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Abstract – The purpose of this paper is to investigate the practical impact of 
the ‘Energy savings plan for existing buildings’ (EBB) on the historical values 
of the built environment in Visby, Sweden. The EBB, active 1977–1984, has 
been generally criticized for its negative impact on historical values. The paper 
nuances this image by comparing changes in the built environment during and 
after the time the EBB. The aim is to contribute to a wider understanding of 
changes in the built environment in the historical inner city of Visby, and to relate 
changes in the built environment to the EBB. The paper concludes that EBB had 
little impact on the historical values of the studied area. Change has been an 
inherent part of the area both prior to, during, and after the EBB, but the rate and 
impact has increased since the 1980’s.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 PURPOSE AND AIMS

The Energy savings plan for existing buildings (Energisparplan för befintlig bebyg-
gelse, EBB), was the first national programme for energy efficiency in buildings in 
Sweden, in effect 1977–1984. In order to improve the energy performance in the 
building stock, loans and grants were issued to home owners for measures such 
as additional thermal insulation, triple glazing windows, more efficient heating 
systems, etc. The EBB has been criticised for resulting in to extensive refurbish-
ments, thus diminishing cultural values in the built environment. [1]

This paper sets out to compare the impact of changes in the built environment 
during and after the EBB. The case study is part of the World Heritage Site of 
Visby in Sweden, an area recognized for its sensitive and appreciated historical 
values. It is a first attempt to compare the impact of the EBB policies on the 
values in the studied area with later modifications of buildings. There is today a 
belief that EBB had a profound and negative impact on the exterior of buildings 
in urban areas. This study will ask to what extent this belief actually corresponds 
with the real situation, and investigate the extent of impact and rate of changes 
occurring. Furthermore, it will put EBB supported interventions in relation 
to additions, renovations and new constructions that occurred without EBB 
support in the period 1977–2015. The aim is twofold. First, it is to more generally 
contribute to a wider understanding of the changes that the built environment in 
the historical inner city of Visby has undergone. Second, it is to relate changes in 
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the built environment to the EBB and try to better understand the contexts within 
which such policies have to function in practice.

1.2 DELIMITATIONS

In order to make such an investigation feasible for the scope of a conference 
paper, some delimitations are necessary to make. The study is limited to one 
block, Berget, in intramural Visby. The impact on historical values can better 
be assessed by studying one cohesive block rather than scattered buildings. 
Changes in the environment are limited to exterior modifications subjected to 
building permits. There have of course also been other, minor changes that have 
not required permits. Typical modifications requiring a permit have been conside-
rable changes of doors, windows, roofs, façades, extensions, and construction. 
All these modifications may affect the historical values of the buildings in 
themselves, and in extension, of the whole block and even the world heritage site 
(WHS) in its entirety. Temporally, it is limited to changes taking place between 
1945 and 2015. For the time prior to the EBB, a general survey has been done 
using a report from 1974 [2].

2. METHODOLOGY AND SOURCES

The study was carried out in five steps. Firstly, archival studies of the municipal 
archive of building permits were carried out in order to find approved exterior 
alterations to buildings since 1977. This allows us to see both what has been 
done in the area and to date the alterations. Secondly, we have carried out 
ocular observations of the current state of buildings, in order to find out whether 
approved alterations have actually been carried out, and to make sure no major 
exterior alterations were carried out without the knowledge of the municipality. By 
using these two methods we obtain a more or less complete history of changes 
in the built environment. The third step has been to find out whether alterations 
made in 1977–1984 can be derived from the EBB. This is done using the archive 
of the regional housing committee (länsbostadsnämnden). This committee 
handled the subsidies and loans included in the programme. By using these 
methods, the vast majority of exterior modifications can be traced, dated and 
at least in some cases associated with EBB. For changes prior to the EBB, a 
general survey of exterior modifications of buildings in intramural Visby between 
1945 and 1975 was done using a report produced in 1973. This period is not 
included in the quantifications. Finally, the rate and nature of changes in the built 
environment, prior to, during, and after the EBB, were compared and analysed.

