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raised concerning the economic aspects that the municipally owned food productions result in, such as cost-
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Globalization affects all scales of society due to the world being more connected. The issues and possibilities for 

societies is therefore progressively determined by events on a larger scale. Because of this interconnected world, local 

development policies have been used to increase resilience towards global shocks. As such, there have been moves 

towards greater localization in our approaches to the economy and services we consume, especially within the sphere 

of food. In particular, self-sufficiency approaches have increased in interest to utilize and create a resilient local food 

system, as this shields an area from the uncertainty and fluctuation of global trades while securing local development. 

 

This study aims to develop an understanding of how two municipally owned food productions can be seen and 

understood when balanced with national and regional strategic goals concerning food, procurement and regional 

development. I got interested in these projects, and wanted to explore them further, because the municipalities claim 

that they were good for their local area and development. Additionally, I realized that these projects touch upon several 

larger policy and strategy areas, raising a question of how these initiatives harmonize with other governmental levels 

views and goals. A case study was therefore conducted incorporating interviews with different governmental levels 

and a content analysis of strategic documents on the regional and national governmental level. 

 

As I set out to explore local food, it soon became clear after initial contact with the municipalities that the municipal 

owned food producing projects were so much more for them than only a means of local food production. As such, it 

could be seen that the municipalities run these food productions because it secure food supply from a certain favorable 

production, while also generating several other benefits within different policy areas. By having these municipally 

owned food productions, the municipalities combine several different positive aspects, touching upon different 

dimensions of sustainability that generates a collective gain resulting in an approach towards local sustainable 

development through resilience. 

 

The regional and national level could be seen to agree on the processes and several effects the municipally owned 

food productions entail. However, disagreements were raised concerning the economic aspects that the municipally 

owned food productions result in, such as cost-inefficiency and the lost ability to use procurement to create societal 

change and development. 
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1. Introduction 
Globalization affects all scales of society due to the world being more connected. The issues and 

possibilities for societies is therefore progressively determined by events on a larger scale (Goldin and 

Mariathasan, 2014). Because of this interconnected world, local development policies have been used to 

increase resilience towards global shocks1. As such, there have been moves towards greater localization in 

our approaches to the economy and services we consume. This has been especially prominent in the sphere 

of food, where a more locally based approach has been argued to be establishing resilience and be better for 

environment and for other sustainability reasons such as to help develop the local economy. Self-sufficiency 

approaches in particular have increased in attention since the last international food crisis in 2007-2008, 

when countries wanted to protect themselves from the fast turns on the global market (Clapp, 2017). To 

understand this type of approach, the focal point of this thesis has been to investigate a type of local 

development strategy concerning food, namely two municipally owned food productions located in Sweden 

that entail self-sufficiency. 

 

I stumbled across the two municipal projects used in this study in the autumn of 2019. After looking into the 

projects, I realized that the municipalities have owned these food productions for a long time and my 

interest grew when I understood that the municipalities claim that they were good for their local area and 

development. Additionally, I realized that these projects touch upon several larger policy and strategy areas, 

such as public procurement, food production and regional development, raising a question of how these 

initiatives harmonize with other governmental levels views and goals.  

 

As to provide an overview of these municipally owned food productions, the projects belong to two 

different municipalities, Borlänge municipality and Rättvik municipality, but are both named Återtaget (The 

recapture) and are located in Dalarna, in Sweden. The projects have similar structures entailing a 

municipally owned food production aimed at providing food for the municipal kitchens, but are organized 

differently. Återtaget in Borlänge municipality concerns cattle which graze natural reserves, is cared for 

through a municipal labor market project and eventually ends up as beef on the plates in the public kitchens 

(Borlänge kommun, 2019a). Återtaget in Rättvik municipality concerns an agricultural college where the 

food produced by the students, such as beef, potatoes and vegetables, is not sold to the regular market but 

instead used in the municipal kitchens resulting in the municipality being almost self-sufficient regarding 

these food items (Rättvik kommun, 2019). 

 

After reading about these projects, I started getting more curious. I told people in my vicinity about them, 

trying to see if others have heard about them. For many these projects were new to them, as for myself. 

However, after I had talked to a few people, presenting the municipalities strategies, I started noticing that 

everyone have had an immediate, positive response to these project ideas. How come they all instantly felt 

that these ideas were good? For myself, I only have felt curious, almost skeptical, towards these 

municipalities, wondering why they run these projects and why they have had them for so many years. My 

skepticism could probably be based on my bachelor in economics, instantly questioning the skewed 

competition created by public ownership, or it could also be because of my upbringing at a small-scaled 

farm, wondering why the municipalities are not just buying their food from, and thereby supporting, farmers 

in their local area instead of producing themselves. 

 

In this thesis, I will use the lens of local food to examine Återtaget and how the public sector at several 

levels target various objectives and priorities, especially affecting local sustainable development. As such, 

‘local food’ is understood with regards to the short distance between the food produced and the consumer, 

because Återtaget is operating in the municipality. Although, as I set out to explore local food, it soon 

became clear after initial contact with the municipalities, that the Återtaget projects were so much more for 

them than only a means of local food production. This resulted in a change in my approach. I realized that if 

I solely focused on the food producing aspect, I would miss fundamental aspects of these projects that 

would perhaps culminate in to aspects of local sustainability. As sustainability is meant to incorporate and 

intertwine environmental, social and economic features, I felt that it would not be fair towards the 

                                                           
1 During writing this thesis, the globalized world with its interconnectedness was brought home by the rapid spread 

of COVID-19 across the globe, fundamentally uprooting our everyday life making it even more topical of calling 

into question the sustainability of such high levels of globalization. 
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municipalities to limit their stories and understandings of Återtaget to only concern food. This has resulted 

in my thesis having quite a large scope, aiming to understand several different features from different 

governmental levels, as the Återtaget projects are rationalized and designed to meet multiple objectives and 

agendas for the public sector, including different aspects for different levels of government. A key finding 

of this thesis is therefore that local food projects are indeed intertwined and used to address several issues 

and policy areas. However, as I set out to investigate local food production, this is still my entry point to 

understand these projects and development purposes.  

 

1.1.  Swedish context and multiple policies 
To understand projects concerning municipal food production aiming for a positive development for 

society, one needs to understand the context in which these strategies operate. Below I expand on the 

different areas that Återtaget touches upon within the regional and national context, in particular public 

consumption, food production and development policies.  

 

The governmental organization in Sweden, based on national, regional and municipal governments, has a 

noticeably decentralized structure. This means that the municipal and regional levels are to a large degree 

autonomous entities, setting their own tax and providing several public services (Wollmann, 2004). This 

results in that the multilevel structure simultaneously work towards societal development using policies and 

strategies targeting different areas and levels. As such, it is interesting to investigate how these two 

municipal projects that rest within a decentralized arrangement, interact with other governmental objectives.  

 

According to the municipalities, Återtaget is positive for the local area in several regards, connected to the 

three central aspects in creating sustainability (economic, social and environmental) (ATL, 2010; Sveriges 

Radio, 2013, 2009, 2008). The question rises regarding how these municipal strategies can be understood 

with regards to overall goals at other governmental levels that also claim to strive towards sustainability. At 

a first glance, there are certain objectives that might not be inline. This is because the municipalities view 

their projects incorporating self-sufficiency as creating a positive development for their area, while the 

regional (Dalarna) and national (Sweden) levels aim for nourishing a competitive market where public 

procurement is used for pushing the market towards a favorable direction with less impact on the 

environment.  

 

When looking deeper in to the aspects of public procurement of food, it is clear that the municipal level in 

Sweden has a possibility to affect society towards a favorable direction. The public sector consumes 10 

billion kronor worth of food products each year in Sweden. The largest share of public food consumption is 

municipally bought foods as municipalities are in charge of the preschools, schools and elderly homes, 

where 3,2 million meals are served each day (Adamsson et al., 2018). As many may know, the consumption 

of goods and services effect socio-economic and environmental issues. The large expenditures made by the 

public sector is therefore seen to play a role of incentivizing a sustainable consumption and development for 

society (Dawkins et al., 2019; Morgan, 2008; Preuss, 2009). This means that because Återtaget is a food 

producing entity that operates outside of the procurement process, the municipalities do not use their full 

ability to affect the market towards a favorable direction. Instead, the municipalities must see other benefits 

with their projects, perhaps affecting society in another way. 

 

There has been a development of policies on a national level in Sweden regarding public procurement and 

food. The Agency of Public Procurement was established in 2015 as a supporting agency to the public and 

private sector, and two national strategies were released in 2016, both with the goal of establishing a 

sustainable public procurements and food production. The National Public Procurement Strategy (2016) 

aim at creating a strategic tool to strive towards creating long-term sustainable economic, social and 

environmental development. The National Food Strategy for Sweden (2016) (henceforth National Food 

Strategy) is a platform for the overall food policy until 2030. It has an overall objective of creating “a 

competitive food supply chain that increases overall food production while achieving the relevant national 

environmental objectives, aiming to generate growth and employment and contribute to sustainable 

development throughout the country.” (p. 10, Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation, 2016) With these 

strategy documents, the national level in Sweden urge all actors in the public sector to drive the markets 

towards these goals, among others, using their power of procurement. 
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To set this discussion in an even larger perspective, the National Food Strategy (2016) is in line with the 

overall goal, and Europe 2020-strategy, of the European Union (EU) as they all want to ensure competitive 

markets and establish a development with less impact on the environment (European Commission, 2011; 

European Union, 2016; Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation, 2016). Within the Europe 2020-strategy, 

local, municipal, procurement has had an important role for reaching these goals. Procurement has been 

seen to be the tool as to creating a better business environment, for example by supporting an adjustment to 

a low carbon economy. In the strategy, it is also put forward that the economy needs to be resource efficient 

and that the markets need to remain open within the EU (European Commission, 2011). However, the EU 

level has not been taken into account in this thesis, as this was not brought up during the interviews. This 

could be understood as an interesting finding in itself as the discussion of Återtaget and development 

remained solely on the local and regional level. 

 

As I want to gain a deep understanding of Återtaget, I aim to explore these municipal food-producing 

strategies by investigating how the municipalities’ objectives are balanced with policies at other 

governmental levels. Thereby, for this thesis, a case study was conducted incorporating interviews with 

different governmental levels and a content analysis of strategic documents. This was done to deepen the 

understanding of the municipal projects as development strategies, by setting them in the context of a 

multilevel governance framework, and thereby acknowledging the multiple levels of actors pushing the 

sustainability agenda forward in varied and complex ways. The strategies used are main policies documents 

within procurement, food and development, at the regional and national level, aimed at creating a wide 

understanding of the different features Återtaget contain and affect. As stated above, sustainable food 

production and procurement is a priority for several levels of government, but it is yet unclear how these 

different levels interweave and impact each other, which is the research gap this thesis aims to address. As 

such, my thesis is not aimed to be seen as foremost a theoretical study. Rather, my study is an empirically 

driven study aiming for practical understandings of municipal projects operating in a multilevel governance 

structure in Sweden. 

 

1.2.  Återtaget - Municipal owned food production 
The cases used for this study are two municipally owned food productions called Återtaget located in 

Dalarna, Sweden. Because of my curiosity, I searched the internet for information about Återtaget. Several 

articles about the projects emerged together with the municipal websites explaining the procedures. Below I 

have summarized the arguments the municipalities have used throughout the years for justifying their 

operations. After reading the information available, further questions were raised such as how they 

experience their projects today, why and how they link the projects to these experienced benefits etc. (a 

deeper explanation of the cases can be found at section 4.3). As such, my initial investigations quickly 

reviled that is was more going on under the surface, in need of deeper investigation. 

 

Borlänge municipality argue that the Återtaget project has led to several positive aspects. For example, the 

municipally owned cows are effective and cheap in keeping the landscape open and sustaining Dalarnas 

historical landscape. This in turn is seen to support tourism, upon which the area is dependent, and also be 

necessary for the people living in Borlänge to feel good. In addition, the cows have been used for education 

purposes teaching schoolchildren about food production and climate related issues. Additionally, it is 

experienced as beneficial because the project is used as a labour market project, letting people far from the 

labour market work with caring for the cows (Sveriges Radio, 2013). Furthermore, the municipality states 

that the project of owning cows comes out as even financially (Dala-demokraten, 2016) and provides 

locally produced food for the public sector (ATL, 2010). 

 

For Rättvik municipality there are also several arguments brought up regarding the municipality’s project. 

The projects is said to be a way to guarantee that “good food” would be served to children and elderly 

people, as the agricultural college is locally based and organically certified. Additionally, the cost of the 

food was said to be a bit cheaper than compared to buying the equivalent food somewhere else (Sveriges 

Radio, 2011, 2008). Getting the food from the municipal college is also argued as being better for the 

environment, public health, education and creating open landscapes (Dalarnas Tidningar, 2009; Rättvik 

kommun, 2019). One official states that, because of the project Återtaget, they have succeeded in creating a 



4 
 

long-term sustainable food production in the area (Avesta tidning, 2017). 

 

The municipal owned food production in Borlänge and Rättvik are however not unique. Several 

municipalities in Sweden have started to arrange their procurement process so as to not only favoring 

Swedish produce but favoring local foods, and some municipalities have, as Borlänge and Rättvik, taken 

this further by owning their own food production to enable local food products in their municipal kitchens. 

For example, Härjedalen municipality have decided to buy their own cows and pay local farmers for caring 

for them. The goal is to eventually broaden the herd and secure beef to the municipalities’ kitchens. 

Sollefteå municipality and Kramfors municipality have become part owners of local vegetable farms. The 

strategies made by these municipalities are argued to be more climate friendly, ethical and improve the local 

economy as this assures that tax money stays in the area (Karlsson, 2016; Rooth, 2017; Sollefteå kommun, 

2016). All these examples of municipal self-sufficiency strategies, begs a question concerning why they 

have emerged. 

