners, was formed (Kommunfullmäktige protokoll 20 August 

1938 § 7 and 13 May 1947 § 20, Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

61 Kommunfullmäktige protokoll 20 August 1938 § 7 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

62 The Road engineer position was established at Swedish county councils in 1930, when the state in its Civil 

engineering board was given a supervisory and management responsibility for the entire road maintenance in 

Sweden (Vägkonsulenter, vägingenjörer och underhåll, www.trafikverket.se, 18 November 2011). 
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engineer Holger Örnberg of the consulting firm the General Engineering Bureau (Allmänna 

ingenjörsbyrån, AIB). Both noted that several other smaller communities in the region was 

about to draw up WSS proposals. The road engineer in turn recommended the consulting firm 

VBB; he was already in contact with the firm concerning several other small communities in 

the area. He further pointed out that engineer Jansa, VBB, shortly would come up to the 

region (from Stockholm) in such a matter, and argued that it might be appropriate for Råneå 

to pursue a proposal then. According to engineer Örnberg, also AIB was employed with such 

proposal works in several small communities in the immediate area and could therefore at any 

time provide the necessary information to the authorities of Råneå.63 

 

A WSS proposal for Rånbyn would however not get developed yet for years, in spite of 

repeated propositions in the Parish council by committee member Bröms in the spring of 

1939. This was probably mainly because the issue was not yet prioritized in the Parish 

council, and it was also referred to the so far incomplete construction plan of the 

community.64 

 

A few months later, the military mobilization due to the outburst of WW2 contributed to 

military personnel drilling a pipe well of 21 meters depth in a more, Tallheden, in the 

outskirts of Rånbyn. In addition to military purposes the well was used as water supply for a 

nursing home and some private homes nearby. When this thus opened up a possible and 

convenient solution for Råneå municipality of the vital water supply issue – the groundwater 

in the nearby moor could turn out to be a sufficient water source for the entire community of 
                                                            
63 Volff – Bröms 25 February 1939 and Örnberg – Bröms 18 February 1939, Kommunfullmäktige protokoll 13 

March 1939 § 19 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

64 See, for instance, Kommunfullmäktige protokoll 11 May 1939 § 7 and 5 June 1939 § 12 (Råneå kommun, 

Luleå city archive). 
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Rånbyn – the municipal authorities, probably in consultation with engineer Jansa at VBB, in 

1941 choose to hire a firm for the drilling of a second pipe well 150 meters north of the 

existing one. The well was drilled to 36.4 meters depth where hard rock was encountered.65 

The municipal authorities also bought the land where the new drilling was carried out, most 

likely with the vision that the more contained sufficient amounts of ground water.66 

 

The municipal authorities did, however, still not prioritize hiring a consultant to prepare a full 

WSS proposal for Rånbyn. This is partly explained by the parallel, to the drilling activities, 

national investigation on the water supply and sewage conditions of the Swedish countryside, 

conducted by the One’s Own Home Board and the National Institute for Public Health under 

the leadership of Ingemar Gullström. The investigation involved ocular surveys in at least one 

of Råneå municipality’s more densely populated communities, Gunnarsbyn, on the possibility 

to construct a WSS there. In 1943, the Parish council of Råneå sent a request to Gullström to 

conduct such surveys also on other communities in the municipality, including Rånbyn.67 

Gullström, however, responded that there currently was no funding for this, but that “maybe” 

could it later be relevant with further investigations where Rånea municipality “should have a 

good chance” to be represented by “a few villages”.68 

 

                                                            
65 PM angående vattenverk på Tallheden, VBB 24 November 1952, Råneå kommunalnämnd: Tekniska 

nämndens protokoll och VA-anläggningar 1948-56 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive); Kommunalnämnden 

protokoll 3 July 1944 § 20 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

66 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 3 July 1944 § 20 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive).  

