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Decision-Making on a National Home Improvement
Programme in Sweden and Its Effects on the Built
Environment, 1984–1993
Martin Tunefalk and Mattias Legnér

Conservation Unit, Department of Art History, Uppsala University, Uppsala & Visby, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Following a period of unprecedented building in the 1960s and
1970s, the national government of Sweden decided on
a programme to promote renovations, refurbishments and exten-
sion of older buildings. The programme (abbreviated R.O.T.) was
introduced in 1984 and consisted of loans and subsidies for the
modernisation of houses older than 30 years, as well as informa-
tion to home owners and builders on the benefits of home
improvement. The target was to modernise 425,000 homes during
the period 1984–1993. The programme stated that ‘the energy-
saving measures must be intensified’ and ‘all out-dated and the
main part of all inadequate apartments should be rebuilt to mod-
ern apartments, or be demolished’. By relating the processes that
formed R.O.T. to theories of decision-making, this study contri-
butes to a better understanding of how housing policies may
affect historical values in the built environment. The study reveals
a conflict of interest between stakeholders. R.O.T. developed ad
hoc as discourses shifted between interests. Initially, it was pre-
sented as a solution for unemployment in the building sector and
a social improvement for the poor and elderly. It was not until the
late 1980s that a discussion turned to the consequences for histor-
ical values.
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Introduction

Policies on home improvement in Sweden are dominated by a national programme
called R.O.T. – an acronym for the Swedish words for Renovation, Refurbishment and
Extension. Even though R.O.T. is generally known in Sweden and constitutes an exten-
sive investment on a national scale, there is no known study of its effects on the built
environment. Such a study has been requested from the sector of cultural heritage,
namely the National Heritage Board (Riksantikvarieämbetet): ‘A study of the effects of
ROT on historically valuable buildings could articulate risks and opportunities of sub-
sidies for renovations’1.

Although most homeowners in one way or another came in contact with R.O.T., its
long history is less well known. It was introduced in 1984, as a 10-year home-
improvement programme, aimed at modernising the building stock in relation to living
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standards and energy efficiency. R.O.T. followed a national programme that had centred
on energy savings. Originally, it consisted of subsidies for the modernisation of older
houses. The overarching goal was ‘to ensure that everyone can live in a modern home’,
and ‘all unmodern dwellings are liquidated by means of reconstruction, change of use,
or demolition’ 2. The programme was renewed in 1993. With new targets and in
a different form, it is still in operation today.

The simplest way to describe the process behind R.O.T. is that decision-makers saw
a need for modernisation in the building stock and, therefore, introduced a set of
policies to stimulate refurbishment, renovation and extension. After 10 years, when
the targets for the policies were achieved, the programme ended. Some unintended
side-effects had proved unavoidable, but the problem with an older building stock was
solved and decision-makers in the housing sector moved on to other matters at hand.

This is the description that is found in most accounts of R.O.T. The following study
demonstrates that in practice the development of the programme was much more
complex, opaque and ad hoc. Drawing on theories of decision-making, the study demon-
strates how public policy is formed through consecutive and interacting streams of issues
regarding problem definitions, possible solutions, and public attitudes and debate.

The implementation of R.O.T. raises the question of how the decision-making behind
the programme affected the historic environment. The strong drift towards modernity
made way for vast changes in the built cultural heritage of Sweden. What were the
forces behind this development? What actors were involved in shaping the programme,
and what were their agendas? How can impacts on the historic environment be
explained by studying the decision-making processes behind R.O.T.? The study sets
out to understand the political and discursive factors that shaped the programme:
how priorities were made and values negotiated. The aim is to (1) understand how
the original R.O.T. of 1984–1993 was conceived and negotiated in regards to different
values at hand, and (2) contribute to a better understanding of how public policies are
formulated and how this may influence risks and opportunities in the built environment.

The detailed effects of R.O.T. are not known, but through discursive analysis we can
clarify which values and processes that contributed to shaping the programme, and by
extension understand how R.O.T., in particular, and housing policies, in general, are
being negotiated and how this affects different values in the built environment.