 

Återtaget operating in Borlänge and Rättvik were chosen for this study, as they were the municipal food 

producing projects I could find that have existed the longest. Additionally, these two cases were also food 

projects that did not directly involve private actors, such as the other example above, making it interesting 

to explore rather “extreme” cases of municipal owned food production. By having these well-experienced 

projects for my case study, the assumption is that a deeper understanding can be gained as to the 

municipalities’ objectives and reasoning. Additionally, by having local food as my starting point when 

looking at the strategies in Borlänge and Rättvik, it can provide a sphere through which to look at wider 

trends in local sustainable development. This can be seen through the arguments made by the municipalities 

(stated above), as they set against wider debates about sustainability and resilience, which go beyond food 

per se. 

 

1.3.  Local food and development in a wider context 
Even though municipal owned food production is located in an isolated area, it is still operating in a wider 

context as to the positive development it is meant to generate. When looking at theories concerning 

development and local food practices, they can be viewed as merging in to a wider discussion of resilience. 

 

The dominant understanding of local and regional development strategies has been to create a development 

that can compete within the globalized system. The development strategies has therefore concerned 

attracting activity to yield economic growth and competitiveness. As such, economic activity and growth 

are meant to create power for the local or regional area to shield from the global turns (Bristow, 2010; Pike 

et al., 2006). 

 

On the contrary, sustainable development has emerged as a critique towards development strategies only 

focusing on the economic aspect and growth. Sustainable development is meant to provide the notion of 

development with a wider aim (Pike et al., 2006), incorporating and intertwine the three central dimensions, 

societal, environmental and economic, not sacrificing one aspect to the other. Nevertheless, this can be done 

in different ways, often the economic dimension is favored by national governments meaning that an urge 

for financial gain can provide resource efficiency and improve socio-economic conditions for people 

(Giddings et al., 2002; Hopwood et al., 2005). When looking at the context for this thesis of local actions, 

resilience has emerged as an addition to sustainable development for the local level (Barr and Devine-

Wright, 2012). 

 

According to Barr and Devine-Wright (2012), resilience is meant to be sustainability in practice for the 

local level. This is because it is a way for societies to adapt to social, environmental and economic changes. 

This idea revolves around the notion that less economically advanced regions are able to support themselves 

while withstanding shocks affecting them from the outside (Bristow, 2010). This could be understood as to 

reducing the focus on economic advances and instead creating strengths to the internal system depending 

less on global markets. A system related to self-sufficiency could therefore be understood as a way to create 

a resilient system, such as the municipally owned food production. 

 

Furthermore, food from a global trade system is viewed differently in comparison to food considered being 
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locally produced. Local food is often believed to imply small-scale producers and that it supports the local 

area while assuring a food supply. Global trade systems on the other hand is understood as large scaled 

production resulting in environmental degradation due to its production and the transportation of the food 

(Joosse, 2014; Morgan et al., 2008). As such, a solution to assuring “good” food can be understood as 

creating a resilient, local food system, as this shields an area from the uncertainty and fluctuation of global 

trades while securing local development and reducing pressure on the environment due to less 

transportations. 

 

In addition to the discussions of what entails “good” development above, there is simultaneously a 

discussion of who can create a desirable change. The creation of development strategies has historically 

emerged from a top-down perspective, believing that there is a set structure for creating development, i.e. 

economic growth, regardless of the territorial situation. Instead, according to Pike et al. (2006), the creation 

of development generated from a bottom-up initiative is meant to create a more sustainable change as local 

actors involvement situate the strategy on local knowledge and circumstances.  

 

As a foundation for this thesis, I will use the concept of multilevel governance. This concept is meant to 

provide a basis for my conceptual framework where multiple actors are seen to simultaneously strive 

towards a favorable direction for society while interacting with each other at multiple levels. In addition, 

multilevel governance explains the governing structure for creating societal change within the EU. This 

means that higher levels of government creates general goals within a policy area by using strategies, such 

as the ones analyzed in this thesis, and the lower governmental levels apply these guidelines to their local 

circumstances. To Barca (2009) this entails a place-based development. However, some would still argue 

that these general goals create frames the lower governmental levels have to work within limiting the local 

and regional level’s ability of implementing distinctive local development strategies (Huggins and Pugh, 

2015). 

 

1.4.  Objective and research questions 
Borlänge municipality and Rättvik municipality have had municipal food production projects for years. 

They argue that this brings a positive local development and a favorable environmental progress. The 

question is raised concerning how self-sufficiency, competition, place-based development and sustainability 

relate to each other. In particular, a key question arises around these municipal development strategies set 

against a backdrop of regional (Dalarna) and national (Swedish) policy and programs in the area of public 

procurement, food production and regional development. Therefore, the aim of this thesis is to develop an 

understanding for how municipally owned food production, aiming towards a sustainable development, can 

be seen and understood when balanced with policies and strategies at multiple and overlapping levels of 

government within the framework of multi-level governance. 

 

The questions I seek to answer are: 

1. To what extent do the municipal incentives promoting locally produced food reflect national and regional 

strategic goals addressed through public procurement? 

2. How do the municipalities of Borlänge and Rättvik embrace the Återtaget’s approaches in pursuit of local 

sustainable development? 

 

1.5.  Structure 
This thesis will firstly overview the conceptual framework used for this thesis, then it will present the 

methods used and thereafter the study area involving a background to the governmental structure in 

Sweden, the strategy documents used and the chosen cases concerning municipally owned food production 

(Återtaget). Thereafter, the thesis will outline the analysis, presenting the different objectives of Återtaget 

and other governmental levels understandings of the certain issues at hand. Afterwards there is a discussion 

of the objectives relating the findings to relevant literature. Lastly, there is a conclusion, summarizing the 

thesis and findings with the ambition to answer my research questions.  
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2. Conceptual framework 
Rationales of municipally owned food productions and their coherence with goals at other governmental 

levels can be seen and understood through several different perspectives. The conceptual framework of this 

thesis is formulated with the purpose of enabling us to understand how priorities and strategies at different 

governmental levels relating to sustainable development and local food production overlap and interact with 

each other. As a foundation, I will use the concept of multi-level governance (MLG) as it will help unpack 

the multiple actions made by the different actors at different levels. In short, MLG represents an 

understanding of the relationships continuously occurring at different governmental levels, pushing policy 

agendas forward and interacting in varied and complex ways. This thesis will focus on how these levels 

foster and complement these links and relationships in order to create a positive societal development in the 

broad field of local development. I expand on this issue in the first section below. The section after that 

contains a discussion on sustainable development. Lastly, I bring attention to the local level practicing 

sustainability through the creation of resilience while touching upon various concepts and aspects 

influencing the projects of Återtaget and local development. Amongst others, but emerging most 

prominently through the case study research conducted, these entail: globalization, resilience, local food 

systems, self-sufficiency, ownership structures in regards to efficiency, public procurement of food and 

green place-based branding. 

 

2.1.  Multi-level governance 
First, the theoretical concept of multi-level governance is introduced because this concept has influenced 

both the study design and the discussion of the various issues impacting on the Återtaget projects and 

various levels of governance. How to balance the responsibility of providing public good between different 

levels of government has been widely discussed, and pros and cons of various governance models emerge. 

In the traditional theorizing of states, policymaking and the provision of public good have been discussed by 

weighing the advantages of either the centralized or decentralized state. A responsibility for policy and 

implementation by a centralized government is seen to provide large scale and cross-border advantages 

whereas a more decentralized government is understood to be able to provide greater citizen control and 

assess local preferences (Barca, 2009). There are other theories expanding on favorable government 

structures and the understandings of today’s governmental situation. For this thesis, I have chosen MLG 

because it allows me to capture the complexity of the design, implementation, and evaluation of a policy 

area in a situation, such as that seen in Sweden today, where there are multiple levels of government 

interacting and influencing a given area. In this case, I focus on the local, regional, as well as national levels 

of government and governance that operate in the local sustainable development domain. The literature 

regarding MLG is briefly summarized here and the key points of pertinence for this thesis outlined.  

 

The MLG framework was brought forward by Marks (1993) in the early 1990s as a tool to understand the 

development of governmental arrangements in the European Union. MLG was developed as a result of 

several historical events; the development of the Structural Funds in 1988, resulting in an increased 

emphasis on co-ordination within Europe, the creation of the single market in 1992 and the signing of 

Treaty on European Union in 1992. Marks (1993) argued for the recognition of the fact that the traditional 

power structures, being the former linear view of national government having top-down control, had been 

changed. MLG is used to explain the new situation of “a system of continuous negotiation among nested 

governments at several territorial tiers” (Marks, 1993). This means that traditional national functions and 

power had been removed both up to intergovernmental level, but also down to subnational levels, as the 

policy networks had become territorially overarching due to the European Union (EU) integration (Marks, 

1993). In the Swedish case, it is clear that since 1995, upon joining the EU, this multi-level perspective has 

become increasingly important. Especially if we consider issues of local and regional development, which 

have been a key sphere of Europeanization of policy. Meanwhile, the Swedish approach to having a high 

degree of power over numerous issues devolved to the local level (discussed further below) necessitates a 

theoretical approach that can take account of the local sphere of government and governance rather than 

focusing overwhelmingly on the national level.  
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MLG emerged from the subsidiary principle2 (Barca, 2009), introduced in the Treaty on European Union in 

1992 (European Commission, 2020b). This resulted in a move from different levels of government having 

responsibility of providing certain services for society, to different levels of government having 

responsibility for certain tasks within services (Barca, 2009). MLG is therefore a polity-creating process in 

which authority and policy-making influence are shared across multiple levels of government - subnational, 

national and supranational. This means that decision-making competencies are shared by actors at different 

levels rather than monopolized by national governments (Hooghe and Marks, 2001). In practical terms it 

means if we are to understand policy and governance, we cannot look at only one level alone: we need an 

approach that can view them all.  

 

The MLG framework has historically been used as a way of studying EU regional cohesion policy and it 

emerged to explain the transformation of power between authorities (Stephenson, 2013). Criticism of the 

framework has emerged with regards to the framework not specifying the causality relationship of what 

actors at which levels are of importance. Furthermore MLG does not explain why specific levels are 

weakened and other empowered throughout the development of the European Union (Blom-hansen, 2005). 

Despite these theoretical weaknesses, it was still decided that MLG could provide a useful lens through 

which to study local approaches to food as a means for local sustainable development.  

 

2.1.1.  Perspective of development and multiple policy levels 
As the MLG framework gives an understanding of the multiple relationships and interactions occurring at 

several governmental levels, this section aims at contextualizing Återtaget as a municipal strategy working 

within layers of governmental strategies, by giving an overview of different perspectives of development 

and policy interventions occurring in recent years alongside each other. In the section below, the concept of 

sustainable development in unpacked further. 

 

The approaches to sustainable local and regional development sit on top of a history of narrower approaches 

to economic development. Traditional, standardized development policies believed development was 

economic growth, where certain bottlenecks, when solved, automatically release positive outcomes (Pike et 

al., 2006). For example, infrastructure has historically been seen as such bottleneck. Another bottleneck has 

been a weak local industry that needed fixing with establishing a large firm to bring spillover effects as to 

creating more indirect businesses and jobs and technology transfers. These standardized development ideas 

entails a lack of consideration for the place that is supposed to be developed (Lennert et al., 2015; Pike et 

al., 2006). It is seen that if one strategy worked in one place it should also worked at another and therefore 

these strategies are made regardless of the local characteristics. This, famously, led to governments all over 

the world trying to replicate the success of Silicon Valley, creating “silicon somewheres” in various 

locations, and with limited success (Hospers, 2006).  

 

According to Barca et al. (2012) and Pike et al. (2006), these traditional, standardized development policies 

have in general been seen to fail because they have not taken the local situation in to consideration, such as 

the local economic structures, the institutional and social contexts and education and skills in the 

community. This has resulted in having no impact on generating a long-term development and employment 

in the area. Additionally, the local people have not had the power to affect or even take part in the 

development trajectories for their home place. Furthermore, a more sustainable perspective incorporating 

the needs of both society and the environment was missing from this narrowly economic version of societal 

development.  

 

As globalization was changing the world, these universal, macroeconomic policies did not have the same 

impact as previously. Competition between regions resulted in some regions succeeding and others failing 

to keep up, due to different production circumstances. This led to, in the beginning of the 1980s, local and 

regional actors themselves beginning to implement policies aiming towards minimizing the effects on 

employment and the standard of living due to globalization (Vazquez-Barquero, 2010). Additionally, the 

enlargement of the EU resulted in an understanding that the former development strategies were not 

adequate to reduce territorial disparities (Lennert et al., 2015). This turned development policies more 

                                                           
2 The subsidiarity principle means that decisions should be taken as close as possible to the citizen (European 

Commission, 2020). 
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towards bottom-up initiatives (Vazquez-Barquero, 2010) and research has shown that these types of policies 

have several advantages (Pike et al., 2006). This kind of policy is also referred to as “place based” by Barca 

et al. (2012).  

 

Development policy focused on the local and regional context is according to Pike et al. (2006) related to 

numerous advantages in comparison to the traditional development programs where context has been seen 

as irrelevant. When creating such policies it is important to involve the local actors, as they are the ones 

with best knowledge of the area. Moreover, giving the local society more autonomy is meant to lead to a 

local dialogue, empowering the society and resulting in actions creating a sustainable future. This is also 

meant to result in greater transparency and accountability. Furthermore, by embedding local economic 

activity in that region in the development strategy and focusing on the economic condition and advantages 

of that place, a sustainable economic growth and employment can be generated creating security to global 

changes. 

 

However, there are difficulties with the more local approach to development. Locally set policies would be 

a time consuming process while the world is fast changing, resulting in uncertainty of possible outcomes. 

Furthermore, local actors being involved does not automatically mean that appropriate and efficient 

strategies are developed. Short-term thinking, strong interest groups and populist politicians could result in 

insufficient quick-fixes and not reflecting the overall society’s opinion (Pike et al., 2006). On the other 

hand, in early formulations of environmental issues and its impact on societies, authoritarian argumentation 

was in focus when wanting to assure humanitarian survival. This resulted in a view of only high-ranking 

politicians, together with a technocracy perspective, being the ones qualified to assess these decisions, 

resulting in a diminishing share of public participation (Connelly, 2007). 