67 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 15 October 1943 § 32 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive); 

Kommunfullmäktige protokoll 30 October 1943 § 37 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

68 Kommmunalnämnden protokoll 27 December 1943 § 2 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive); 

Kommunfullmäktige protokoll 6 April 1944 § 6, attachment 4 and 5 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 
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Gullström’s reply appears to have been what finally got the municipal authorities of Råneå to 

apply for national funding from AMS for, and to eventually hire a consultant, i.e. VBB, to 

compile a full proposal for a WSS in Rånbyn.69 At this point the Civil Engineering Board, 

however, notified that it considered it unlikely that Tallheden hosted an adequate water 

supply.70 

 

VBB delivered a complete WSS proposal for the central parts of Rånbyn in only two months, 

i.e., in late February 1945.71 The project was divided into two phases and the Parish council 

decided to enter into agreements with the affected landowners regarding the right to deduct 

pipes over their lands.72 It would, however, still take nearly five years before work on the first 

phase was completely finished, and it would turn out to be implemented by an actor other than 

VBB. 

 

About a year after VBB had delivered its proposal, a couple of public actors outside the direct 

governing bodies of Råneå came forward and highlighted the need for the project soon to take 

place. First, Råneå Housewives’ Association (Råneå Husmodersförening) gathered 255 signed 

petitions on the need for the water and sewer project “soon to become implemented”.73 

Secondly, the Råneå Health board urged the Parish council to take all necessary steps for the 

                                                            
69 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 9 October 1944 § 7, and 21 December 1944 § 2 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city 

archive); Kommunfullmäktige protokoll 6 November 1944 § 7, attachment 127-129, and 28 December 1944 § 4, 

attachment 180 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

70 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 21 December 1944 § 24 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

71 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 22 October 1949 § 11 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

72 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 8 March 1945 § 15 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

73 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 7 March 1946 § 13 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 
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fastest possible implementation.74 Possibly as a result of these requests, the Parish council 

shortly thereafter, in September 1946, unanimously decided on applying for the highest 

possible national funding for the project, this time at VoV. The local governing bodies had 

now learnt that it was possible to have VoV´s regional subdivision, the Harbor Works of 

Upper Norrland (Hamnarbetena i övre Norrland75), performing the work. Therefore, while 

applying for funding from VoV, the Parish council also applied for the work to be performed 

by the Harbor Works.76 VoV approved of this and only a few weeks later the Harbor Works 

marked out the rout for the first phase of the construction.77 Already at the end of 1946, the 

Harbor Works (in Upper Norrland as well as elsewhere), however, ceased operating, 

whereupon the Parish council in March 1947 instead applied for, and was granted, the since a 

couple of years back established other regional public institution, the Road Administration of 

                                                            
74 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 6 September 1946 § 7 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

75 Channels and harbors were initially an important part of the Civil Engineering Board's (it was founded in 

1841) activities and until 1946, there were regional organizations, so called Harbor works, responsible for the 

harbor operations in five, over Sweden geographically distributed districts, including Upper Norrland. They 

operated under the Board's Harbor Agency, whose activities were transferred to the Maritime Authority from its 

formation in 1956 (E-mail communication with Jan-Olof Montelius, Sweden’s Road museum, 21 November 

2011). 

76 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 6 September 1946 § 7 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

77 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 22 October 1949 § 11 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive); Förslag till vatten- 

och avloppsledningar för östra delen av Råneå kyrkby, Norrbottens län, Luleå 20 December 1950,by Anders 

E:son Romås and S. Holmström, Allmänna ingeniörsbyrån AB (Råneå kommun, Kommunalnämnden, Tekniska 

nämndens protokoll, VA-anläggningar 1950-1960, F 2:4, Luleå city archive). 
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Norrbotten County (Vägförvaltningen i Norrbottens län78), to perform the work during the 

following winter.79 

 

The first phase of the construction activities took off in February 1948, and they continued 

until October 1949.80 When the construction work had been ongoing for only a few months, 

the Road Administration announced that it no longer could be responsible for “the rational 

and economic performance of the WSS project in Råneå due to both its implementation 

during winter and because of the County Labour Board’s (Länsarbetsnämndens81) designation 

of workforce”.82 From the Luleå case we already know that the harsh climate of Norrbotten 

constituted a major challenge for projects of this nature. The statement of the Road 

Administration, however, also testifies that it considered it a major problem that another new 

agency assigned workforce to the project. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
78 Regional Road Administrations were established in 1944. The previously established Road engineer in many 

cases became its first Road Director (Vägkonsulenter, vägingenjörer och underhåll, www.trafikverket.se, 18 

November 2011). 