Method and Sources

The source material consists of three categories: (1) governmental official decisions,
propositions and communication; (2) newspaper articles and public statements from
interest groups; and (3) contemporary scientific reports and evaluations of R.O.T.
Studying these sources allows us to understand the interaction between different actors,
active in negotiating and forming the programme, both directly and indirectly. By
analysing source materials produced by official decision-makers as well as other groups
with competing interests and claims, the study will scrutinise the notion of policies as
a one-way communication. Placing R.O.T. in a context of policies aiming at modernising
housing in Sweden and using a wide range of sources, provides a deeper understanding
the programme than is conveyed in official communication.
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The first category is for the most part accessible on the Swedish parliament’s website.
We have read and analysed all propositions and decisions regarding the programme up
until 1993. Official governmental investigations made of the programme also constitute
important source data as well as policy statements. The second category is larger and
more diverse. In order to find articles on the subject, we have used the media archive
Retreiver (http://www.retriever.se/product/mediearkivet/). All national and most regional
newspapers are represented in this database. The third category is scarce, and consists
mainly of investigations made by the Board of Housing. In order to achieve the aims of
the study, we have made a comprehensive qualitative text analysis of the sources.

Decision-Making and Issue Streams

The ideal image of decision-making as a rational process of identifying a problem, its
solution and implementation, has long been criticised in social science3. Studies have
problematised the notion of decision as choice, that individuals and organisations make
rational decisions in order to achieve change4. The imminent problem is that decisions,
in an infinitely complex web of issues5, are affected inevitably by previous decisions and
will affect those to follow, both within and outside of the determining organisation.

It has consequently been argued that decision-making should be studied as continu-
ing and interacting systems of processes, or ‘issue streams’ J. W. Kingdon proposed that
decision-making consists of three streams: one ‘problem stream’ in which problems are
defined and discussed, one ‘policy stream’ in which solutions are discussed and one
‘politics stream’ comprising factors such as public attitudes and ideologies6. Decisions
occur when the three streams coincidentally align, that is when a problem is defined
which corresponds to a solution at hand, concerning an issue that is considered relevant
politically.

The process forming R.O.T. is an example of how decisions aremade ad hoc, as problems,
solutions and attitudes align. Both the pointing out of problems and the public attitudes
varied strongly during the course of the programme, at times aligning with solutions, and at
times not. In order to implement desired decisions, actors such as politicians, interest groups
and unions were actively involved in influencing how the problem was formulated, as well
as public opinion on the matter7. As attitudes changed over time, so did the problem
definition, and consequently also the solution – and new decisions were made.

The decision-making process affecting the historic environment occurred on many
levels of society. The regulating framework was constructed on a national level; the
financial means of control were handled on a regional level; decisions on building
permits were, and are, made on a local municipal level. Closest to the physical
changes of buildings were the individual homeowners’ decision to initiate
a refurbishment project8. Parallel to this hierarchy of decisions were a number of
interest groups, such as unions and associations, involved in both public debate and
decision-making9. Even in a single of these organisations (the state, a municipality,
company, union or family) opinion cannot be expected to have been uniform. It
consisted of different drivers with different programs and projects (e.g. political
parties, ministries, authorities and individuals)10. On all levels, decisions on the
programme concerns multiple, and sometimes conflicting areas, e.g. energy
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efficiency, cultural heritage, housing shortage, (un)employment and indoor environ-
ment, as well as individual goals and aspirations.

The R.O.T. Programme

The housing stock in Sweden had expanded immensely in the decades prior to R.O.T.
One million dwellings were constructed between 1965 and 1975, in a population of
c.8 million. At the start of the 1980s, there was no longer a need for additional
construction. Instead, focus shifted to upgrading existing dwellings which were consid-
ered small, energy inefficient and uncomfortable. R.O.T. entailed a government funded
housing loan and interest support system directed at residential buildings older than
30 years11. It also included information campaigns on the benefits of refurbishment. The
ambitions for the building stock were detailed and quantitative, with the objective to
modernise 275,000 apartments and 150,000 detached houses12. With extensive ambi-
tion, symptomatic for the Swedish Social Democratic Party in the 20th century,
a ‘declaration of the human rights of housing’ was formulated in six articles (Figure 1).