Modifications to buildings have been classified as having small, moderate, or 
large impact on the environment. Small impact includes exchange to building 
elements similar to the previous, e.g. new doors, façades, or roofs in the same 
style and material, as well as changes not seen from the street. Moderate impact 
includes adding new windows and doors, changing existing windows and doors 
to new ones, minor extensions of the building area, and new colour of windows 
and doors that deviated from previous styles and materials and are seen from 
the street. Large impact includes construction of new buildings, demolition 
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of buildings or larger parts of buildings, substantial extensions of the building 
area, new façade material or significantly new colour, and modified slope of 
roofs or new roof material, all seen from the street. Of course, larger measures 
such as extensions also include other smaller measures, such as new windows 
and façades. Such accompanying measures are not accounted for in the 
quantifications.

The compared time periods differ in length. The duration of the EBB was eight 
years, compared with later ten-year periods. Since the study concerns long-term 
processes, the exact year of a change is of small relevance. Rather, the aim is 
to detect if the period of the EBB significantly stands out in comparison with later 
years. Of course, other factors are at play, and changes can be related to other 
causes, including other policies and programmes. However, the purpose of the 
comparison is not to derive changes to the EBB, but to demonstrate the forces 
at play that impact historical values in the urban environment. If changes can be 
connected to other influences, it only strengthens this argument.

3. THE BLOCK “BERGET” IN VISBY

Located in the southern part of intramural Visby, Berget is an irregular block of 29 
lots (out of a total of 973 lots with 1,958 buildings) with buildings from the 18th to 
the 21st century. It constitutes one of the bigger blocks in the old city. As in other 
parts of intramural Visby, there are considerable historical values. Parts of the 
block were built-up in medieval time, and some graves that belonged to the two 
medieval cemeteries just north of the block have been found. It was first planned 
in the mid-17th century, but most likely nothing from that time remains except 
for the shape and size of the block. The block is divided by a steep cliff, with 
the larger part of the block located below the cliff. On the cliff there has histo-
rically been smaller wooden houses, and below there have been more well-off 
households with masonry houses. This difference in building style is still today 
visible. The northwest part, located beneath the cliff, runs along S:t Hansgatan, 
which was the most attractive street in town in the 19th century. This part of the 
block is dominated by larger 19th and 20th century buildings (the most recent from 
the 1970s and 1980s), but there are also four buildings from the 18th century. 
The southeast part of the block, on top of the cliff, stretches along the square 
Kinbergs plats and the narrow street Björngränd, and is dominated by small  
18th century houses. In the north, the houses are larger and most of them from 
the 19th century, except for a large residential building erected in 2007. [3]

The area is relevant to study because of its location within the world heritage site 
of Visby, for its architectural diversity, and because it has a large number of lots. 
The status of WHS makes the area especially sensitive to major exterior altera-
tions of buildings. Understanding and interpretation of historical values are likely 
to be more explicit in such an area. The fact that the buildings vary greatly in size, 
character and age contribute to a generalizability that would not be possible in an 
area with uniform architecture.
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4. THE ENERGY SAVINGS PLAN FOR EXISTING BUILDINGS

The EBB programme was launched in may 1978 with the aim of reducing 
the energy use in buildings by 25–30 percent in ten years. The incentives for 
energy saving went back to the oil crisis of 1973–74. The EBB consisted of 
loans and grants to home owners for implementing energy efficiency measures 
to their buildings. Just in the first year, a total of 54,000 buildings were granted 
support for additional thermal insulation, new heating systems, new windows 
and doors, etc. The total number of grants is not known, but in Visby alone 706 
grants were processed in 1977–1984, including exterior and interior changes. 
The funding was allocated by regional housing committees, but in general 
substantial exterior measures needed building permits handled by the municipa-
lities. There were however exceptions, such as when a façade was re-plastered 
after insulation had been added. The programme also comprised information 
to homeowners, including promotion of additional façade insulation, a measure 
that normally would have a major impact on the appearance of the building. 
In 1983, an extensive home improvement programme was launched. Aims of 
energy efficiency were then incorporated into this programme, and the EBB was 
cancelled. [4]