79 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 6 March 1947 § 9 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

80 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 22 October 1949 § 11 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

81 The County Labour Boards were established in 1940 as the public employment service was nationalized 

(Länsarbetsnämnderna och deras arkiv, www.riksarkivet.se, 18 November 2011). 

82 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 1 July 1948 § 53 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 
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Picture 2) Ditches are dug for WSS in Råneå in the 1950s (Luleå municipality's picture 
archive) 
 

Regardless of the Road Administration’s complaints, the Parish council soon applied for 

additional public funding at VoV for the first expansion phase, as well as for the Road 

Administration to implement also the second phase of construction work.83 At this stage, the 

local authorities in Rånbyn made its first ‘major’ financial investment in the project (a 25-year 

                                                            
83 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 31 May 1948 § 23 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive); Kommunfullmäktige 

protokoll 7 July 1948 § 21 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive).  
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repayment loan of SEK 150 000, about 400 000 USD in today’s money value), to cover the 

costs exceeding national funds.84  

 

In the summer of 1948, the municipal authorities of Råneå were moreover contacted by the 

inspection department of the Fishery Board. The Board found that the county’s “probably 

finest playground for coast whitefish” was situated below the main drain of Rånbyn’s WSS. 

For this reason it was, in the first place “with regard to fishing, but also from a sanitary and 

general satisfaction point of view”, “particularly urgent that an effective mechanical treatment 

of wastewater was achieved”. The Board suggested a so-called Emscher well to be 

constructed on the main line, just before the mouth of the river, with a capacity equal to the 

estimated connection of users to the grid for the next 10 years. This request was accepted by 

the local authorities.85 

 

The Road Administration carried through the first construction phase, which was inspected by 

VoV in October 1949.86 The consulting firm AIB had then already carried out field work and 

designed a complete proposal for an extension of the project. The expanded grid was expected 

to serve 1,200 individuals with an estimated water consumption of 150 liters per person and 

day. Through the completion of Phase I, about 400 individuals were connected. Phase II was 

estimated to be completed after three years, i.e., in 1952.87 However, in 1952, only a total of 

850 individuals would turn out to be connected to the grid.88 

                                                            
84 Kommunfullmäktige protokoll 30 October 1948 § 9 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

85 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 18 August 1948 § 10, attachment 240 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

86 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 22 October 1949 § 11 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

87 Kommunfullmäktige protokoll 14 August 1950 § 22 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

88 PM angående vattenverk på Tallheden, VBB 24 November 1952 (Råneå kommun, Kommunalnämnden, 

Tekniska nämndens protokoll och VA-anläggningar 1947-56, Luleå city archive). 
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The Road Administration carried through also a first part of Phase II with the help of national 

funding granted by AMS. This construction work was inspected by VoV representatives in 

October 1950,89 and represented the final involvement of the Road Administration in the 

construction work of Rånbyn WSS. For the continued construction work during the first half 

of the 1950s, AIB instead took on the overall responsibility, mainly on funds granted during 

several occasions by AMS.90 Local authorities, however, also took out several additional 

loans91 to fund the WSS expansion, and in 1954 the greater part of Rånbyn was connected to 

the grid.92 The northern part of the community and an island district in the Råne River were 

                                                            
89 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 21 January 1949 § 2, and 18 October 1950 § 2 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city 

archive). 

90 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 8 December 1949 § 19, and 21 December 1949 § 3 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city 

archive); Kommunfullmäktige protokoll 7 May 1951 § 20 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive); Arbetsmark-

nadsstyrelsen (AMS) – Råneå kommun, 17 November 1952 (Råneå kommun, Råneå kommunalnämnd, Tekniska 

nämndens protokoll, VA-anläggningar 1950-1960, F 2:4, Luleå city archive). 