The programme statement suggested far-reaching measures to implement the policy.
The authors realised that all property owners would not be willing to participate in the
so called ‘renewal project’. Therefor, they suggested political and legal means to make
sure that suggested measures were implemented. The first suggestion was expropriation
of buildings. If a building did not fulfil the lowest acceptable standard (regulated in
Jordabalken SFS 1970:994), the municipalities could forbid usage of it. It was further
suggested that in most cases preparation for coercion would suffice, e.g. to apply for
a permit to expropriate a building would in most cases lead to it being sold to someone
with a will to cooperate with the programme. It was suggested that municipalities
should identify phases in a project that could be expected to cause debate, and prepare
appropriate political measures in advance, so as to cause a minimum of delay in
intended refurbishment projects13.

Figure 1. The six articles of R.O.T.
Source: Ds Bo 1983:2, 2.
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During the early 1980s, a large and growing majority of private construction and
refurbishment in Sweden was financed through governmental mortgages and
subsidies14. R.O.T. entailed mainly three financial instruments of interest for this study:
housing loans, interest subsidies and energy efficiency subsidies15.

The housing loan was provided for refurbishment in apartment buildings and
detached houses that substantially improved the building’s technical or functional
qualities. The building had to be more than 30 years old and no major improvement
or refurbishment should have been made during the same time. Refurbished homes
should meet the requirements on new buildings. The size of the loan was determined by
the regional housing committee (länsbostadsnämnd) and mortgages were generally
approved for refurbishments that could meet durable needs. Housing loans were only
approved if the project was ‘not of small extent’16. A qualification for governmental
funding was that measures for home improvement were coordinated with energy-
saving measures17.

The interest subsidies entailed that the homeowner paid less than half of the actual
interest rate, for both governmental and private loans (in September 1987, c.4.9%
instead of 12.5%). The difference was paid directly to the lender, and subsidies were
approved for measures such as façade renovation and additional insulation, and only for
bigger investments. All projects should include energy efficiency measures18.

The dedicated energy efficiency subsidies were equivalent to 10–15% of the cost for
improvement of heating systems, additional insulation, new energy efficient windows
and individual measures of hot water use in apartments19. The instruments could in
some, but not all, cases be combined20.

The Board of Housing (Bostadsstyrelsen) had the overarching governmental responsi-
bility of coordinating funding for the housing sector. According to its instructions from
the parliament, the main function of the board was to manage the publically funded
loans and subsidies in order to promote sufficient access to dwellings as well as an
improvement of the housing stock. Subordinate to The Board of Housing were the
regional housing committees, with the function of managing activity related to housing
and included applications for loans and subsidies on a regional level. On a local level,
the municipalities mediated applications to the housing committees21.

R.O.T. also included informative instruments. The regional housing committees
started an extensive information campaign shortly after the programme was decided
in parliament. 14,000 employees working at property companies, banks and municipa-
lities were directly informed22. The board also produced and published educational
material targeting different fields of home improvement, as well as information on
available loans and subsidies23. Some regional housing committees published brochures
on housing economy with the purpose of signing on borrowers24.

The regulations of R.O.T. were altered during the years it was active. Originally
targeting private homes, the programme was soon expanded to include buildings
owned by the local municipalities, such as schools and hospitals. Soon after its introduc-
tion, the 30-year-principle was altered in order to include newer buildings as well. After
heavy criticism, regulations were altered in 1987 to limit unnecessarily extensive
refurbishments25. In the same year, a new legal statute was introduced, Plan- och
bygglagen, which included a general demand for precaution when altering a building.
In 1988, similar demands were included in the building norm26. Owing to an imminent
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housing shortage, the programme was limited in the three largest cities in 1987. In
October 1988, the government limited R.O.T. on a national scale. The guaranteed
interest rate for refurbishments was doubled27. In the late 1980s and early 1990s,
construction increased considerable, with a peak in 1991–199228. Thereafter, the unem-
ployment in the building sector started to grow once again. In 1993, a new R.O.T. was
introduced – a programme that, with some alterations, is still in effect today.