 

With regards to MLG, what is potentially positive is that spreading governance across multiple levels of 

government could result in more flexibility, rather than centralization of governance. This is because the 

provision of public goods creates externalities when reaching territorial levels. Distributing some power on 

multiple levels means possibilities for accommodating and adjusting to these outcomes beyond what 

centralization of power can achieve. A centralized government is therefore seen to be unsuited to the task of 

adjusting for diversity when it comes to the geographical differences and citizen preferences in development 

at a more local or regional level. MLG is meant to be more sensitive to these differences as jurisdiction can 

be designed for these purposes (Marks and Hooghe, 2004). This means, in a theorizing but slightly practical 

point of view, that MLG functions so that higher levels of government can create general goals within 

policy areas, setting the rules for the game so to say, which the lower levels of government should then 

strive towards while having the freedom to choose the path best suited for their territorial and people’s 

needs. Barca (2009) calls for this type of policy structure, referred to as place-based development. The 

argument goes that different policies, at different sectors, will be improved and be more effective as the 

local level will accommodate them to their circumstances (Lennert et al., 2015). However, it can be argued 

that this still entails that the local level is not experiencing ‘true freedom’ in the sense of creating their own 

local development policies and strategies. The strategies made on the higher levels of government could be 

seen to be affecting the local decision-making possibilities as they create a frame for the local levels 

possible course of action.  

 

Essentially, the local and regional levels of government can still experience a sense of limitation by the 

priorities and frameworks set at the national level. This trend has been noticed in the case of the UK, where 

there is a formal arrangement of decentralization of certain areas from the national (UK) government to the 

so-called home nations of Wales and Scotland. However, because of the limitations of the powers that are 

devolved, and the fact that the governments of the home nations must still operate within the bounds of 

frameworks and rules set by the national level, it can be extremely complex and problematic to implement 

regional development strategy and programs (see: Huggins and Pugh, 2015). How this dynamic plays out in 

the Swedish local development case, with the strong history of municipal autonomy and the new 

requirements of regional governance imposed by EU membership is an interesting subject that this thesis 

will delve deeper into.  

 

The creation of ‘development’ has historically had an economic perspective, but because of increased 

complexity of issues in multiple areas and an increasingly interconnected world, the concept of place-based 
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development has emerged. Today policies and governmental levels have to balance globalization in a 

competitive, fast changing and knowledge-intensive world. Additionally, as explained above, governmental 

structures currently incorporate several levels of complex relationships, leading to a complex governance 

picture (Pike et al., 2006). Moreover, environmental degradation and the pressing issue of climate change, 

created by human actions, is threatening to make irreversible changes to the ecological systems, forcing 

governments to question current societal systems. By having strategies made at higher governmental levels, 

it is meant to leave room for lower governmental levels to establish development in a local and regional 

setting. However, there are discussions regarding how these issues could possibly limit the lower 

governmental levels ability to create a development that is sustainable. Using the case of Återtaget, this 

thesis will unpack the interactions, complementary, and contradictions that emerge when a local 

government aims to implement sustainable local development strategy in the sphere of local food 

production. 

 

2.2.  Sustainable development 
Having outlined some of the debates around local and regional development policies over the recent years, 

this thesis now turns to the concept of sustainable development to set the scene for how this concept is 

operationalized in the thesis. Three main dimensions of sustainable development are selected as the 

conceptual framework and operationalization of this popular, but very fuzzy, concept.  

 

Sustainable development has become an influential strategy to local and regional development policies 

since the 2000s and it has been used as a rubric to tackle several pressing issues. This means that with the 

notion of sustainable development, ‘development’ has increased its scope. As such, this approach criticizes 

traditional strategies of local and regional development for being too centered on economic development 

and growth (Pike et al., 2006). Overall, sustainable development is meant to symbolize a changing 

perspective of the environment and humanity. It concerns a ‘development’ that brings environmental and 

socio-economic issues together, often displayed through the three dimensions of social, environmental and 

economic (Hopwood et al., 2005). However, sustainable development is a rather contested concept and with 

a wide range of meanings (Connelly, 2007; Giddings et al., 2002). Moreover, the concept has been widely 

used ranging from companies, governments and environmental activists (Giddings et al., 2002).  

 

This means that one has to bear in mind, when looking at different understandings of this concept that the 

interpretation of sustainable development varies depending on context. These perceptions affect what is 

understood as being priorities regarding what policies to be implemented to achieve a sustainable 

development (Connelly, 2007; Giddings et al., 2002). As such, different understandings could appear 

depending on governmental level and policy area, affecting the understanding of Återtaget and local 

sustainable development. 

 

2.2.1.  Understandings of sustainable development 
Often the definition of sustainable development builds upon the so-called Brundtland report (1987) saying 

that “Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising 

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” (p. 43, World Commission on Environment and 

Development, 1987). The concept is meant to imply that there are certain limitations to environmental 

resources and the biosphere’s ability to handle our societal activities and that we therefore must live and 

develop within these abilities while having a long-term perspective. According to the report, the aim of 

sustainable development is to assure human needs and integrate environment and economics in decision-

making. Sustainable development is meant to be a foundation for policy makers to steer towards a 

development that is more coordinated within environmental constraints, where “Long term sustainable 

growth will require far-reaching changes to produce trade, capital, and technology flows” (p. 40, World 

Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). According to Hopwood et al. (2005), this ‘reform’ 

view, or even ‘status quo view, of sustainability leads us to believe that there are critical problems in regards 

to current policies and lifestyles but that this could be solved over time within the current system. However, 

criticism of Brundtland’s understanding of sustainability have argued that it is vague and that governments 

can use this description and not change their former focus on economic growth. Instead the government can 

claim to be striving towards a ‘sustainable growth’ not much different to the former aim as it is within the 

same system. As such, governments often have a ‘status quo’ perspective where only slight adjustments 
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need to be made within current systems for it to be sustainable development (Hopwood et al., 2005). 

 

This understanding of sustainable development is meant to have a strong focus on the anthropocentric terms 

(Pike et al., 2006) and where the different aspects of sustainable development, being social, economic and 

environment, is viewed as separate (Giddings et al., 2002). The critical issue of looking at these aspects as 

separate, makes it possible to only focus on one of the aspects and that the solution can come in the shape of 

a technical fix within the current system, such as pollution control, lower resource use and renewables 

(Giddings et al., 2002; Hopwood et al., 2005; Pike et al., 2006). This viewpoint also entails that there is an 

autonomy between the aspects. Separating these, instead of seeing them as a whole, results in assumptions 

that there are possible trade-offs between them (Giddings et al., 2002). This view corresponds with 

historical understandings of technological innovations being the engine of economic growth and the reason 

for increased living standards in the world (Shleifer, 1998). Additionally, ‘sustainable’ economic growth is 

meant to be created by resource efficient innovation, as this would reduce the usage of the environment and 

at the same time improve the socio-economic conditions (Hopwood et al., 2005). The understanding of 

economic growth as the solution to environmental and societal issues, mainly through innovations, is often 

used by governments to justify this growth focus (Giddings et al., 2002). 

 

Another way of looking at sustainable development is by considering the different aspects of social, 

economic and environment as intertwined (Giddings et al., 2002) and that a ‘transformation’ of society is 

needed (Hopwood et al., 2005). This view criticizes that the environment has been seen as something being 

different from humanity, where natural resources can be substituted for technological advances and labor 

(Solow, 2016), and thereby solving environmental problems by human technology and knowledge (Dryzek, 

2012). In contrast, this view of intertwined aspects concerns a ‘development’ that brings environmental and 

socio-economic issues together, as it questions the environmental degrading activities and the former view 

of economic development being the solution for increased well-being in the world (Hopwood et al., 2005). 

With this understanding of sustainable development, the economy is dependent on society and environment. 

Furthermore, that human activity, material and cultural, are based within the environment. This means that 

all our activities depend on the environment, that the economy is a subset of social activities and that a 

separation from the environment is not possible. Therefore, this interaction needs to be an interaction that 

can last long-term. Additionally, there is a will to disrupt the idea that the current structures have always 

existed and will persist. The focus is on viewing the natural resources as finite and that humans need to 

adapt to this notion (Giddings et al., 2002; Pike et al., 2006; Raworth, 2017). 

 

To conclude, understandings of what is sustainable development can be very different. As a result, the 

understandings for how change should occur is different. The ‘status quo’ approach to sustainability, that 

EU is meant to be part of, understands change to occur within existing economic and management systems 

of systematic procedures and top down control. While the ‘transformation’ view believes change needs to 

be developed both within and outside current management structures (Hopwood et al., 2005). Looking at 

these understandings one could link the ‘status quo’ view to the current set of structures of MLG within the 

EU. By doing so, the policies created at higher governmental levels create a framework within current 

systems lower governmental levels should preform sustainability within. As such, it makes it interesting to 

develop an understanding of a locally set initiative within a decentralized governmental structure (Återtaget) 

by balancing it with strategies at other governmental levels as this could display different views on 

sustainability and how it could be reached. 

 

2.3.  Local food as a domain for local sustainable development and 

resilience 
After establishing the above framework concerning governance and different viewpoints on what can be 

characterizes as sustainable development, this thesis will now continue by focusing on Återtaget and its 

place in local sustainable development. The topics explored below are different aspects of Återtaget’s 

concerns and effects. As local food is at the forefront of discussions about sustainability and resilience at the 

local level, it is an interesting sphere to unpack. The topics concerning Återtaget emerged through an 

iterative process of reading literature and the empirical data used in this thesis. The topics are covered 

briefly, as Återtaget is a complex strategy affecting a broad set of areas. Overall, Återtaget represents as 

something that is good for the local area, supporting and securing different important aspects. However, as 
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Återtaget is municipally owned, it broadens the attention to ownership and public-private relationship. 

Additionally, as Återtaget is deeply connected to the popular notion of ‘local food’ and environmental 

objectives, it raise questions concerning how the municipalities handle these popular features. 

 

2.3.1.  Local development and resilience 
Globalization affects us every day and according to Goldin and Mariathasan (2014), the issues and 

possibilities for societies, even on a local level, is progressively determined by events on a larger scale. This 

is because the world is more interconnected today than it has ever been before due to the intensive 

transportation of people, services, ideas and goods across the world. Additionally, this has led to 

competition between regions as goods and people are more mobile, leading to areas constantly threatened 

by the removal of economic activity (Pike et al., 2006). 

 

The dominating understanding of creating local and regional development strategies has been focused on 

establishing competitiveness within this globalized system. This means that the objective of development 

has been to create an advantage through creating a greater economic performance, and attracting the mobile 

capital and labor. Because of this, regions compete with each other, for example by using place branding 

(explored further below), to create an economic growth that can shield against and be part of affecting 

global turns (Bristow, 2005). This development outlook has been framed as being a placeless strategy, 

possible to implement regardless of local prerequisites. However, this understanding of development, it only 

being done in regards to creating competitiveness and economic growth, is questioned, and, in recent years, 

a movement towards resilience has emerged (Bristow, 2010). 

 

According to Barr and Devine-Wright (2012), the language and substance of resilience have been seen to 

overtake the sustainability discussion of the local level. The understandings of resilience, according to Barr 

and Devine-Wright (2012), is that resilience should be viewed as “a form of living out sustainability” (p. 

527, Barr and Devine-Wright, 2012). This means that resilience is a way to explain the ways societies adapt 

to social, economic and environmental changes. Resilience can therefore also be seen to, historically, be 

part of strategies and policies of local levels as they have continuously adjusted to global changes, even 

though the academic discussion have reasonably recently linked it to the sustainability context (Barr and 

Devine-Wright, 2012). This revolve around the ideas that regions, and in particular less economically 

advanced regions such as peripheries, rural areas, and postindustrial regions, develop resilience to be able to 

withstand economic shocks (and indeed stems from work on other kinds of shocks such as environmental 

ones) and support themselves in spite of these wider shocks affecting them (Bristow, 2010). Clearly, we 

could view local food production through the lens of resilience because it could lead to regions becoming 

more self-sufficient and less depended on the global trade and markets to ensure the citizens of the area can 

be fed. 

 

The recent interest in resilience and sustainability is understood to be a result of the increasing 

understanding of global issues such as climate change and future increase in costs of oil, and the local levels 

need of handling these issues. In the 90s, the United Nations initiatives focused on local actors being the 

level to work towards societal change while having the ‘global good’ in mind. However, the view of local 

communities’ responsibility in regards to the global common has changed (Barr and Devine-Wright, 2012). 

As Goldin and Mariathasan (2014) describe, globalization has increased the connectivity, which has 

resulted in increased complexity leading to systemic risks that are difficult to foresee. Local communities’ 

responsibility towards the global common has changed towards a view of communities in need to focus 

inwards, as in looking towards their uniqueness and guarding themselves from changes inevitably 

happening on the global scale (Barr and Devine-Wright, 2012). However, Goldin and Mariathasan (2014) 

believe that such fear could also result in protectionism and nationalism, instead of mitigating this inevitable 

development by utilizing the possibilities of more educated people and information access, and at the same 

time build resilience towards the increased complexity and connectivity. 

 

2.3.2.  Food systems and self-sufficiency 
Food is one area where the debates around sustainability, resilience, and local economic development all 

coalesce. It has become an increasingly hot topic for those interested in these dynamics, and it is also a 

growing sphere of discussion in the wider society as interest in where our food comes from and purchasing 
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it sustainably is growing. This section will briefly summarize some of the key debates around local food in 

the wide context of understanding food systems and the self-sufficiency approach. 

 

Local food 

According to Joosse (2014) there is a difference in how we view food from a ‘conventional’ production 

being transported through global food chains and food that we consider ‘local’. However, what exactly is 

meant by ‘local food’ is not always clear. One main strand in research surrounding ‘local food’ is the focus 

of proximity: the physical and relational distance between the producer, product and consumer, i.e. these 

distances should be short. This entails an understanding of global and modern food systems creating 

environmental problems3 due to distance (Morgan et al., 2008). Sundkvist et al. (2005) and many other 

scientists, are of the same opinion. This is because of a lack of transparency and responsibility: feedback 

from an unsustainable food production, for example affecting local ecosystems, does not reach the 

consumer, and the consumer cannot reach the producer.  