91 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 17 November 1949 § 6, and 1 July 1950 § 3 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city 

archive); Kommunfullmäktige protokoll 30 October 1950 § 10 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

92 About the Västiby area, see Kommunalnämnden protokoll 29 October 1949 § 4 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city 

archive); and Kommunfullmäktige protokoll 28 December 1949 § 5 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). About 

the east part of Kyrkbyn, see Kommunfullmäktige protokoll 7 May 1951 § 22, and 24 August 1951 § 69 (Råneå 

kommun, Luleå city archive); See also Förslag till vatten- och avloppsledningar för östra delen av Råneå 

kyrkby, Norrbottens län, Luleå 20 December 1950, by Anders E:son Romås and S. Holmström, Allmänna 

ingeniörsbyrån AB (Råneå kommun, Kommunalnämnden, Tekniska nämndens protokoll, VA-anläggningar 

1950-1960, F 2:4, Luleå city archive). 
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the last to get connected, and were so only after the District Engineer for water and sewage in 

Norrbotten County had emphasized the need for this.93 

 

During the first construction phase, the local authorities established a special Technical 

committee to deal with all construction works that local authorities had committed themselves 

to do.94 Alongside, a Road and Water Works Department was established and a civil engineer 

was hired to lead the department.95 At this time the local authorities of Råneå had the 

intentions to continue the WSS-expansion with in-house competence, whereupon also a large 

amount of mechanical equipment was purchased during the summer and fall of 1949.96 Only 

after a month of service (in January 1950), however, the civil engineer, for reasons unknown, 

chose to resign.97 As pointed out above, the local authorities instead chose to engage AIB for 

the continued WSS expansion and the Road and Water Works Department in Råneå did not 

mobilize its central role envisaged yet for some years. It took a while also for the Technical 

committee to get to its feet; the committee did not take over the management and decision-

making in all matters concerning the WSS expansion until the fall of 1952.98 

                                                            
93 Distriktsingenjören – Kommunalnämnden 12 April 1951, and AIB – Kommunalnämnden 30 June 1951 

(Råneå kommun, Råneå kommunalnämnd, Tekniska nämndens protokoll, VA-anläggningar 1950-1960, F 2:4, 

Luleå city archive). 

94 Kommunfullmäktige protokoll 28 December 1949 § 7 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

95 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 4 July 1949 § 13, and 15 October 1949 § 22 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city 

archive). 

96 This included an excavator, a construction crane provided with alternative electric or petrol driven motor, 

diaphragm pumps equipped with gasoline engines and an air compressor (Kommunalnämnden protokoll 18 June 

1949 § 8, 24 August 1949 § 34, 15 October 1949 § 12, and 21 December 1949 §§ 15-16, Råneå kommun, Luleå 

city archive). 

97 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 25 January 1950 § 12 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

98 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 30 June 1952 § 261 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 
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How did then the so vital water supply-issue develop? As we already know, in late 1944 VoV 

announced that the municipality had to take on further groundwater studies and drill new 

wells. When the expansion of the first construction phase was well underway in the spring of 

1948, the municipality as well as VoV, however, found it difficult to find any adequate water 

supply within a reasonable distance from Rånbyn. New wells had therefore not yet been 

implemented. VoV adviced the municipality to continue to utilize the groundwater wells in 

Tallheden.99 In order to secure future supply, the local authorities regardless commissioned 

AIB to continue to investigate the issue.  

 

In May 1949, AIB had found a groundwater deposit near the village of Böle, which the firm, 

from tests through a pump tube believed would be a sufficient water supply for both Rånbyn 

and the village of Böle. The Parish council commissioned AIB to construct a well and to carry 

out further drilling tests at the site. Construction work was carried out during the winter and 

spring of 1950, and would turn out to be heavily delayed due to the high presence of stone 

which on several occasions had to be blasted.  