The Problem of Unemployment

In the early 1980s, Sweden suffered from an economic slow-down and growing unem-
ployment. Unemployment, particularly the building sector was a constantly present
political issue29. After the building boom, new construction had largely come to an
end. When the Social Democratic government came to power in 1982, following four
years of centre/liberal governments, they initiated a devaluation of the national currency
and instigated large public investments. In his inauguration speech in 1982, Prime
Minister Olof Palme first announced a programme for renovation, refurbishment and
expansion. This was done in direct reference to matters of state finance and
unemployment30. The Social Democratic Party had dominated Swedish politics since
the 1930s. When they resumed power, in a period of slow economic growth, they were
determined to show initiative and determination. The fact that the prime minister
presented the idea of the programme in his inauguration speech points to its political
significance.

Initially, there was some debate on the programme’s efficiency in creating job opportu-
nities. Several actors participated in a public debate on the issue. The Board of Housing
expressed a concern that the programme was at risk of reducing the number of jobs in the
sector, rather than increasing it. A senior manager at the board said in Dagens industri,
Sweden’s biggest financial newspaper, that the programme would reduce subsidies, with
the risk of slowing the sector down31. The same newspaper presented in October 1983 the
headline ‘The ROT-programme kills entire sector’. The article referred to prognoses for the
market for heat pumps that had flourished during the previous energy saving programme.
When R.O.T. took over from the previous programme, it was estimated that half the market
for heat pumps was threatened32. The Builders’ Union had big expectations on R.O.T33.
Needless to say, the union was supportive of plans to increase the employment in the
sector. It was seen as a first, though too small a step towards that end34. Although, there was
some debate on the efficiency of the programme, actors in the public debate were in
agreement over the definition of the problem.

Modernisation as Solution

In June 1983, secretary of state Bengt Owe Birgersson, together with his task force,
presented the 10-year programme in the policy statement Bättre bostäder (Ds Bo
1983:2)35. The problem formulated in the policy statement was that there still existed
residences without ‘modern facilities’. Most of these ‘unmodern’ homes had water, drai-
nage, central heating and WC, but lacked bath or shower within the apartment. About
150,000 apartments in multi dwelling residences did not have a proper kitchen36. These
homes were all to be refurbished or demolished.
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When Bengt Owe Birgersson first introduced the plans of the programme at a conference
in April 1983 he highlighted extended liberty and lower costs to refurbish old buildings, by
removing standards and regulations, as well as introducing new funding. Municipalities
should be required to implement refurbishment programmes. He also stressed that the
number of apartments needed to decrease, with demolition as a last way out37.

The government had a clear priority between values at hand: the national finances were to
be stimulated by modernising the building stock. The programme statement, as well as
leading politicians, articulated an opposition between heritage conservation on the one
hand and modernisation on the other and argued that increased investments in renovations,
refurbishments and extension of existing buildings would result in valuable work opportu-
nities for builders38. In October 1983, the Minister of Housing, Hans Gustafsson, stated that

a prime objective for the programme is to ensure that everybody gets to live in a modern
home. This means that all unmodern apartments will be refurbished, put to other use, or be
demolished. Today 9,000 construction workers are unemployed. The intention of the
programme is to decrease that number39.

In arguing for the extension of the programme to include municipal buildings, Gustafsson
proclaimed that ‘themaintenance of these buildings is often neglected and a refurbishment
would result in thousands of jobs in the buildings sector’40. He highlighted that the
governmental support to the municipalities was to be seen as a pure incentive to stimulate
the building sector and claimed that an advantage with targeting buildings owned by local
and regional municipalities was that those projects were favourable for the contractors. This
would attract larger companies that could ensure long term employment41.