5. CHANGES PRIOR TO THE EBB

In the early 1970’s there were roughly 900 properties with 1,300 buildings in intra-
mural Visby. Since 1945, there was a trend towards modernization and sanitation 
of residential buildings. Between 1945 and 1971 half of the building stock was 
subjected to modifications requiring building permits. 420 buildings were modified 
substantially and 70 were completely new. In 1960, a third of all residential 
units (RUs) lacked central heating, half of them lacked bathtub or shower, and 
25 percent lacked WC. In the 1960’s, national policies aimed to reduce the 
number of ‘unmodern’ RUs considerably. Between 1960 and 1970 the number 
of unmodern RUs decreased from 500 to 150 in intramural Visby. This did not 
mean that 350 units had become fully modern, but that one or more measures 
had been taken, such as the installation of central heating. At the same time the 
number of RUs decreased by 10 percent and the population of the area went 
down from 3200 to 2600. [5]

There was a certain degree of awareness that this process of sanitation had 
implications for the built heritage. The biggest exterior change that took place 
was probably a massive introduction of dormer windows where there had not 
been any before. Refurbishment often mean that attics were furnished in order 
to increase living space. Dormer windows were installed to allow daylight. Other 
common changes were modified slopes of roofs, extensions into the courtyards 
and raising of the floor beams. One conclusion of the report was that it was 
difficult to determine how the cityscape was affected by these modifications, 
which were both numerous and heterogeneous.

To sum up, as a consequence of policies encouraging technical upgrading of 
RUs, there was quite a lot of retrofitting carried out in the period 1945–1975, 
but it is uncertain to what extent historical values were affected. Included in the 



Energy Efficiency in Historic Buildings 2018

448

policies for sanitation of RUs was the aim that central heating should replace 
local fireplaces. It is however not known how many central heating systems were 
installed or how the use of energy was affected by this.

6. CHANGES DURING AND AFTER THE EBB

As demonstrated in Table 1, the rate of impact on the exterior of buildings in the 
period of the EBB was low (between c. 1/3 and 1/6) compared with later periods. 
Only two measures subjected to building permits were carried out in the period 
1977–1984. However, both of these are considered to have had a large impact on 
the built environment in the area. They consist of one extension on Berget 14 in 
1977 (Dnr 1977-00900) and one construction, a garage and laundry in Berget 25 
in 1980 (Dnr 1980-0328)). But even though these measures had a large impact 
on the environment, they were not results of the EBB, since they neither were 
subsidized by the programme, nor had any energy savings incentives.

In 1985–1994, the most important change to the area was the construction of a 
multi-family dwelling in Berget 23 in 1986, which had a significant impact on the 
environment and created a denser habitation in the area around the ruin St Hans 
(Dnr 1986-0032). This construction probably also had the largest impact on the 
energy use in the area. Other measures with effect on the environment included 
installation of ten dormer windows (Dnr 1985-0183), and the construction of a 
storage and shelter in Berget 23 in 1980 (Dnr 1985-0183), an extension of the 
main building in Berget 13 (Dnr 1987-0181), demolition of a vestibule in Berget 7 
(Dnr 1990-0283), new roof material in Berget 17 (Dnr 1990-0392), addition of an 
external staircase in Berget 19 (Dnr 1992-0329), construction of a small house in 
Berget 19 (Dnr 1992-0938), and new windows and altered façade on Berget 20 
(Dnr 1994-0316).

Measures in 1995 to 2004 included new doors and windows, extension and 
new façade, as well as construction of a garage on Berget 16 (Dnr 1997-0192, 
1999-0440), a new balcony on Berget 3 (Dnr 2001-0457), changing of windows 
and a new dormer window in Berget 6 (Dnr 2002-1209), and an extension of 
Berget 13 (Dnr 2001-1166).

Source: Building permit archive in Gotland regional archive (Arkivcentrum Gotland).

Table 1. External measures in Berget, Visby, 1977–2015.