 

In the end it would come clear that only barely so much water was delivered, i.e., 2 liters per 

second, as during previous long-term pump tests through the pump tube. Based on this 

information AIB instead suggested the even further away from Rånbyn localized surface 

water supply of Andträsk (about 5 kilometers north of Rånbyn) for future needs.100 After the 

                                                            
99 Kommunalnämnden protokoll 18 August 1948 § 15 (Råneå kommun, Luleå city archive). 

100 PM rörande vattenförsörjningsfrågan för Råneå Kyrkoby, Norrbottens län. Redogörelse för sänkning av 

grundvattenbrunn vid den tidigare undersökta Böle-vattentäkten. Diskussion av hittillsvarande utrednings-

resultat, Allmänna ingenjörsbyrån (AIB) 2 June 1950 (Råneå kommun, Kommunalnämnden, Tekniska 

nämndens protokoll och VA-anläggningar 1947-56, Luleå city archive). 
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failed efforts at the groundwater deposit at Böle, the Parish council chose to postpone further 

decisions on the water supply issue, and to meanwhile utilize the groundwater deposit at 

Tallheden. Two years thereafter, in 1952, when 850 individuals already were connected to the 

grid, the local authorities of Råneå finally engaged a consulting firm, this time VBB, to 

compile a proposal for a waterworks and a high reservoir at Tallheden.101 Thus, the local 

authorities had come to the conclusion that Tallheden, after all, would constitute a sufficient 

water supply yet for some years. It would appear that this was a correct conclusion, at least 

until the mid-1960s. At that time AIBs 15-year-old proposal finally was dusted off and local 

authorities applied for permission in the Water court to divert water from Andträsk for 

municipal needs.102 This water supply is still used today. 

 

Conclusion 

In this article we have compared the establishments of public centralized water and sewer 

systems (WSS) in two municipalities in northern Sweden: in the town of Luleå at the turn of 

the nineteenth century and in the rural community Rånbyn in the municipality of Råneå at the 

turn of the 1940s. The two construction processes are considered typical for their respective 

time periods, and in focus for the study is how the growth in national support of the Swedish 

WSS expansion in the period in-between influenced the local establishment process, 

especially with regard to related risks and information gathering. 

 

A key feature in the build-up of social welfare-Sweden over the first half of the twentieth 

century, in which WSS came to occupy a central position, was the comprising of rural 
                                                            
101 PM angående vattenverk på Tallheden, VBB 24 November 1952 (Råneå kommun, Kommunalnämnden, 

Tekniska nämndens protokoll och VA-anläggningar 1947-56, Luleå city archive). 

102 E-mail communication with Jan-Erik Ylinenpää, Head of ‘Produktion VA’, Luleå Municipal authorities, 21 

November 2011. 
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Sweden in welfare-Sweden. This was largely why an important part of the national support in 

question was directed towards enabling a widespread expansion of WSS in rural areas. This 

contributed in making the WSS establishment in Rånbyn part of a contemporary 

comprehensive WSS expansion in the region as well as throughout all of rural Sweden. A 

great deal of the risk taking and information-gathering experienced by the local authorities in 

the Luleå-case, had now come to move from the hands of local to national and regional 

authorities. 

 

The local risk-taking was significant in Luleå given that WSS never before had been 

constructed at such northern latitudes, at least not in Sweden. Thus, the local authorities in 

Luleå had to turn their eyes far south to find other towns with WSS as well as consultants 

with expertise in the field. The closest town with WSS (Umeå) was located about 280 

kilometers south. Furthermore, there was no financial aid available and the local authorities 

were forced to take large loans in order to enforce the projects. The large risks are reflected in 

the way in which the local authorities tried to decrease the risks by accumulating WWS-

related information on, for instance, the suitability of the Luleå River as water supply and by 

imposing a local engineer to compile a proposal for a central sewer system. Especially the 

choice of consultants was a significantly risky business for the local authorities of Lulea. 