Included in the modernisation project was an aim to increase the energy efficiency.
The policy statement related throughout to the issue and proclaimed that ‘the energy-
saving measures must be intensified’, referring to an energy savings plan decided by
parliament in 1978 and 1981. It meant a reduction of energy consumption in buildings
with 30% in 10 years42. The R.O.T. policy statement noted that such an extensive
reduction would require extensive measures43. According to the statement, most multi-
dwelling residences built before 1960 had exterior walls with insufficient thermal insula-
tion. Buildings from 1931–1945 had the worst qualities, with a degree of 80% of the
stock having unsatisfying insulation. The conclusion was that ‘if the decided targets for
energy savings are to be reached, the thermal insulation of exterior walls in multi-
dwelling buildings must be improved’44.

Numbers from The Board of Housing in 1986 show that a large part of the measures
funded by the programme was targeted at energy savings. From 1 July 1984 to
1 January 1986, c.1/2 of the approved costs went to energy-saving measures (c.2,950
MSEK in the monetary value of 1984). About half of these measures included physical
changes to the building. Applications regarding energy-saving measures constituted
about 35% of all applications45.

Previous research has concluded that the energy savings connected to R.O.T. were
often questionable46. Recent studies have shown that the energy efficiency of older
building has been consistently underestimated. A study of the Swedish housing stock
shows that energy performance is more or less independent of the building’s age prior
to the 1960–70s47. Although improved energy efficiency in itself was a pressing issue in
the early 1980s, it was also a solution for a stagnating building sector.
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The critique of the programme’s efficiency in creating job-opportunities came to
naught in 1984. Shortly after the introduction of the programme, it proved indeed
efficient in this particular regard. During 1984 and 1985, the extent of the programme
was a success that widely exceeded the expectations of the proposition48. Because of
this, the national press were strongly optimistic about R.O.T. The news agency TT
(Tidningarnas telegrambyrå) highlighted in June that the programme hade positive
effects: ‘For three months in a row the unemployment among construction workers is
declining. The ROT programme [. . .] is starting to have effect. During the first four
months of this year, applications for loans increased with 41 %’49. In October, they
reported that refurbishments in Gothenburg had increased with 80% in comparison with
1983. In other regions as well, the housing committees counted on an increased marked
for construction workers, due to R.O.T50. The leader of the communist party, Lars Werner,
considered the programme insufficient, and requested that it should be made
permanent51.

In August 1983, it was announced that the unemployment in the sector had
decreased from 8% to 5% since the introduction of the programme. The Builders’
Union didn’t want to settle with this. The president of the union Bertil Winberg
requested that the government set aside funds for additional programmes of repairs,
refurbishments and building extensions. He also requested the programme to be
extended to all buildings52.

The Ministry of Housing declared that it was now up to the municipalities and private
property owners to take advantage of the financial opportunities that the programme
provided, and underscored that the objective was additional employment for construc-
tion workers53.

In the early years of the programme, there was consensus of both the problem
definition and its solution. If the policy of modernisation was carried out, the problem
of unemployment would be solved. Attitudes, problem and solution were in alignment,
and the decisions were implemented on a large scale.

Contested Attitudes: Modernisation as a Problem

About 2 years after the introduction, in 1986, criticism started to rise. Unnecessarily
extensive refurbishments were being carried out and the issue of modernisation of the
building stock was reformulated from being an operational solution to unemployment,
to a problem in itself. The start of this debate was an evaluation of R.O.T. made by The
Board of Housing54. According to the evaluation, the financial structures of the pro-
gramme had led to property-owners making larger refurbishments than needed. The
regulation of government loans and subsidies had made it more lucrative to refurbish
than to maintain. Tenants were complaining that they were forced to move when the
landlord decided to carry out a total refurbishment instead of maintaining the property.
Rents were controlled and calculated based on the standard of the apartment, which
had led to tenants facing a rent increase after refurbishment almost double the original
rate55. The negative effects on maintenance were twofold: (1) no subsidies were given
for maintenance, and (2) in order to get subsidies for refurbishment, the maintenance
had to be neglected. The result was expensive make-overs that were profitable only due
to governmental loans and subsidies, followed by higher rents.
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The evaluation of the programme found the cause of the excessive refurbishments to
be governmental funding, which rewarded a coordination of repairs and energy savings.
As stated earlier, repairs made separately from energy efficiency measures were given
less beneficial funding56. This risked leading to a situation where homeowners with
plans for minor repairs then chose, for example, to apply additional façade insulation in
order to receive funding. About 25% of the applications were for additional insulation in
combination with maintenance57.