 

Due to the issues of global food chains, local and regional food is often viewed as a solution to this 

particular problem, and therefore a sustainable option (Joosse, 2014). According to Joosse (2014), ‘local 

food’ is often considered to be small-scale producers, that creates, among other things, rural development, 

empowerment of primary producers, assurance in food safety and educating outcomes as producers and 

consumers are reconnected. This is also brought forward by Bellows and Hamm (2001), that an increasing 

local production of food and consumption could result in more jobs, the food consumption budget 

circulating back to local society and reduced transportation. However, the authors also urge that the positive 

aspects all depend on how the increase in food production occurs. An increasing local food production 

could also lead to the escalation of an already unsustainable food production while reducing jobs elsewhere. 

Still, as mentioned above, Sundkvist et al. (2005) believes that tightening the connection between producer 

and consumer, through locally based food systems, should create sustainable food production systems, as 

society has to learn to rely on their own natural resources when behaving in a self-sufficient manner. 

 

Self-sufficiency 

Self-sufficiency has historically been a key element for governments to establish national security. Food 

self-sufficiency in particular, is seen as an important political tool to reduce their vulnerability and 

dependency on other countries for basic supplies. Some countries make it part of their economic 

development strategy wanting to strengthening their domestic farm sector. Food self-sufficiency has 

increased its importance, especially since the food price experienced a shock raise during 2007-2008. The 

definition of food self-sufficiency is most commonly understood as to what extent a nation can provide 

sufficient food for its own consumption, from its own production. However, this definition does not assure 

food security within the country (Clapp, 2017). 

 

Criticism towards food self-sufficiency strategies have overall been focused on how the policies have been 

achieved and risks of shocks to the system. Self-sufficiency policies are often made by effecting the price or 

availability of imported goods, using tariffs, bans or subsides. Critics argue that this affect the market 

economy by creating an inefficient market, resulting in increasing costs and a disturbed competition, that is, 

affecting what is often seen as the benefits of trade. In the long run this could result in land being suitable 

for food production not being used, as competition concerning efficiency is removed. Additionally, isolated 

markets often result in lower production and higher prices which could harm incentives for producing for 

export, leading to loss in possible revenue for farmers. Another criticism brought forward is the 

vulnerability to fluctuation of food due to shocks to the internal system, such as natural disasters in the area 

of production; available natural resources might not be enough to provide food for the inhabitants of that 

area (Clapp, 2017). Thus, the rationales for developing local food are complex and sometimes 

contradictory, and includes social, environmental, and economic goals. As such, policy and programs 

towards local food by definition incorporate these different aspects to varying degrees, an issue this thesis 

                                                           
3 The global food chain is meant to have increased economic efficiency through a production of intensification and 

specialization. These objectives have increased the food in the world by using measures such as fertilizers, pesticides 

and fossil fuel. Additionally, by using the economic understanding of specializing, the production has, to reach 

efficiency, resulted in monocultures. This is meant to be resulting in impoverished soils, polluted waters and loss of 

biodiversity (Sundkvist et al., 2005). 
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will explore further.  

 

2.3.3.  Ownership and procurement 
There is a debate around ownership and procurement as a major tool for the government to create economic 

development. The debates stretch back a long way, bringing us into fundamental questions about the role of 

the state, which has witnessed a resurgence of interest around procurement as a driver of innovation and 

European state aid rules. In particular, food is one domain where these debates around procurement and 

ownership have been crystalized (e.g. Morgan, 2008).   

 

There is a large body of literature discussing private verses governmental ownership and its effects on 

innovations, efficiency and quality in regards to creating goods and services for society. This discussion has 

historically mainly focused on capitalism versus communism. For over 40 years, developing countries and 

market economies have turned towards private ownership. According to Andrei Shleifer (1998), the 

argumentation is about efficiency, such as lower costs, and innovation incentives being stronger for private 

rather than governmental organizations. This is due to the fact that possible profits resulting from greater 

efficiency and innovation ends up directly with the private owner instead of with the state. Governmental 

ownership is therefore not as efficient and development prone as private alternatives. Additionally, a 

competition between private actors results in reduction of costs as they try to manufacture the advantage of 

lower prices. Shleifer (1998) states therefore that “It does not make sense for the government to own firms - 

be they steel mills, airlines, or grocery stores - when private firms can deliver the same, or even superior, 

quality of goods at a lower cost.” (p. 138). From this view, then, sustainability is created and pushed for by 

businesses, as they will strive towards innovation and resource efficiency. Additionally, increasing private 

ownership of resources, would make markets work towards sustainable development through efficiency 

(Hopwood et al., 2005). However, this perspective is hotly contested.  

 

There are several discussions on issues of privatization and how the public sector could accommodate for 

this. One issue concerning privatization is the risk of profit maximizing at the expense of quality. This 

means that a private actor could strive towards lowering the cost, to increase its profits, through innovations 

reducing quality. This is meant to be solved through the governmental actor contracting the private executer 

accommodating for these aspects (Shleifer, 1998). For example, a large body of research points towards 

public procurement as being a tool to increase sustainability. This can be done by the governmental actors 

demanding certain conditions for the production of the goods and services (Dawkins et al., 2019; Wolff and 

Schönherr, 2011; Morgan, 2008; Preuss, 2009). How public procurement is used, is, together with 

legislation and taxes, seen as the tool the state can use to transform the behavior of the public and private 

sectors (Morgan, 2008). Nonetheless, some quality standards can be difficult to demand, for the 

governmental actor. Such non-contractible qualities could be the treatment of people when the private actor 

provides the service, as this is difficult to make concrete. It is thus a balancing act between privatizing to 

increase the investments in regards to innovation and keeping it governmentally owned as to assure quality 

(Hart et al., 1997). 

 

When looking at public procurement of food, it is meant to affect several areas of sustainable development, 

such as social justice, health, economy and environmental goals (Morgan, 2008). However, for local 

governments, the determinant factor is the level of authority they possess, thus to what extent they can aim 

towards and practice sustainable consumption (Dawkins et al., 2019). In Sweden, local governments are 

seen to be able to affect the market towards sustainability and act as role models in their consumption 

patterns due to their large share of autonomy (Lukkarinen et al., 2016). However, local governments 

success in accomplishing this, needs to be assessed systematically as to understand what promotes this 

development and what hinders theirs achievement (Wolff and Schönherr, 2011). 

 

2.3.4.  Place branding 
As mentioned in a section above, the need to create competitiveness is part of the dominating understanding 

of regional and local development because of the notion of capital and labor being increasingly mobile. 

Luring businesses and people to a specific area can be done in different ways. 

 

To distinguish a ‘place’ has become increasingly important to local policy and governance, in relation to 
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sustainable local and regional development. As such, local and city governments have become especially 

interested in presenting a particular image for the benefit of local business and attracting people, amongst 

other things. This is done because a positive image of a city or region do attract people, enterprises and 

investors to a given area (Anderberg and Clark, 2012). Creating this kind of positive image is called place 

branding and have accelerated due to increased competition between different areas in a globalized world. 

For national, regional or local levels, place branding becomes a necessity as the mobility of people and 

capital has increased. This has resulted in branding being used and seen as development policies for the 

public sector (Hanna and Rowley, 2008).  

 

Furthermore, environmental awareness and quality have become increasingly important as part of place 

branding for regions. This has resulted in so-called green place branding being used in the marketing of 

regions with regards to environmental and sustainability initiatives. However, it is important to remember 

that these types of branding present an image of environmental sustainability which does not necessarily 

result in that outcome (Anderberg and Clark, 2012). One study done in a Swedish city, on how local 

environmental policy-making is affected by place branding, showed that previous, unrelated, historical 

events were used to create a coherent “green” policy strategy. Furthermore, funding and investments played 

an important role in environmental policy-making. This resulted in an increase in efforts towards previous 

and new showcase projects to nourish the green place branding (Andersson, 2016). Additionally, in the 

pursuit of sustainability, local governments have mainly focused on technical projects rather than looking at 

the broader problems and trying to integrate sustainability into their governance system. This often results 

in focusing on the goal only concerning the environmental dimension of sustainability (Zeemering, 2018). 

As such, this brings up questions of how Återtaget is seen and used by the municipalities, as the initiatives 

could be seen to be connected to environmental reasoning in their pursuit of creating a positive development 

for their area. 

 

The aim of this thesis is to understand Återtaget as a complex site of policy and practice, intertwined with 

strategic goals at multiple and overlapping levels of government. The conceptual framework above is meant 

to provide an understanding of how priorities and strategies at different governmental levels, relating to 

sustainable development and municipally owned food production, interacts with each other. The multi-level 

governance (MLG) framework establishes a context within which Återtaget operates. As such, it is meant to 

create an understanding of how different priorities and understandings of local sustainable development 

exist at several governmental levels simultaneously. This is meant to open up the possibility of viewing 

Återtaget through several perspectives such as it being a public procurement, local food and local 

development strategy. To acknowledge these aspects that interact with Återtaget, a broad discussion of 

several topics are presented above. These topics of local food, self-sufficiency, ownership structures, 

procurement and place branding are meant to be set against a backdrop of sustainable development. The 

presentation of different understandings of sustainability are meant to provide an acknowledgement of 

actors interpreting development and priorities differently depending on their perspective. Furthermore, for 

the municipal level in particular, local sustainable development is additionally understood through the 

concept of resilience as this is meant to explain actions concerning local food aimed at securing wellbeing 

for the area while protect against unforeseen events. 
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3. Method 
This chapter provides and overview of the methodological design of the study. It introduces the reader to 

the case study methodology and the specific methods chosen for collecting data: interviews with different 

governmental levels and content analysis of strategic documents. A multiple combination of methods is 

used to triangulate understandings of the projects of Återtaget, as this is a way for the researcher to create a 

rich picture of the issue at hand by creating multiple layers and complexities (Ehn et al., 2015). 

 

3.1.  Case study  
The research design is based on “interpretive constructionism,” meaning that the researcher tries “to elicit 

the interviewee's views of their worlds, their work, and the events they have experienced or observed” (p. 

27, Rubin and Rubin, 2005). The foundation of this method is the understanding that truth is different from 

person to person depending on how the individuals experience and interpret events, conversations, and so 

on. With this design, this study therefore acknowledges that the individual actors will have different 

understandings, and that it is the combination of and weighing the different understandings that creates a 

rich explanation of the event(s) (Rubin and Rubin, 2005). 

 

For investigating local development strategies in Swedish municipalities a holistic, multiple-case study is 

used. A case study was chosen, which is a common method when looking at on-going project(s) where the 

contextual conditions is highly relevant for its occurrence and when research questions contain “how” (Yin, 

2009). Återtaget was therefore chosen as the case study as its strategies are, to a high extent, contextual as 

they are situated, developed and argued for in relation to the circumstances in the municipalities, but also at 

regional and national levels. 

 

The meaning of a ‘holistic’ approach in this case study is the aim of understanding the overall nature of 

these multiple-cases, rather than the particular cases separately. The Återtaget strategies of Borlänge and 

Rättvik were chosen because they are local food development approaches that have been owned and run by 

the municipalities for several years, giving them more experience of this type of strategy. These cases are 

also interesting because of them not involving private actors in their operations, making them rather 

“extreme” cases. The municipalities were also chosen due to them both being located in the same region, as 

this made the data collection from the regional level more efficient. However, one has to bear in mind that 

the two strategies are quite different with regards to their operational structures. One of the strategies is a 

large farm, run by pupils, and aimed at a higher level of self-sufficiency for the municipality, while the 

other strategy only includes a rather small herd of beef cattle and is run by a labor market project. There are 

also, of course, differences between these two municipalities, as to population, political situation, economy 

and history. Nevertheless, the aim of this thesis is to look at municipally owned food production at a larger 

scale rather than looking at these strategies apart. The strategies are therefore seen as examples of the 

overall objective of this study. Thus, the goal is to discuss these projects as ‘literal replications’, as Robert 

Yin (2009) describes it, due to my criteria being long experiences of municipally owned food production 

strategies.  

 

3.1.1.  Interviews 
The case study was conducted using semi-structured interviews with various actors at different 

governmental levels. The aim of interviewing different actors was to gain a rich picture of the different 

understandings of Återtaget. 

 

11 interviews were conducted with people at different levels and areas of government. Six of the interviews 

were done face-to-face at the offices of the interviewees and five were conducted over either phone or via 

video. Table 1 below shows that 5 interviews were made on the municipal level, 4 on the regional level - 2 

of those with the local county office, Region Dalarna, and 2 with the County Administrative Board. 

Additionally, 2 interviews where made with national governmental authorities. The interviews were 

conducted in Swedish and recorded, translated and transcribed into English. The interviews ranged from 40 

minutes to slightly over an hour.  

 

The interviewees were found by searching on each organizations website. The aim was to find officials 
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working within areas that could connect to Återtaget, such as agricultural, food and development matters 

and policies. When asked, all interviewees approved upon associating their statements to their organization, 

except a local politician on the municipal level.  

 

Actor Title Date 
Interview 

situation 

Rättvik municipality 
Project manager 2020-02-20 In person 

Head of unit 2020-02-27 In person 

Borlänge municipality 
Head of unit 2020-02-20 In person 

Project manager 2020-02-27 In person 

  
Politician in a municipal 

council 
2020-02-27 In person 

Region Dalarna 
Head of unit 2020-02-26 Over phone 

Project manager 2020-02-27 In person 

County Administrative 

Board Dalarna 

Project manager (1) 2020-03-13 Over phone 

Project manager (2) 2020-03-13 Over phone 

Swedish Agency for 

Economic and Regional 

Growth 

Head of unit 2020-03-03 Over video 

The National Agency for 

Public Procurement 
Official 2020-03-05 Over phone 

Table 1 Overview of interviewees’ workplace, title, date of interview and interview situation. 

 

As the understandings and the different perspectives of the actors were at the core of this study, the 

interviews were semi-structured. This approach was chosen because it provided me the opportunity to 

improvise follow up questions depending on the interviewee’s response to my more open questions. As 

such, this enabled the participant to be less effected by my question and letting them to choose the path. 