Those who were available were located over 1000 kilometers to the south and there were no 

nearby WSS establishments to use as benchmark. Given these challenges the town of Luleå 

had a great asset in the local Master of city-building, Mr. Smith; he represented the town in 

the dialogue with the first consultant, Hansen, and was probably influential in the town’s 

choice to instead engage engineer Richert. This choice in turn turned out to be very fortunate 

given the new scientific and technological achievements integrated into the project by Richert. 
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In the rural community Rånbyn in the municipality of Råneå, the WSS establishment process 

50 years later was very different in character. To start with, the opportunity of getting national 

funds in the form of relief works initially meant that the issue was in the hands of the local 

Unemployment committee, i.e., a local institution without any economic or planning liability 

and for which the issue tended not to get prioritized by the governing Parish council. The 

possibility to get enclosed in the National investigation on the water supply and sewage 

conditions of the Swedish country side, and by that have a WSS proposal compiled for 

Rånbyn at no expenses for the municipality, also contributed in delaying the launching of the 

project. Generally, the local authorities for long focused solely on the funding aspects of the 

project, and on the prospects of financing it with national funds. When it finally, in 1945, was 

time to present a proposal for a WSS in Rånbyn, the consulting firm VBB could deliver this 

within a few months. VBB as well as AIB, which later also would get involved in the project, 

was engaged in a large number of WSS establishments in the area and it is reasonable to 

assume that VBB’s quick delivery of a proposal was made possible by the availability of 

making blueprints. In contrast to Hansen and Richert in the Luleå-case, VBB and AIB had 

great access to readily available knowledge about appropriate system design under similar 

local conditions. 

 

Once the construction process was initiated, two regional authorities were engaged for 

construction work, the Harbor Works of Upper Norrland and the Road Administration of 

Norrbotten County. Although the Road Administration soon announced that it no longer 

could be held responsible for the rational and economic performance of the WSS project in 

Rånbyn due to such reasons as the County Labour Board's designation of workforce, the local 

authorities choose to engage the Road Administration also for a second construction phase. 

This reflects how the risk-taking that is always associated with large physical infrastructural 
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investments of this nature had now shifted from the local to the national and regional level; it 

is unlikely that any local government with infrastructural construction works funded on large 

loans would remain committed to a private consultant on such uncertain premises. It is also 

reasonable to assume that the, largely, national funding of the project (including the national 

control that came with the funding), along with the engagement of regional authorities in the 

construction process, contributed to delaying the local knowledge accumulation on WSS-

related issues. The local Road and Water Works Department and the Technical committee in 

Råneå municipality did not get to its feet until both a first and second phase of construction 

was completed and hundreds already were connected to the grid. 

 

There were also national and regional institutions in the Rånbyn case who through their 

involvement in the project and expertise in WSS issues contributed with a broader and more 

long-term societal responsibility for the investment. Thus, the involvement of the District 

Engineer for water and sewage in Norrbotten County contributed with the connection (to the 

grid) of areas in Rånbyn which local authorities at this stage otherwise would not have 

prioritized. Furthermore, the involvement of the inspection department of the Fishery Board 

contributed to the reduction of the environmental risks associated with the investment; 

something which in the Luleå case came on to the individual consultant Richert to bear up. 

 

The extensive WSS expansion – primarily in rural areas of Sweden – during the period in-

between the two WSS establishments would, for sure, not have been possible without the 

extensive growth in national initiatives in terms of funding, institutions and organizations 

supportive to the system. At the same time it is reasonable to assume that this "national 

takeover" of the Swedish WSS implementation also heavily contributed in ‘path-depending’ 

it. With the Water and sewage office's extensive control over the nationally funded WSS 
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expansion and a rather small number of consulting firms designing the proposals to be 

approved by the Office, it is reasonable to assume that it was close at hand for consultants not 

to propose all for innovative proposals. Furthermore, it may be assumed that a self-sustaining 

system culture inevitably was formed among the actors of the growing number of WSS-

supportive institutions and organizations, i.e., a culture involving an agreed idea of the proper 

design, operation, expansion and management of the WSS, which in turn contributed to its 

inherent inertia. 
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