 
Period

Impact on the built environment Total Yearly average

Small impact Moderate impact Large impact

1977–1984 
(EBB)

0 0 2 2 0.25

1985–1994 6 2 3 11 1.1

1995–2004 5 0 3 8 0.8

2005–2015 9 5 3 17 1.55

Total 20 7 11 38 0.97
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In 2005–2015, no doubt the most conspicuous measure in the area was the 
construction of a large, multi-family dwelling on Berget 24, in the north-east (Dnr 
2003-1097, 2006-1714). Where there previously had been a parking lot and a 
three-car garage, was in 2007 erected an apartment building covering the entire 
area of the property, the largest construction project in intramural Visby since the 
early 1970’s, according to the county museum. [23] The building was consciously 
designed as to fit the environment, and even has features simulating alterations 
to the building (such as sloop of roof that suggests an extension to the yard and 
different levels and materials of the roof), since such measures so strongly have 
influenced the surrounding environment. This was considered positive by the 
museum. Nevertheless, the building constitutes a significant alteration to the 
area; where previously there was an open space with a view over the old town 
and the sea, is now a densely built street scene.

Another property subjected to extensive retrofits was Berget 25, in the south 
of the block. The exterior implications of these retrofits were a new sloop of 
roof, new roof material, new façade colour, an added frontispiece, and a large 
number of (in some case very big) windows (Dnr 2007-1423, 2007-1728). Other 
measures in the area included extensions of Berget 2 (Dnr 2009-0470) and 3 
(Dnr 2005-0511), construction of a greenhouse in Berget 23 (Dnr 2005-1478) 
and a guest house in Berget 6 (Dnr 2012-2029), demolition and construction 
of a garage (Dnr 2006-1449) and new façade colour on the main building (Dnr 
2012-2086) in Berget 6, new windows and roof in Berget 18 (Dnr 2013-477, 
2013-1898), and a new garage gate in Berget 21 (Dnr 2015-6253). In regard to 
energy use, the extensions and the large construction on Berget 24, of course 
meant a larger heated area. Added windows, primarily in Berget 25, meant an 
impaired insulation.

None of the measures from 1977–1984 in the building permit archive received 
subsidies from the EBB. During the period, a total of eight energy savings loans 
were approved for properties in the area. The information is scarce, but we have 
been able to derive two measures to these loans that affected building exteriors. 
In 1978, Berget 16, today a listed building, received funding for additional 

Figure 1. Two measures to exterior of houses derived from the EBB: additional façade insula-
tion in Berget 16 (left and middle) and additional insulation of the system of joists (right). 
Photos: Mattias Legnér.
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Year Property Measure Impact Reference