Still, using a semi-structured interview means that a set structure of questions were made in advance, due to 

previous knowledge, to guide the interview around the main topics of the study (Kallio et al., 2016). The 

interview guide was changed in relation to the interviewee’s different areas of expertise and organization, 

but the core themes - agricultural and development matters and Återtaget – remained the same. The 

interviewees that were not from the municipal level were given a summary of the Återtaget projects before 

the interviews. This summary contained background to the projects and the municipalities’ objectives that I 

found through news articles and the municipalities’ websites. 

 

Handling of interview data 
Since my goal was to understand the different actor’s perspectives and understandings and reduce 

presumptions affecting the analysis. I used an inductive approach to my interview material. However, due to 

the interview being semi-structured, this could not be fully accomplished as I had already created the 

questions based on previous understandings. Also, I had already conducted a literature review that had 

guided me towards pertinent themes and topics; in other words, I was not coming to the study as a blank 

page. The interview data were coded in themes as this type of approach helps break down and conceptualize 

the understandings of the participants. Due to my inductive approach, the themes were not premade. Instead 

the data controlled the coding of themes as they emerged after reading the interview data several times 

(Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). Additionally, the analysis of the interviews had an inductive approach as I 

looked back and forth on the data and previous literature.  

 

As Yin (2009) discusses, there is often a confusion regarding collecting data from individuals when the unit 

of analysis is a collective. For my thesis, this means that the interviews with these individuals can be 

difficult to transform into objective statements from the organization the interviewees represent. To handle 

this issue I declared that I was interested in the interviewee as a representative of their organization during 

my interviews. However, this was difficult to sustain for the whole interviews. Some interviewees stated 

things during the interviews such as “well this is me thinking now” or “these are not the X ideas, these are 
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my own”. I have therefore decided to be transparent about this throughout the thesis when discussing the 

quotes. Yin (2009) also states that the conclusion, when having such objective and data, should not solely 

rely on information from individual interviewees. To follow this advice, a content analysis of selected, 

public, strategic documents were conducted to deepen the understanding of the views of the different 

governmental levels. 

 

3.1.2.  Content analysis of strategic documents 
A content analysis of selected, public, strategic documents were conducted inspired by a set of 

predetermined themes found during my interviews with the actors at the municipal level. The analysis of 

these documents helped unpacked the stated rationales, and comparing those to the reality experienced by 

the interviewees, deepening the understandings of the empirical case study data regarding the views and 

objectives of the non-municipal actors. 

 

Content analysis can be used when wanting to reveal the supposed content of an item. Bryman (2016) 

defines content analysis as “an approach to the analysis of documents and texts (which may be printed or 

visual) that seeks to quantify content in terms of predetermined categories” (p. 289). There are several ways 

of doing this, both as in how the method is conducted (quantitative, semiotics, ethnographic), and as in the 

item researched (articles, policy document, images, lyrics). Content analysis comes from quantitative 

research strategy, due to it, originally, being based on predetermined rules quantifying the data. This could 

for example be counting the words in a text based on pre-decided phrases or words with the aim of, for 

example, understanding and comparing the focus of texts. Another way of doing a content analysis, and 

what is used in this thesis, is by putting emphasis on themes within the text. This is done by looking through 

the superficial indicators of the content and interpret the actual meanings of that being studied (Bryman, 

2016). My analysis will not focus on the quantitative possibilities this method brings with it, but instead use 

the word searching aspects, with predetermined rules, to develop further understandings of the issues at 

hand. 

 

The documents used will be five strategy documents, three at the national level and two at the regional 

level. The English short-versions of the national government’s strategic documents were used. These 

versions were chosen due to the time constraints. However, for my analysis they are sufficient as they do 

still portray the core understanding and course of action of the national governmental level. The regional 

documents were used in their original form in Swedish. 

 

Level Policy area Strategy document 

Regional 

Development 
The Regional Development Strategy of Dalarna (2014) 
(Dalastrategin – Dalarna 2020) 

Food 
Dalarna’s Regional Food Strategy towards 2030 (2017) 
(Dalarnas regionala livsmedelsstrategi mot 2030) 

National 

Development 
National Strategy of Sustainable Regional Growth and 

Attractiveness 2015-2020 (2015) 

Food 
A National Food Strategy for Sweden – more jobs and 

sustainable growth throughout the country (2016) 

Public purchase and 

consumption 
National Public Procurement Strategy (2016) 

Table 2 Overview of the strategic documents used in this thesis displaying the governmental level and policy area. 

 

As seen in table 2, these documents are divided in to three policy areas: development, food and public 
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purchase. But as the titles show, local food is very much placed within the context of sustainable local 

development. The overall goal of this study of national and regional strategies, through content analysis, is 

to get a deeper understanding of national and regional levels’ point of view in relation to aspects of the 

municipal Återtaget projects. These strategies were chosen as they touch upon three major policy areas of 

this study, both on national and on regional level, as Återtaget is: 

 

 a way for the municipalities to retrieve local food, different to the regular procurement process,  

 a site for food production, and 

 believed to be positive for the development of the area. 

 

The process of analyzing each document will be based on three steps. The first step is to gain a sense of the 

overall aim and approach of the document by reading it through. The second step is to read through the 

documents again searching for understandings in the text connected to the themes and aspects found during 

my interviews with the municipalities. The findings will then be analyzed in more detail of how the themes 

are dealt with and understood. The third step is to bring the analysis of the strategy documents to a deeper 

level by linking the content found, i.e. the understandings, to the interview material and thereafter theory. 
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4. Study area 
This chapter intends to situate this study in the context of governmental structure and introduce national and 

regional aims as well as the Återtaget projects. The first section describes the governmental situation of 

which Återtaget and the interviewees are operating, as it contains a brief understanding of the governmental 

structures and levels in Sweden. In the second section, there is a summary of the strategic documents 

chosen for this study and originating from the national and regional level. The last section introduces the 

Återtaget projects in Borlänge municipality and Rättvik municipality. 

 

4.1.  Background to governmental structure and strategies on the 
regional and national level 

Below I briefly explain the governmental structure and the different governmental levels. The intention is to 

support the reader in understanding the positions the governmental levels, and therefore the interviewees, 

have in regards to power and commission. 

 

4.1.1.  Sweden - A decentralized governmental structure 
In Sweden there is a long traditions of strong local self-government (Böhme, 2001; Sellers and Lidström, 

2007; Wollmann, 2004). The reason for this is that the governmental structure is noticeably decentralized as 

the national level has, in comparison, few administrative duties done by independent state agencies and the 

government only having a ministerial, policy-making function. The local government, in contrast, is two-

tiered as to municipalities and regions, and they fulfill most of the public tasks and is run by locally elected 

politicians. Compared to the rest of Europe, Sweden has one of the strongest local governments and 

financially most independent, as both the regions and the municipalities impose their own taxes (Wollmann, 

2004). However, at the regional level the government has County Administrative Boards (länsstyrelser). 

These are in charge of implementing national objectives and coordinating county interests (Government 

Offices of Sweden, 2014).  

 

In Sweden, the regional level has been weak compared to the municipal and national level (Assembly of 

European Regions, 2018; Hermelin and Andersson, 2018; Lidström, 2010) as there has not been a history of 

federalism or regional identities. Instead, the national and municipal level have historically been seen to be 

the main levels of government. This is due to the national public welfare system is presumed to be of large 

significance in combination with a long history of local self-government (Lidström, 2010).  

 

Additionally, there is no hierarchical situation between regions and municipalities in Sweden (Assembly of 

European Regions, 2018). Originally, the regional county councils got their initial task of providing health 

care services because a larger population was needed for establishing efficiency, something the rather small 

municipalities could not provide (Lidström, 2010). An example of municipalities’ independence from the 

county council and national level is the planning of land-use as this rests with the municipality. This means 

that the region is free to create plans for land-use but these plans are non-binding for the municipalities 

within the region. Overall, this has led to, because of the strength of the municipality, that top-down 

planning from higher governmental levels are not appreciated by the municipalities (Böhme, 2001). This 

entails that the structure is not aligned with the EU and the cohesion policy addressing regions. However, to 

some degree, the municipalities do regional development tasks, such as coordinating activities, integrating 

policy and mobilizing actors across organizations (Hermelin and Andersson, 2018).  

 

4.1.2.  National level 
There are different ways for the government to rule in Sweden. The Swedish government can create laws by 

presenting them to the parliament but they can also create strategies. These are seen as also being efficient 

when wanting to strive towards political goals. Strategies are made by cooperating with different actors in 

society on a voluntary basis. The government can thereby affect society by using networks to create 

consensus in regards to a certain matter. Using strategies could have many purposes, for example designing 

and developing politics, communicating, persuading, establishing and making the politics more clear and 

coherent. This means that strategies are not ruling documents per se, but instead a softer way of establishing 

societal change. However, strategies are often followed by concrete order to affected authorities (Edlund 

and The Swedish Agency for Public Management, 2018). 
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Through yearly directions, the Swedish national government lead the national authorities by assigning them 

certain tasks. Overall, the Swedish authorities work entails making sure that laws and governmental 

decisions are put into action. Departments at the Government Offices of Sweden are in charge of different 

authorities (Government Offices of Sweden, 2017).  

 

Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth reports to the Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation. 

The agency is in charge of the efforts put towards the business sector and regional growth, and support the 

Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation in making the national strategies within this area, such as the National 

Strategy of Sustainable Regional Growth and Attractiveness 2015-2020 (Swedish Agency for Economic 

and Regional Growth, 2019a). 

 

The Agency of Public procurement is a reasonably new authority, established in 2015. It reports to the 

Ministry of Finance and is a supporting agency to the public and private sector. The authority has several 

tasks such as supporting actors in regards to strategic purchases, creating efficiency in procurement 

processes, increasing procurement with respect to the environment and increase knowledge of procurement 

processes (The Agency of Public procurement, 2020). 

 

4.1.3.  Regional level 
The County Administrative Board, “the extended arm of the state in the region” (p. 311, Hudson, 2005), has 

the responsibility to implement the government and parliaments decisions in the regions. They mainly 

monitor and evaluate the regions compliance with these decisions and coordinate work done regarding 

several areas, such as rural development, biodiversity and integration (Dalarna County Administrative 

Board, 2020). In regards to food, the County Administrative Board monitor food producers and they 

support and monitor the municipalities work in regards to food control. Additionally, in Dalarna County 

Administrative Board they work towards implementing the national food strategy and the regional food 

strategy. They do this by coordinating actors in the region and running projects connected to the strategy 

(Dalarna County Administrative Board, 2019). The County Administrative Board is often understood to 

having a split loyalty as they are representing the national government but at the same time work in the 

interest of the regional area (Hudson, 2005). Previously, the County Administrative Board had the 

responsibility of coordinating and running the regional development efforts. This has however been moved 

to the Regions.  

 

The Regions are responsible for public health services (Wollmann, 2004) and, since 2019, the region has 

responsibility for regional development as well, by government mandate. This means that the regional 

development responsibility has been decentralized and more authority is now placed on the regional level. 

The purpose of creating this homogenous structure for the regional development responsibility is to 

strengthen the transparency of the work done within this area (Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional 

Growth, 2020a). The responsibility for regional development implies that the region is obliged to create 

conditions that enables a development leading to sustainable economic growth, deriving from local and 

regional prerequisites (Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions, 2019). The regional 

development work is, by law, determined to be structure by a Regional development strategy made by the 

regions, such as The Regional Development Strategy of Dalarna (2014) (Dalastrategin – Dalarna 2020), 

used in this thesis. 

 

Region Dalarna was created in 2019 due to the decision of unifying the regional development responsibility. 

The previous Dalarna County Council, in charge of health care services, old Region Dalarna and the section 

working on regional development within the County Administrative Board, were merged. The purpose of 

this merge was to collect all regional development efforts in the county and strengthened the connection 

between health, welfare and economic growth. Today, this reasonably new organization has the 

responsibility for several areas, such as health care services, public transport and regional sustainable 

development and economic growth (Region Dalarna, 2018). 

 

4.1.4.  Municipal level 
The municipalities in Sweden are responsible of a broad set of services, such as education, social services 
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and public utilities. The municipalities, through several different historical legislations, have become more 

and more independent. For example, the Local Government Act of 1991 increased the opportunity for 

municipal councils to adjust the structure and organization of the institutions of the local authorities. This 

led to an increased discretion on bottom-up reform activities (Wollmann, 2004). 

 

4.2.  Summaries of strategies on regional and national level 
Summaries of the regional and national strategies used in this thesis are presented below. 

 

The National Public Procurement Strategy 

The Ministry of Finance of Sweden made the National Public Procurement Strategy in 2016. This was done 

as part of a larger goal of developing the public procurement process (Ministry of Finance, 2016a). The aim 

is to establish greater responsibility for the governmental authorities to procure more strategically and 

efficiently. Regional and municipal levels are meant to play a crucial part in achieving the strategy as they 

make up the largest share of public procurement. The regions and municipalities are therefore asked to put 

the strategy in to practice within their organization (Ministry of Finance, 2016b). 

 

The strategy states that public procurement is supposed to be a strategic tool used for supporting other 

national goals, such as environmental and social sustainability, and play an essential part in achieving the 

UN’s 2030 Agenda for long-term sustainable economic, social and environmental development. 

Additionally, the procurement process should be in line with what the general public wants as there is an 

increased citizen interest in ethical and sustainable conscious purchasing. This is meant to be done by 

demanding products that drive the market towards developing sustainable solutions and where costs are to 

be viewed from a life cycle perspective. 

 

The strategy sees that public procurement needs to be achieved with the help of well-functioning 

competition. Moreover, the strategy opens up for public actors to create conditions for small businesses and 

non-governmental organizations to be part of public procurement. It is also put forward that it is important 

to establish trust of the procurement process for both suppliers and citizens. 