The Board of Housing did not go unchallenged in their criticism. The organisation
representing publically owned property companies, SABO (Sveriges allmännyttiga
bostadsföretag), demanded in a letter to the Ministry of Housing that the programme
was carried out as intended. SABO considered the programme to be functioning well.
They admitted to some unnecessarily extensive refurbishments, but argued that this
derived from ignorance of how the system was supposed to function. The results
presented by The Board of Housing were explained by insufficient sources supporting
the study58.

Part of the modernisation of the housing sector included removal of all small apart-
ments. Municipalities with large cities criticised the programme for taking away the less
expensive homes59. The City of Stockholm warned in an open letter to the Minister of
Housing that 34,000 small apartments, suitable for young people, were to disappear if
the programme continued as planned60.

The discussion of excessive refurbishments and removal of small apartments was
mainly formulated as a social concern for tenants, forced to move or pay a higher rent.
Parallel to this, criticism started to take shape in 1986 against the effects of R.O.T. on
historical values in buildings. The critique came above all, and initially, from the profes-
sional association of Swedish architects, claiming that historically valuable buildings were
destroyed by the use of governmental funds. Refurbishments were carried out that
conflicted with the original purpose of the buildings, with no consideration of historical
values. All of this derived from the funding of refurbishments in the absence of regula-
tion under R.O.T. Criticism was raised over property owners and building consultants
being informed by state agencies that they should make total refurbishments instead of
cautious renovations, and that they would receive governmental funding for the former,
but not for the latter61.

The government acted on some of the criticism. In November 1986, the Ministry of
Housing presented a proposition targeted at limiting the unnecessarily extensive refurb-
ishments. The new regulations were effective from 1 January 198762. Bengt Owe
Birgersson regretted that it had been lucrative for property owners to take unnecessarily
extensive measures. He admitted that this was due to the design of the governmental
funding, which meant that it was more cost effective for owners to tear out and rebuild
than to maintain and repair. This was to change with the new regulations, in which focus
was on careful renovation63.

When the Minister of Housing, Hans Gustafsson, responded to the Board of Housing,
he admitted that the programme had not had its intended effects. However, he did not
want to admit all supposed shortcomings. He claimed to be ‘concerned when people
describe ROT as lacking safeguards’64 and declared that safeguarding existing values in
buildings had been a main priority in the programme, but that this hadn’t had the
intended effect65.
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Thus, as public attitudes changed, official decision-makers were prompt to adjust their
position in the debate on the built environment, and to reformulate the problem. The
same politicians, who had only a few years earlier argued that all older buildings were to
be rebuilt or demolished, now claimed that conservation was a high priority in R.O.T.
When problem, solution and public attitude no longer aligned, the policy was altered.

In order to align the new problem formulation with policies and attitudes, official
statements strongly changed character. In 1987, The Swedish National Heritage Board
published a booklet titled ‘Home improvement with precaution’ (Bostadsförbättring med
varsam hand). Opinions in the text follow to large degree the critique laid out by Swedish
architects. The text is highly critical of excessive refurbishments and all levels of refurb-
ishment, from urban areas to interior details, suggesting less extensive improvements.
The first section is dedicated to presenting R.O.T. as an instrument meant to increase the
safeguards in refurbishments, thus contributing to the governments ambitions to
rewrite the purpose of the programme66.