1977 Berget 14 Extension Large 1977-00900

1980 Berget 25 Construction of garage and laundry Large 1980-8328

1985 Berget 23 Construction of shelter and storehouse Large 1985-0183

1985 Berget 23 Installation of ten dormer windows Moderate 1985-0183

1985 Berget 23 Installation of new windows Small 1985-0183

1986 Berget 23 Construction of multi-family residence Large 1986-0032

1987 Berget 13 Extension Large 1987-0181

1990 Berget 7 Demolition of vestibule towards the yard Small 1990-0283

1990 Berget 17 New roof material towards the yard and on courtyard house Small 1990-0392

1992 Berget 19 Extension (staircase towards the yard) Small 1992-0329

1993 Berget 19 Construction of courtyard house Small 1992-0938

1994 Berget 20 Installation of new windows Small 1994-0316

1994 Berget 20 Alteration to façade (plaster over the base etc.) Moderate 1994-0316

1997 Berget 16 Change of doors Small 1997-0192

1997 Berget 16 Change of windows Small 1997-0192

1997 Berget 16 Extension Large 1997-0192

1999 Berget 16 Construction of garage Large 1999-0440

2001 Berget 3 Change to new balcony to the courtyard, incl. new glass door Small 2001-0457

2002 Berget 6 Installation of a dormer window to the yard Small 2002-1209

2002 Berget 6 Change of windows towards the yard Small 2002-1209

2002 Berget 13 Extension Large 2001-1166

2005 Berget 3 Extension to the yard, incl. new large windows Small 2005-0511

2006 Berget 23 Construction of greenhouse Small 2005-1478

2006 Berget 24 Demolition of garage Large 2006-1714

2007 Berget 6 Demolition and construction of garage (supplemental) Small 2006-1449

2007 Berget 25 Altered shape and new material of roof Large 2007-1423

2007 Berget 25 Demolition of vestibule to the yard Small 2007-1728

2007 Berget 25 Installation of new windows Moderate 2007-1423

2007 Berget 25 Construction of a brick garden wall Moderate 2007-1423

2007 Berget 25 Installation of new door Moderate 2007-1423

2007 Berget 24 Construction of a multi-family residential house Large 2003-1097

2009 Berget 2 Extension to the yard Small 2009-0470

2011 Berget 8 Change of brick garden wall (supplemental) Small 2010-868

2012 Berget 6 Construction of guest house in the yard Small 2012-2029

2012 Berget 6 New façade colour to the yard Small 2012-2086

2013 Berget 18 Changing of windows Moderate 2013-477

2013 Berget 18 Reroofing (similar style) Small 2013-1898

2015 Berget 21 Changing of garage gate Moderate 2015-6253

Table 2. External measures to buildings in Berget, Visby, 1977–2015
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insulation on the southern façade. Photographic material from the time show the 
work in progress. Today, the additional insulation is clearly visible and the plaster 
differs from the rest of the building (Figure 1). The same year, Berget 19 received 
funding for additional insulation of the system of joists. The measure is clearly 
visible in form of a metal sheet covering the lower joists in a gateway to the yard 
(Figure 1). That only two external measures have been derived point to the EBB 
having an insignificant impact on the environment. But the two examples also 
demonstrate that somewhat extensive measures to buildings’ exteriors could be 
carried out without a building permit. Probably more so during the earlier period 
of the investigation, since the measures demanding permits increased with the 
rising interest in the historical values in Visby, most noticeable after the desig-
nation to WHS in 1995.

7. DISCUSSION

There have been some transformational changes to the area, particularly the 
construction of a few bigger buildings. But mostly, the environment is characte-
rized by gradual alterations, each one of minor importance to the character of the 
area, but put together they make a significant impact. Few of the documented 
measures have directly targeted energy efficiency, but most changes, e.g. 
extensions, new roofs and new windows, have effect on the overall energy 
consumption. A conclusion from this study is that, even in a protected and 
culturally highly valued area such as the WHS of Visby, buildings and areas conti-
nuously change over time and the rate even seems to pick up over the course of 
time. The notion of an area preserved from an era and kept the same for future 
generations, is often problematic. Change is an inherent feature of the urban 
environment.

Perhaps surprising, the rate and impact of measures changing the built 
environment in the area, have not decreased as interest had increased in Visby’s 
historical values. In the last years, this part of the WHS experienced more 
changes than in previous decades. This can partly be explained by the fact that 
building permits are required for measures that previously did not need one. 
The extent of the changes in more recent years suggests that renovations have 
become more extensive over time. It is likely that this is caused by increasing 
property values in the inner city. Property owners who have invested a lot of 
capital, tend to wish to make additional investments in order to ‘improve’ their 
property.

In Berget, the EBB has proved to have had an insignificant impact on the built 
environment. The years of the programme actually stands out as a period with 
significantly less major changes to the environment. It is likely that larger invest-
ments to buildings were hindered by the slow economy, particularly in the housing 
sector, at the time. The largest construction programme in Sweden’s history 
(Miljonprogrammet 1965–1975) had ended just before the programme was intro-
duced, leaving a surplus of RU’s. The most intense period of sanitation of housing 
had also come to an end. Combined with a generally slow economy, this lead to 
few further investments in the sector.
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Nevertheless, the prevailing notion among architects and building conser-
vators has so far been that the EBB had a large negative impact on the built 
environment. Our own studies of an area in the Swedish town Gävle, has shown 
that external measures such as additional insulation were common during the 
EBB. This paper nuances these results and points to local or regional differences. 
One explanation for e.g. additional thermal insulation being common in Gävle but 
not in Visby, is the difference in climate. The two cities are located in different 
climate zones, with Visby having significantly higher winter temperatures. Another 
explanation is that historical values, in comparison with values of decreased 
energy use, were valued higher in Visby, by the municipality and/or the citizens. 
Additional research is needed to clarify the causal relationships.
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