 

A National Food Strategy for Sweden – More Jobs and Sustainable Growth Throughout the Country 

The National Food Strategy was designed by the Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation in 2016 and is seen 

as a platform for the overall food policy until 2030. The strategy’s overall objective is creating “a 

competitive food supply chain that increases overall food production while achieving the relevant national 

environmental objectives, aiming to generate growth and employment and contribute to sustainable 

development throughout the country.” (p. 10, Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation, 2016)  

 

The basis of creating ‘sustainable growth’ is meant to be a market with efficient competition where new 

companies can enter the market, and thus create competition and more efficient business with growth 

prospects. This would secure employment within the sector and increase export, securing Sweden’s 

prosperity, as this is believed to be dependent of export. It is also mentioned that an increase in food 

production could result in higher levels of self-sufficiency. Furthermore, it is pointed out that the aim of 

increasing competitiveness and increased production needs to conjointly be achieved with environmental 

objectives. This is meant to be achieved as competition brings about resource efficiency, and “a more 

resource-efficient production often means less impact on the environment per unit produced” (p. 21, 

Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation, 2016). Innovation is also seen to be part of establishing a sustainable 

food production, as it is meant to provide new products, models and systems increasing efficiency, and 

thereby value. It is also put forward that consumers should be able to make informed choices regarding, for 

instance, health, origin, ethics and sustainability, and that the market should correspond to consumer’s 

demands. The National Food Strategy touches upon public procurement and it corresponds to the National 

Public Procurement Strategy. 

 

Dalarna’s Regional Food Strategy towards 2030 (2017) 

Region Dalarna, Dalarna County Administrative Board and The Federation of Swedish Farmers (LRF) 

made Dalarna’s regional food strategy in 2017. Parallel to the National Food Strategy, several regions 

created their own. These were initiated on a local or regional level and not by the national government 

(Tysk and Hushållningssällskapens Förbund, 2017). According to an interviewee, the regional food strategy 
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was made by funneling the national strategy and putting it in a regional context and that it “points very 

loosely to a number of areas where we should try to work or focus to a greater extent.” The overall goal is 

that “With competitive companies and sustainable methods, food production in the region will increase and 

provide tasty and healthy foods that create employment, sustainable growth and a vibrant countryside for 

current and future generations throughout Dalarna.” (p. 2, (Region Dalarna et al., 2017) 

 

Competitive food producers are meant to create sustainability, as they are more stable, long term, in 

providing food and employment. The strategy brings up preparedness and the importance of a stable food 

production system for the region and for Sweden. The issues are climate change and less products being 

stockpiled in the EU. The consumption of regional and Swedish food is promoted, both in regard to public 

procurement and private consumption. The food production is also seen as important concerning tourism 

due to the advantage of serving local produce and it creating open landscapes.  

 

National Strategy of Sustainable Regional Growth and Attractiveness 2015-2020 

The Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation made the National Strategy of Sustainable Regional Growth and 

Attractiveness 2015-2020 in 2015. The strategy is a directive for people working with national and regional 

development (Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth, 2020a). It is supposed to run until 

2020, and is therefore, when writing this thesis, not the current policy document. However, in a report made 

by the Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth in 2019, the authority declares that the work 

beyond this strategy will be of the same sort and structure. This is because the challenges are still seen to be 

relevant, and priorities made by regions today are similar to them previously stated in the National Strategy 

of Sustainable Regional Growth and Attractiveness 2015-2020 (Swedish Agency for Economic and 

Regional Growth, 2019b).  

 

The strategy aims at expanding and developing regions, from the basis of, and be integrated with, “The 

sustainability dimensions – economic, social and environmental sustainability” (p. 2, Ministry of Enterprise 

and Innovation, 2015). Additionally, the EU cohesion policy is to be integrated in the initiatives of regional 

growth, through EU funds and the usage of a European dimension.  

 

In the National Strategy of Sustainable Regional Growth and Attractiveness 2015-2020, the public sector is 

urged to require sustainable and innovative solutions, as innovation is seen to be important for creating 

employment, welfare and sustainable growth. Furthermore, municipalities are mentioned, together with 

regions, when pointing out the importance of having the ability to attract skillful people, business and 

capital, when developing competitiveness. The development of attractive living environments and 

accessibility for people is pointed out to require collaboration between governmental levels. The strategy 

means that this work should be done with sensitivity to local and regional conditions. 

 

The Regional Development Strategy of Dalarna (Dalastrategin – Dalarna 2020) (2014) 

Region Dalarna and the municipalities in the region made the Regional Development Strategy of Dalarna in 

2014. According to the law, the regional development work is supposed to be structure by a Regional 

Development Strategy (Regional utvecklingsstrategi, RUS). This strategy is supposed to be a document 

containing an analysis of the region’s conditions and highlights targets, priorities and direction for the 

region’s economic growth efforts (Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth, 2020a). This 

strategy is then meant to provide a direction for other strategies, programs and other efforts within regional 

development and economic growth for the actors involved. The strategy is also supposed to be a platform 

for dialog and collaboration between actors on local, regional and national level (Swedish Agency for 

Economic and Regional Growth, 2018). Region Dalarna is currently in the making of a new regional 

strategy, which will be finished in the autumn of 2020. 

 

The Regional Development Strategy of Dalarna goal is to “create an economy based on knowledge and 

innovation, to support a resource efficient, ‘greener’ and competitive economy and stimulate an economy 

with high employment and social and territorial cohesion.” (p. 4, Region Dalarna, 2014, my translation). 

The strategy brings up several different areas that need to be strengthened in the region and how these are 

connected to the EU 2020 strategy. Overall, the strategy sees new development for society and business 

sector be made by entrepreneurs. Areas of growth potential for Dalarna are renewable energy solutions, 

experience and creative industries, commerce and health care services. Existing areas seen as strengths and 
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that needs further research and development are steel and metal, tourism sector and energy efficiency 

industry.  

 

According to the strategy, regional development is meant to be, to some degree, the result of local 

development. The municipalities are asked to put this strategy in to practice and the implementation of the 

development strategy will be done concerning local differences. Additionally, the municipalities are asked 

to be part of, and take responsibility for, several aspects concerning the priority areas education and 

employment. Dalarna is seen to be in need of increased and broadened education, and that collaboration 

over municipal and county borders are needed. They are asked to collaborate with other authorities 

concerning people with long-term illnesses and increased offers of education. They are also responsible for 

the handling of their own, location-based, lack of certain competence within the work force. Additionally, 

the historical landscape is meant to be cared for, both for inhabitants but also for companies in the tourism 

sector. 

 

4.3.  The municipal cases 
Borlänge municipality and Rättvik municipality are located in Dalarna, 

Sweden. Dalarna consists of almost 288 000 inhabitants and 15 

municipalities (SCB, 2019). According to the Swedish Agency for 

Economic and Regional Growth (2020a), Dalarna is an important tourist 

area as it has the largest share of visiting nights in Sweden, besides the 

three larger city regions. Additionally, the region has a high level of 

elderly and few inhabitants with a university education compared to the 

national average.  

 

Borlänge municipality is one of the largest municipalities having 52 590 

inhabitants (SCB, 2019). Up until the end of the 1970s, the industry 

sector dominated the enterprise in the area. Today the municipality has 

profiled itself as a commerce and transport center due to the intense 

infrastructure (Nationalencyklopedin, 2020a). 

 

Rättvik municipality has about 10 950 inhabitants (SCB, 2019), and 

about one fourth of the population is 65 years or older (Rättvik kommun, 

2020). An important business sector in Rättvik is the tourism sector 

(Nationalencyklopedin, 2020b). 

 

Both Borlänge and Rättvik municipality run projects called Återtaget 

(“The recapture”). These projects implicate, among other objectives, that, 

within a municipally owned activity, the production of food to the 

municipality’s preschools, schools and elderly homes. The municipalities 

do this in different ways and to various degrees. Below are descriptions of 

each municipality’s project. 

 

4.3.1.  Återtaget - Borlänge municipality 
The project of municipally owned cows was initiated in 19944 as it was seen to be a cheap and effective 

way of keeping land free from bushes and trees, enabling a clear view over the landscape and lakes. The 

municipality saw that old pastures were not cared for as fewer farmers keep a production of animals, 

leaving the land to be over grown (Sveriges Radio, 2013). The municipality argue that the land around 

Borlänge has been characterized by cows grazing the land for thousands of years, and that species 

associated with cultivation landscapes and wetlands benefit from it (Borlänge kommun, 2019a). The project 

started therefore as an initiative of restoring a lake that was overgrown and later on grew to incorporate 

more land in the area that was not cared for with the aim of keeping the land at the same historical standard 

(Borlänge kommun, 2019b). Today, Borlänge municipality owns 105 Highland cattle which are located in 

                                                           
4 The project was a collaboration between Borlänge municipality, Tunabygdens Fågelklubb (local bird interest 

organisation) and Bergvik Skog (forest company). 

Fig. 1. Location of Dalarna in 

Sweden (SMHI, 2019). 
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various places around the municipality grazing semi-natural pastures and wetlands. The cows are cared for 

by a labor market project (Borlänge kommun, 2019a). 

 

Since the beginning of the project the intention has been to retrieve the meat produced from the herd and 

serve it in the municipal kindergartens, schools and elderly homes. This was realized in 2010 and is called 

“Återtaget”. Before 2010, the meat was sold to the local stores on the regular market (ATL, 2010; Dalarnas 

Tidningar, 2011). The production is organically certified (Borlänge kommun, 2019a). 

 

There are about 25 to 35 cattle slaughtered at a local slaughterhouse each year and delivered to the 

municipal kitchens (Borlänge municipality, 2019a). 25 cows make up about 2 percent of the yearly meat 

consumption in the municipality in 2010, being approximately 4 tons of meat (ATL, 2010). It can be 

assumed that the situation is roughly the same as of today. 

 

In 2017, the planning and land office believed a farm that was for sale in the municipality to be a strategic 

land and facility acquisition, improving several aspects of the working conditions and animal care. In 

addition, the land was argued to provide possibilities for expanding locally produced foods and enable a 

long-term development of social and pedagogical activities. The working committee approved this request 

but after bidding occurred for the property, the municipality withdrew from the purchase process (Borlänge 

kommun, 2017a, 2017b). A negative reaction and comment regarding this purchase could be found in a 

letter to the editor in Dala-demokraten (2017). One writer asks rhetorically if the municipality believes that 

there really is a lack of locally produced products. The writer also wants to know the price per kilogram for 

the municipally produced meat and a proper business calculation regarding the possible purchase of the 

farm discussed above (Olsson, 2017). 

 

4.3.2.  Återtaget - Rättvik municipality 
The idea of buying the food produced from the local college came about as a response to a procurement 

process not guaranteeing local or Swedish food products. In 2006, Rättvik municipality was part of a public 

procurement process together with other neighboring municipalities. In that process the former provider, a 

local charcuterie, lost to a larger, nationwide company. This led to politicians in Rättvik questioning this 

process as they wanted to buy locally produced food or at least food produced in Sweden, something the 

company that won the procurement process could not guarantee (Dalarnas Tidningar, 2009; Sveriges Radio, 

2008). 

 

During this time the municipality took over the care of the locally situated agricultural college from the 

county office, resulting in the idea of buying the food that was produced at the college instead of buying 

elsewhere (Sveriges Radio, 2008). One politician states that the idea came about as they understood that 

they had to create new forms when dealing with, and approaching, the issues of providing and procure food 

within the current legislations (Sveriges Radio, 2011). At the college, the barn for the cows had to be rebuilt 

in 2009, the politicians decided at that point to expand and adjust the production at the college to enable 

food self-sufficiency for the municipal kitchens. The project has since the beginning been called “Återtaget” 

(Sveriges Radio, 2008). 

 

Today almost all of the beef and potatoes, and much of the pork and some vegetables, used in the municipal 

kitchen, come from the municipally owned agricultural college’s production (Rättvik kommun, 2019). The 

rest of the food needed for the municipal kitchens is bought through a “regular” procurement process 

(Eriksson, 2017). 

 

Rättvik municipality states that they want to expand and develop the project. Work is currently being done 

regarding an expansion of pig and sheep production at the college, and there are future plans for 

“recapturing” the milk produced at the college and for creating a biogas plant for recycling the manure and 

offal (Dalarna Science Park, 2017; Rättvik kommun, 2019). 
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5. Analysis – Återtaget as… 
The overall aim of this thesis is to develop an understanding of the Återtaget strategies as a complex site of 

policy and governance practices in the domain of local sustainable development. The understanding will 

nest within the framework of MLG by looking at other governmental levels goals and viewpoints, creating 

an understanding of Återtaget where multiple layers of actors and relationships strive towards development. 

This chapter contains the analysis of the case study interviews and the content analysis of the strategic 

documents. The themes below are structured with regards to the different objectives the municipalities use 

when discussing their projects. The perspective of regional and national level interviews and policies then 

follows each theme. 

 

During the interviews, both municipalities stated very clearly that the projects are not only aimed at being a 

municipal food production, but instead that it is part of, or a result of, other rationales. In Borlänge the 

municipality bought the cows to care for a lake that was becoming overgrown. In Rättvik the retrieving of 

the food production from the municipal agricultural school is a result of the legislative difficulties of 

procuring local and Swedish food. This means that the discussions regarding why these municipalities have 

decided to run projects, that contains aspects of self-sufficiency, do have a rather wide scope and several, 

interlinked, objectives. This means that larger aims and results are discussed as the projects are not just 

about food. 

 

Even though the projects have different structures in the two municipalities, as in what food is produced, 

who produces it and the amount of food that is produced; they still discuss and argue for their projects in a 

largely similar way. Principally, what the two municipalities experience is that Återtaget makes them use 

and develop the resources they have in their municipality and that this brings positive outcomes for their 

area in environmental, social, and economic terms.  

 

The chapter is divided between the different objectives the municipalities use concerning their operations, 

structured with headlines envisaging what Återtaget is. These themes emerged as the most pertinent issues 

when discussing Återtaget as local sustainable development strategy. The sections contain Återtaget as 

being a source of local food, being beneficial to environment, local economy, the municipal image and 

social aspects while providing resilience. The chapter also contain a section on difficulties the 

municipalities have to balance and lastly there is a short section devoted to Återtaget’s future development. 