These findings demonstrate how decisions create new conditions and, hence, new
problem formulations. The implementation of solutions to the problem of unemploy-
ment brought with it negative side effects for the historic environment. This led to new
attitudes towards modernisation of the building stock, which formulated a problem
definition of its own. Also, the implementation of a higher living standard created new
problems when governmental subsidies led to excessive refurbishments, forcing tenants
to move out during the renovation, sometimes unable to move back later, due to
increased rent. The regulation of rents was not aligned with the subsidies for renova-
tions. In practice, theoretically good decisions failed as public attitudes changed.

Reinstated Alignments: Unemployment and Modernisation

In early 1993, newspapers started to report on political interest in a new R.O.T. Both
liberals and Social Democrats were arguing for this on the basis of unemployment in
the building sector67. The new programme consisted of investments of 2.5 billon SEK
to stimulate refurbishment of homes and public buildings. Some 800 million was to
be used as subsidies for refurbishment of schools, hospitals, nurseries, etc. It also
included a tax deduction of 30% of the labour cost for refurbishments in detached
houses and apartment buildings. This was expected to produce 30,000 jobs in the
building sector68.

Just as in 1983, The Builders’ Union was quick to follow up on political statements in
favour of the sector. The chairman of the union, Åke Wänman, claimed in Dagens nyheter
that the state and municipalities, through lower expenditure on unemployment benefits
and increasing tax revenues, could earn 5 billion SEK by subsidising refurbishments.
Wänman especially noted that there was room for improvement in many older build-
ings, which also could increase their rental revenue for property owners69. The Union for
wood industry workers was worried about the unemployment rates and hoped that
a renewed and intensified R.O.T. would be of benefit. More than 20,000 members had
lost their jobs in the past 3 years70.

Thus, attitudes of 1983 re-emerged 10 years later, although they had been proved
problematic. Once again, unemployment was the problem and modernisation of the old
building stock the solution. The fact that the same arguments recurred 10 years later
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suggests that the original R.O.T. was problematic in the long run. It had no long-term
impact on the economy, possibly some impact on energy efficiency, but most likely on
the heritage values of the built environment.

Conclusions

R.O.T. of 1984–1993 was a far-reaching home improvement programme, originating in
a strong belief in political intervention and economic governance. Significant measures
were taken to improve the building stock. Additional insulation and changing of windows
were common measures funded by the programme. In its initial phase, heritage values
were not part of the discussions of R.O.T., neither from its advocates nor from its critics.
Considering its financial size and structure, as well as its explicit intention of targeting
older buildings, it is likely that the programme had an impact on the historical values of
the building stock.

By analysing R.O.T. as consecutive issue streams, this study has illustrated how
decision-making processes affected multiple values in the building stock, often in
unpredicted ways. As attitudes amongst the public changed, so did problem definition
and suggested solutions, both resulting in an ad hoc development.

The study reveals a negotiation between different interests amongst a wide range of
groups, such as politicians, unions, building companies and property owners. The
discourse shifted widely over time. R.O.T. was initially presented as a solution to wide-
spread unemployment in the building sector, as well as a programme of social improve-
ment for the poor and elderly. The impact on the built environment was not under
debate during the first intensive years. During this period, national finances and sup-
posed social consideration were evidently valued higher than heritage values. The result
was unnecessarily extensive measures, directed more towards creating jobs than to
safeguarding the built heritage.

In the first years R.O.T. caused considerable irreversible change to the built environ-
ment, excessive refurbishments were common and residents often testified to changes
having negative impacts on both social and heritage values. At the same time, low
standards of construction, poor insulation and neglected maintenance meant that some
buildings faced demolition if not refurbished71.