 

5.1.  Securing local and Swedish food 
It is important for the two municipalities to serve Swedish and local food in their municipal organization 

and Återtaget is a way for them to do so. However, they see different reasons to what issues Återtaget 

solves in their quest to retrieve Swedish and local food. Borlänge municipality sees local food as something 

‘good’ in itself and the lack of farmers and diversity in the area as an issue Återtaget is part of solving. In 

Rättvik they experienced the procurement process to be a hindrance for retrieving Swedish and local food, 

something the local community requested for example because of foreign food being seen as having less 

quality. Återtaget became therefore as a solution for the municipality of not having to procure at all.  

 

5.1.1.  Better procurement 
A project manager in Borlänge explains that the municipality owns cows for several reasons, and one of 

them is because they want: “… to get high quality, locally produced meat. Because that is also something 

we want, we really want to have local produce. ” What makes this difficult is that there are less and less 

farmers in the area and not a large variety of food products. “… in our region here in Dalarna we don't have 

that many, we don't have so many different producers. We have potatoes, carrots, milk, these sectors ... So 

we have a hard time finding diversity, so then you have to look at what can we do ourselves then?” (- Head 

of unit, Borlänge) 

 

In Rättvik the start of the project Återtaget was due to the difficulties in procuring Swedish food. This is 

because it is illegal to use criteria discriminating suppliers based on nationality in the procurement (the 

principle of non-discrimination) as the procurement rules are largely based on EU directives. This also 

entails that local companies cannot be given any preference (The National Agency for Public Procurement, 
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2017). Thus, there is no guarantee that the food will be local or even of Swedish origin when food is 

procured by authorities. However, times has changed from when Rättvik started Återtaget.  

 

Today the principle of non-discrimination is still part of the procurement laws5 but it is possible to use 

criteria based on Swedish regulation, such as the Animal Welfare Act, when procuring food (The National 

Agency for Public Procurement, 2017). The National Public Procurement Strategy acknowledges a general 

increase in citizens interests regarding responsible procuring and that the work of arranging “sustainable 

and ethically conscious purchasing” (p. 22) should be in line with what the public wants. With regards to 

food, the strategy points out that the publics’ expectations that the Swedish animal welfare criteria are met, 

should be taken in to account (Ministry of Finance, 2016b).  

 

Nowadays, the National Public Procurement Strategy urges authorities to use the specified animal welfare 

criteria, and environmental and social criteria, based on Swedish law to set a desirable standard. These 

criteria are made by The National Agency for Public Procurement (Ministry of Finance, 2016b). Still, this 

does not guarantee that the food will be Swedish when being procured. During the interview with the 

National Agency for Public Procurement, the official explains that: “When developing sustainability criteria 

for public procurement we make sure that they are in accordance with the general principles of public 

procurement. If only Swedish products were able to live up to the requirements, that wouldn’t be in 

accordance with for example the principle of non-discrimination. It is important to remember that 

production in other countries are free to produce in accordance with sustainability criteria. Foreign 

certification schemes are common as a means of proof for our sustainability criteria.” 

 

Rättvik sees themselves as being part of the process of making it possible to use these criteria today, as they 

were one of the authorities that started using these criteria and were involved in a legal process because of 

it. It was because of these trials, that took several years, and because of the municipality taking over the 

agricultural school in the area, that Återtaget was created. The municipality realized that because the 

municipality owns the school there was no need to use a procurement process when taking the food 

produced at the schools farm for their municipal organizations. As the people in Rättvik had declared they 

only wanted to have Swedish food in the municipal organization and the local politicians agreed to it, 

Återtaget was, as one interviewee put it, a solution: “I believe that if we procured today, we would get 

Swedish commodities for everything we wanted anyway, even if we did not have Återtaget today. But sure it 

was a way of guaranteeing what the people wanted from the start. … It was a way for us to be able to 

deliver it [Swedish food] to the people, as we had promised them.” 

 

Using public procurement for positive development 

The projects of Återtaget do not provide the municipalities with all the food they need. Several other food 

products need to be bought and the municipalities see this as a chance to create positive development to the 

area. 

 

As a project manager in Rättvik explains, they see issues with food produced elsewhere due to the 

procedures of production not being as favorable as in Sweden: “we should not contribute to buying meat 

from Denmark, Germany, whatever it might be, where there is a lot of antibiotics, where you do not follow 

the animal welfare laws we have here in Sweden. Instead there are good products that we have here.” 

 

However, both municipalities want to take this even further and have not just Swedish food in their 

municipal organizations, but local food. They see that local food is the most favorable food to provide in 

their organizations, both in respect to the local economy and environment. As a project manager in Rättvik 

states: “… to some degree, it is better for a municipality to buy it within the municipality because then we 

keep the money here compared to shopping elsewhere, and sending the money elsewhere”. A politician 

discusses it in a similar way: ” … if we want to reduce transport as much as possible then you can try to 

purchase as close as possible, that’s just the way it is. And then you might benefit the entrepreneurs in your 

                                                           
5 The procurement rules in Sweden are largely based on EU directives, such as the principle of non-discrimination, 

and aim at ensuring authorities to use public money “to finance public purchases in the best possible way by seeking 

out and taking advantage of competition in the relevant market in order to get a good deal.” (The National Agency 

for Public Procurement, 2017). 
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own municipality as well.” The same person later on expands on the issues of procuring local food, as “you 

can't make sure it comes from Dalarna if you do a procurement … if you want local produce then it is about 

adapting the procurement instead.” 

 

In Borlänge municipality, they try to procure as much locally produced food as possible and have created 

structures for enabling this. For example, they divide their procurement in to smaller fractions to support 

smaller producers to be tenders, hold meetings prior to the release of the procurement, and have a liaison 

center to streamline the logistics of having several small food providers. As a head of unit explains, they do 

all this because they want to: “pick up locally produced as well, because that is also important for us. Being 

able to take advantage of the resources we have locally. We have producers here in the area and we feel 

that when you go out with a procurement, then it should be the law on public procurement, so everyone 

should be able to submit tenders, but we also feel that these small producers have a hard time competing in 

the market vis-à-vis these large suppliers. So then we feel that we want to get hold of them and have a 

dialogue, we also invite the big ones [companies] …” 

 

Rättvik municipality has also created procedures for making sure the food is local, such as early dialogues 

with local producers to support them in being tenders. However, because Återtaget provides a large share of 

the food to Rättvik municipality, they do not have to go through the procurement process for retrieving the 

other products they need, as these end up being below the statutory, monetary, threshold of procurement.  

 

The National Public Procurement Strategy sees potential in the public sector to, through procurement, drive 

the market towards developing sustainable solutions and innovations and that it plays an essential part in 

achieving the UN’s 2030 Agenda for long-term sustainable economic, social and environmental 

development (Ministry of Finance, 2016b). This is meant to lead to achieving sustainability goals and it 

“may also create sustainable growth, enhanced competitiveness, new jobs and export opportunities” (p. 21, 

Ministry of Finance, 2016). Additionally, the National Strategy for Sustainable Regional Growth and 

Attractiveness urges the public sector to procure sustainable and innovative solutions, as innovation is seen 

to be important for creating employment, welfare and sustainable growth (Ministry of Enterprise and 

Innovation, 2015). The National Food Strategy also agrees with the National Public Procurement strategy 

and it can be seen that these strategies were made during the same time as they both use the same language 

and aim in regards to procurement (Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation, 2016). 

 

Regional and municipal levels are meant to play a crucial part in achieving the National Public Procurement 

Strategy as they make up the largest share of public procurement being made (Ministry of Finance, 2016b). 

During the interview with the National Agency for Public Procurement, the official mentions that they 

experience that many public actors, such as municipalities and regions, work a lot with the food 

procurement process and that they want to do responsible purchases. The official later on continues: “… in 

the matter of food, it is very much a, well, it is an important and sensitive issue for many and it is a 

politically relevant issue constantly. What food is served in the public kitchens, what food you give to your 

old, sick and your children …” 

 

During the interview with a Head of unit at Region Dalarna (Dalarna County Office), the interviewee brings 

up several times that the large sums of money used during the procurement processes can affect societal 

change to a larger extent than the work being done concerning regional development because of the fairly 

small budget. This result in more power and challenges regarding the sustainability aspect is located in the 

day-to-day work done by the municipalities and regions. The interviewee says that future policies will, most 

likely, be made with a focus on increasing the sustainability aspect but that “you can easily write that, but it 

is then when to do it, that is when the conflict of aims comes along ... and that mandate to decide these 

thing, that does not the County development board of the County development administration have, instead 

it lies in the usual linear structures. And with that said … the regional development responsibility is not 

unimportant or so but one should be aware that it is in the ordinary [public] business, when buying and 

selling and so on, it is there the decisions must be made if it is to be sustainable for real.” 

 

The National Public Procurement Strategy claims that public procurement is best achieved with the help of 

well-functioning competition, as that would meet “Sweden’s international obligations within the EU, the 

WTO and our free trade agreements” (p. 6, Ministry of Finance, 2016), and at the same time establish more 
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quality and efficiency in governmental authorities. Additionally, the strategy aims at opening up and 

creating good conditions for small and medium sized businesses to be part of public procurement, as these 

“can offer flexible solutions that meet particular needs” (p. 17, Ministry of Finance, 2016). This is 

supposedly done by creating a better dialogue between authority and businesses, to use local or sector 

initiatives to establish meetings, and create procurement that both small and large enterprises are able to, 

and want to, participate in. The strategy states that it is possible, if cost efficient, to divide the procurement 

in to smaller parts to enable small and medium businesses to participate (Ministry of Finance, 2016b). 

 

As stated above, it is not possible to favor or discriminate tenders because of their location. Nevertheless, 

there are ways to make it more plausible that local producers submit a tender during a procurement process. 

An official at The National Agency for Public Procurement explains that there is a limitation for a procuring 

authority: “The thing you cannot do is to make demands of a certain origin. You can do an incredible 

amount of other things.” The official explains that it is possible for a municipality to make the procurement 

in to smaller sections and, because of that, increase the possibility for smaller, local producers to be able to 

provide, partially, the food for the municipality. The official later on continues by pointing out the 

difficulties of such work, as being the knowledge of creating such processes and that “… it takes time and 

resources. The more contracts you have, the more resources you need to manage these agreements”.  

 

In the Regional Food Strategy, the public sector is meant to contribute to and increase the sales of food from 

Dalarna and Sweden by requesting additional values in their procurement, such as animal welfare and little 

effect on environment and climate. Additionally, “local food” is urged to be “chosen” when possible, as it 

has less effect on the climate and the environment compared to international competition. In association to 

this comparison to international food producers, there is no mentioning of who should choose the local food 

and when. 

 

Both municipalities sees having Swedish and local food in their municipal kitchens as important. They talk 

about the Swedish and local food as something that is equal to quality, containing attributes that foreign 

produce lack. Furthermore, the municipalities want to procure local food in order to support their own area. 

Because of the difficulty of procuring Swedish and local food and there not being enough local food, the 

projects of Återtaget presents another way to attain the food the municipalities want. The national and 

regional governmental level point towards seeing procurement as something that can affect the market 

towards sustainability and that the municipalities are a large part of achieving that due to their large budgets. 

However, these levels see this being done within a competitive market, encouraging businesses to create 

sustainable and innovative solutions while at the same time achieve other objectives such as creating 

economic growth. 

 

5.2.  Beneficial to the environment and local economy 
During the interviews, the municipalities pointed out that Återtaget exist because of several reasons. The 

projects result in landscapes being managed, in turn affecting local economy, while providing local food 

that is meant to be environmentally friendly. 

 

5.2.1.  Caring for the land and supporting tourism 
There are several aspects Återtaget is meant to solve, a project manager in Borlänge touches upon several of 

the different issues Dalarna is experiencing and Återtaget helps solving: ”The natural values that exist now 

do not exist in 10 years if you do not maintain the land. Well some can probably be recreated, but it is 

rather an emergency in that it becomes overgrown and farmers are closing down. These are the problems 

we have in Dalarna.” There is a certain urgency regarding the environmental situation and the lack of 

farmers, and Återtaget is seen to be part of solving these issues and utilize the local resources. 

 

The municipalities bring up the environmental aspects that Återtaget result in several times. Both 

municipalities link their projects to creating open landscapes due to animals grazing the land. This is meant 

to result in an increase in and conservation of biodiversity and be positive concerning recreation and 

tourism reasons. A project manager in Borlänge says, “These cows graze land that might not have been 

grazed otherwise. And it is quite high in nature values and also nice environments for recreation.” 
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Additionally, a project manager in Rättvik says that Återtaget’s food production brings several other 

positive aspects to the area and local economy. For example, they use the local industry for services dealing 

with the food production. Additionally, Återtaget supports the local economy because ”That we have this 

open and vibrant landscape is very important, because Rättvik municipality has, it is the visitor industry 

that is our largest industry and source of income. We have nothing... Many other municipalities have big 

companies to lean on ... that it looks like this around Rättvik is a lot thanks to Återtaget.” 

 

The Regional Food Strategy points out that due to cultivation and animal husbandry, Dalarna has a large 

share of biodiversity and that this brings additional values. It states that “An environmentally and climate-

smart food chain creates ecosystem services and contributes to the food industry’s value creation and 

profitability.” (p. 7, Dalarna County Council et al., 2017, my translation). The strategy means that local food 

production is important due to tourism being an important sector, as it creates additional values to the 

restaurant sector in the region and maintains the familiar open landscapes, as “the local food is part of the 

story about the district” (p. 5, Dalarna County Council et al., 2017, my translation). Furthermore, the 

Regional Development Strategy for Dalarna claims that the historical and cultural landscapes, such as the 

agricultural landscape, needs to be cared for both for the people living there and for companies within the 

tourism sector as it is a feature of Dalarna. In addition, the National Food Strategy sees open landscapes as 

one positive aspect that an increased food production would bring and the National Strategy of Sustainable 

Regional Growth and Attractiveness 2015-2020, point out the importance of having attractive living 

environments. 

 

Återtaget is seen to help caring for the land by creating open landscapes, which in turn is meant to result in 

environmental aspects such as biodiversity and support a large industry in the area. These objectives are 

also seen as important for other governmental levels due to creating a food production system that supports 

environmental objectives and the maintaining of the image of the area being crucial for the economy. 