The programme was initially formulated in six articles, or ‘human rights of housing’,
including the right to (1) a home with modern equipment, (2) a well-maintained home, (3)
an accessible home, (4) an energy efficient home, (5) an equal housing market, and (6)
a better use of the capacity of the building sector. Of these six articles all, except numbers
two and five, it can be argued were fulfilled in the short term and resulted in modernising
the housing stock making it more accessible and energy efficient. Unemployment in the
building sector decreased by moving labour from construction to refurbishment.
However, because refurbishment was more economic maintenance was often neglected.
Owing to a lack of alignment between the regulations of rents, apartments subjected to
refurbishment within R.O.T. became more expensive, forcing many tenants to move, thus
failing to contribute to a more equal housing market. In public debate, both in official
statements and in newspapers, focus was on the sixth article. This stands out as the one
formulated as a political goal rather than as a citizens’ privilege. From the very beginning,
the overarching goal with R.O.T. was to improve national finances. When the programme
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was limited, and in practice terminated in 1988, it was not because the housing stock was
considered to be sufficiently modern, well-maintained, accessible, energy efficient or
equal. It was because of the building sector was showing signs of overheating and,
therefore, no longer in need of further investments and subsidy.

Although the physical effects on the built environment has not been examined in the
study, we have shown that at times heritage values in the built environment were
sacrificed in favour of national finance, energy efficiency and alleged social concerns.
A strong drift towards modernity made way for vast changes in the built environment
and cultural heritage of Sweden. In the early 1980s political discourse, the historic
environment was presented as a hindrance on the way towards modern living stan-
dards, rather than an asset with its own inherent values. Modern Swedish historiography
has to a large extent connected this kind of destructive modernism and disregard for
conservation to the extensive demolitions and constructions in the 1960s and 70s. This
study has shown that the same attitudes lingered on in the following decade.

The many hurried changes in the programme were particularly problematic because
of inertia in the housing sector, caused by high investment costs and long lifespan of
materials. To refurbish a home is a big decision that is not taken lightly; so too is the
decision to move or to start a building project. The time from deciding to refurbish
a building, to the finished result is often measured in years.

A key to understanding the effects of a programme such as R.O.T. is to disentangle
the political forces behind it and clarify the problems and solutions. At times, these can
be difficult to differentiate. Despite all its problems, it only took a few years after R.O.
T. had ended before decision-makers saw new incentives to support the building sector.
In the early 1990s, voices were raised once again in favour of a far-reaching home
improvement programme, with similar arguments to those 10 years earlier. A new R.O.
T. was initiated in 1993, followed by new challenges for the historic environment.

Large-scale housing programmes are not isolated in time. The issue streams that led
to R.O.T. did not start with the introduction of the programme. Issues of modernisation,
energy efficiency had been a vital part of housing policy for decades. Neither did such
issues cease with the cancellation of R.O.T. Today energy efficiency in the building stock
is once again on the political agenda, this time as a way to hinder global warming. If
targets for both energy efficiency and heritage conservation are to be reached, influen-
tial actors need to understand the multiple values in the built environment and find
ways to bridge the gap between interests.

For heritage practitioners, the findings from this study indicate a need to be mindful of
how political decision-making affects the built environment. Politics on seemingly separate
issues may have an important influence on heritage values. Still today R.O.T. continues to
operate. Whilst the consequences for the built environment are poorly known, almost
certainly these are significant in the sense that the programme gives strong incentives for
homeowners to renovate and extend their buildings. In contrast to the mid-1980s, today
there is no public debate on the effects of R.O.T. on the heritage values of the built
environment. The discussion of lost values, to the extent that it exists in Sweden today, is
completely centred on the issue of densifying existing urban areas with new buildings.
Simultaneously, there is a significant but ‘silent’ impact as a result of R.O.T. subsidies:
windows, doors and facades are replaced with new ones instead of being repaired, archi-
tectural details continue to vanish and the volume of houses is expanded.
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Taken together, then, all these changes lead to a cumulative loss of heritage values
that cannot be recovered in the future. The first step to mitigate this tendency would be
to survey the effects of R.O.T. not only on the economy, but also on the built heritage.
That survey has not yet been carried out despite calls by the National Heritage Board.
Only when such a survey is carried out can we assess the impact of R.O.T. on the built
heritage, and propose policy changes to reduce damage to the value implicit and
explicit in the historic environment.
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