 

5.2.2.  Resource efficient production and consumption 
The municipalities see the aspect of resource efficiency as something that is important and that it connects 

with their project Återtaget. The resource efficiency discussions in the municipalities are connected to both 

utilizing the local area and the efficient use of energy. 

 

In Rättvik the interviewees brings up several times that the transportation of food is reduced and that the 

production itself is constructed to have as little effect as possible concerning carbon dioxide emissions and 

on the environment overall. A project manager in Rättvik sees Återtaget as a way forward: “it is a bit in this 

direction we need to go. To have good food commodities that make as little footprint as possible. I know 

that there has been a change, the machines all run on biofuel, or whatever it is called. So you do not really 

have any emissions.” 

 

A local politician also points to Återtaget being resource efficient due to less transportation. The interviewee 

means that: “this is an important part of this in terms of being resource-efficient. … it is more resource 

efficient that … we grow the wheat here and eat it up than … if we grow the wheat here and the Italians eat 

it and then they grow wheat and we eat their wheat. You don't have to be a professor to figure out that less 

energy is needed then”. 

 

The municipalities also see the benefit of having a local production of food as it utilizes the local resources 

instead of using resources elsewhere. A project manager in Borlänge: “… they [the cows] graze mostly so 

that, well, that makes the benefit also of that we utilize resources that are here instead of that we would buy, 

we do have meat also from Uppland or Mälardalen, yes but, take advantage of the resource that is here 

simply.” 

 

The Regional Development Strategy points out that Dalarna should aim towards a resource efficient 

economy, as it is needed to change production by putting less pressure on the environment in regards to the 

use of fossil fuel. In the strategy, there is an aim of increasing the work done in Dalarna in regards to energy 

efficiency and renewable energy. However, this is only viewed as an up-and-coming business area that can 

create economic growth for the region. The National Strategy for Sustainable Regional Growth and 
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Attractiveness also points out these business sectors as important, and that in terms of climate change being 

the largest challenge of our time, all actors at all levels need to participate in reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions. 

 

Both the National Food Strategy and Regional Food Strategy aim to increase food production and have a 

competitive production that also is achieved by following environmental objectives, such as reduce the use 

of fossil fuels. Additionally, resource efficiency is believed to be necessary to guarantee a sustainable 

development. The strategies mean that this should be achieved by a competitive market as that creates 

resource efficiency and a food production that has less impact on the environment. During the interview 

with Dalarna County Administrative Board, a Project manager (2) expands on the aim of the strategy and 

points out that Sweden’s food production is already reasonably effective and that a production increase 

cannot be at the expense of other factors: “… within the agricultural sector, they cried out in “hurrays” 

when the food strategy came, because finally we have a document saying that we should increase the 

production of food. And that's great, but then the question is how do we do it? Because now we must think 

about that we should work in a sustainable way and then you can do, for example, if you increase the 

amount of input material in productions, fertilize more, use more chemicals and so on, then maybe you 

could increase a harvest per hector a number of percent but at the expense of getting toxins in the 

waterways and less biodiversity in the surrounding fields, and so on and so forth. And then, the cost of 

raising this harvest per hectare is not worth it … it is about marginal costs.” 

 

In addition to providing local food, Återtaget’s food production is meant to be a production that has little 

impact on the environment, due to resource efficiency and the proximity of its production. The resource 

efficiency objective is also important for the regional and national level. However, they see efficiency as 

best created through a competitive market. 

 

5.3.  Beneficial to municipal image and social aspects 
Återtaget is meant to result in several positive outcomes in addition to producing local and ‘good’ food. The 

municipalities have attained positive attention due to the projects and they are used for advertising purposes. 

The projects have also been used for educational reasons, bridging consumer and producer, and resulted in 

feelings of proudness for the people involved in the projects. 

 

5.3.1.  Place branding 
Both municipalities experience that Återtaget has brought positive attention to the municipality. This 

attention has been from both the media and other actors interested in their work. A head of unit in Rättvik 

states: “… we have had very good media throughout the years regarding Återtaget and ... there are 

constant visits from other municipalities ‘How did you do this? How have you been able to make it work?’, 

it happens many times a year”. In Rättvik an interviewee also mentions that Återtaget is used when 

advertising the agricultural school. 

 

Borlänge municipality sees Återtaget as something that is part of their success in establishing themselves as 

a municipality that works with these issues. A Head of unit in Borlänge says: “… that spring were we 

nominated for that year's ‘Sustainable school food-municipality’ and then we ended up in 6th place … 

because of us having our own cows, trucks, the procurement, the organic, everything, that we, we are at the 

forefront and we are often seen in such occasions when it comes to sustainability and environmental 

thinking.” 

 

A project manager in Borlänge states that the project is used as an example of their municipal work in 

regards to sustainability: “when we, for example, report on our sustainability work or talk about what the 

municipality is doing, then this is a great example of what we do, which, well, ties different sustainability 

issues together.” The interviewee later on continues: “We have had them [the cows] for such a long time, so 

they are a pretty natural part of the municipality's operations.” 

 

As such, the Återtaget projects have been a clear element of both municipalities making their mark as 

sustainably oriented and well known for such approaches. The projects allow the municipalities to brand 

themselves in this way, and thus set themselves apart from other municipalities.  
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5.3.2.  Providing positive aspects for the people involved 
The municipal food production is seen as bringing positive aspects for both the people producing and eating 

the food. In Borlänge a head of unit explains that they see it as beneficial to show the school children that 

“you don’t just go to the store and buy meat, it comes from somewhere.” They find it important to be able to 

show children the whole chain of food production and that the food comes from the municipality. 

 

In Borlänge the people taking care of for the cows are doing occupational rehabilitation, run by the 

municipality. The municipality believes it is beneficial that they are able to provide this kind of 

rehabilitation, as the people who are part of the project appreciate to work with animals. In Rättvik the 

students at the agricultural school are said to “of course feel proud as they are the ones producing the food 

for the whole public administration”, as one interviewee puts it. 

 

In the interviews with the municipalities, it is also brought forward that the situation in the municipal 

kitchens have changed. An interviewee explains how the staff was first skeptical of Återtaget in Rättvik, as 

this would change their workload, from only heating already cooked food to cook using fresh produce: 

“they saw a lot of problems in front of them but then after this journey they realized that this was what was 

really maybe needed for the profession and [they] feel that, yes now we actually cook food. You call 

yourself ‘chef’ more today than you did before.” This is also brought forward in Borlänge: “you are happy 

and proud as a kitchen staff and as a dietary unit that you can serve this meat ... And that it works well, you 

feel, it feels like this is good for many people”. 

 

One project manager (1) at Dalarna County Administrative Board notes the importance of bringing the 

agricultural sector and people together, and says that Återtaget fills that function in both municipalities: 

“Rättvik also has a very unique situation where they have, where they run their agricultural school and … 

they need these animals for educational purposes. And I believe very much that we have to spread the 

knowledge to consumers, to the general public overall … you have to be able to ... get a relationship with it, 

so sometimes such initiatives are needed to get in touch with ... the education. … And then I think that these 

kinds of initiatives that Borlänge has, that it is partly a labor market measure, because I think that these 

people who are in this, that this is a very big benefit in itself. And maybe not just linked to the food strategy 

now then ... I think this fulfills functions that may not only be a food-producing purpose but, thus, a 

sustainability purpose on another level.” 

 

The National Food Strategy brings up the need to educate people concerning food and its production but it 

sees local businesses as the municipalities’ collaboration partners. Additionally, the Regional Food Strategy 

points out the labor shortages in the food sector. The strategy means that there is a need for networks, 

education and collaboration between authorities, industry and educational organizers, to reduce the labor 

shortages in the region. 

 

Återtaget has been a way for the municipalities to address issues such as education concerning the 

agricultural industry, something that is seen as lacking in both Sweden overall and Dalarna in particular. 

Additionally, Återtaget have brought positive attributes to the profession in the municipal kitchens. 

 

5.4.  Creating resilience and self-sufficiency 
Another aspect brought up during the interviews is that Återtaget is viewed as essential if the import of food 

to Sweden, and by extension to the municipalities, would suddenly be reduced. The municipalities consider 

it important to be part of increasing the production of food in Sweden in case of unfortunate events. As a 

head of unit in Rättvik argues: “we may have to think about - what if we don’t get our food imports, what do 

we do then? … And then this [Återtaget] will still be there. Or, like, this concept in some way”. 

 

A project manager in Borlänge points out that “… we need to utilize the resources we have locally. We can’t 

just buy food from elsewhere. Well, yes we can, but also from a vulnerability perspective and also the 

perspective of utilizing the resources, it is good with a local production”. The interviewee later on 

continues, “I think we underestimate the food production. We need, we must turn this course around, I 

think. Both for the sake of the environment but also for some kind of vulnerability, safety, that we... and that 
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agricultural land needs to be used for it to continue to be agricultural land”. 

 

A project manager in Rättvik mentions that there is only three products that Sweden is self-sufficient on and 

that we have to increase food production and diversify. The interviewee connects these issues to the 

National Food Strategy and argues that the public sector can be part of the solution: “... what the food 

strategy is about is that we have to increase production. Because it has gone down so much now, we have 

almost no self-sufficiency on anything in Sweden right now. And there, the public sector is a big part as of 

our procurement, what we procure. Do we demand Swedish products? Do we demand locally produced 

products? Then even more people have to start growing …” 

 

The National Food Strategy mentions preparedness as an argument for having a functioning food 

production, and that an increase in food production could result in higher levels of self-sufficiency. 

However, the national level’s focus is that an increase in food production should result in increasing 

business opportunities generating income and economic growth by exporting the food produced. 

 

The Regional Food Strategy also sees an increase in food production to be beneficial in terms of income 

from exporting the goods. However, the regional level additionally stress the importance of having a self-

sufficient food production system. The Regional Food Strategy and the interviews with the County 

Administrative Office, point towards an aim of increased preparedness of food products and inputs (such as 

fossil fuel, fertilizers and pesticides), as existing resources would not be enough at a societal disorder and 

because more efficient processes has resulted in less goods being stockpiled in the EU. Extreme weather 

occurrences due to climate change is seen as one example of a disorder, and Dalarna needs to have a robust 

production system for such events. During the interviews with the project managers at Dalarna County 

Administrative Board in spring 2020, Covid-19 pandemic had started in Sweden. Both interviewees 

mentioned this pandemic as one example of the need of increasing food production and that this would 

initiate discussions regarding the importance of Sweden and Dalarna’s preparedness regarding food supply. 

Project manager (2) expand on the importance of acknowledging the whole food production chain and self-

sufficiency “… now Corona for example, this time it is Corona, what will it mean for agricultural 

production if the economy falls and we get import stops on soy? How does it affect milk production in 

Dalarna? In other words the preparedness, we have a lot to gain from also making use of what we can 

produce in the region or in the surrounding regions to maintain production”. The interviewee point towards 

creating a resilient food production system, not just producing the food in the local area but instead looking 

at all the different component as to creating a fully self-reliant system. 

 

Återtaget is seen to be creating resilience to unforeseen events affecting Sweden and the municipality 

because of it being part of increasing and maintaining food production in the area. The increase in food 

production is seen as important for both regional and national level. However, the national level sees the 

opportunity of economic growth by exporting the food produced. While the regional level agrees with the 

national level, they also sees the importance and benefits of increasing self-sufficiency. 

 

5.5.  A balancing act 
During the interviews with the municipalities, the interviewees touch upon financial aspects of Återtaget 

concerning cost, competition and weighing the projects to other municipal obligations. By doing so, we 

move on to the bigger issue of what the role of government versus business is, which is in part a 

philosophical issue that goes far beyond any one strategy or program. 

 

5.5.1.  Trying to handle competition 
Both interviewees in Borlänge stated that the municipality should not compete with private actors in any 

way, something that has been tricky at times. A project manager states that if a private company wants to 

run a project that the municipality owns or runs, there should always be a policy to let that private company 

do so. The interviewee gives the example of the bidding of a farm a few years ago that Borlänge 

municipality dropped out of due to private actors wanted to buy it, as the municipality does not want to 

stand in the way of the private sector and its expansion. 

 

In Rättvik they also want to avoid competition with local farmers and try to find land for the productions 
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that is not being used. A head of unit touches upon the discussion of a municipality’s obligations and 

believing that there is a limit to how much a municipality should do: ”We produce milk, we have milk cows 

too. But there we cannot say that we have any “Återtag” [“a recapture”] ... But would, should we start a 

dairy? Well, mmm, there are certainly those who would think that but then I would think it will be, well, 

tricky. I mean how much should a municipality actually do?” Later on the interviewee states that the 

municipal owned food production is not in line with a market economy, and that there is an understanding 

that people can have an opinion about that, as the municipality, as a food producer, has different 

prerequisites than a private company. 

 

In Borlänge the interviewees do not mention that any discussions has occurred with the local industry. By 

contrast, in Rättvik, when the project was started, they were in contact with local actors. An interviewee 

remembers it as resulting only in positive responses, as the local actors believed the municipality did a good 

deed in trying to get hold of Swedish produce, to the extent of going to court for it. Furthermore, it is stated 

that there have not been any complaints of Återtaget in Rättvik that the interviewees know of. A head of 

unit in Rättvik believes that the collaboration with local actors have been on good terms because it is 

understood as something positive that the municipality has put money and effort in to developing the 

agricultural school, by extension the future work force for the industry. Additionally, the interviewee 

believes that: “in this case it is quite good that we are not a huge municipality … when to gather people or 

when to do certain things … I believe that this, to a certain extent, is why it has worked so well with this 

Återtaget bit, it is small-scale even though … there are large volumes of meat and so on (laughter) but still 

that you can have a good local dialogue with the industry. That is why is has not been any fuss you know, 

that we do this.”  

 

A project manager at Region Dalarna believes Återtaget is a direction society has to go with regards to 

retrieving local food and environmental respects, such as supporting the biological landscape. However, the 

interviewee sees market efficiency as an aspect of difficulty: “I do not know of the economy and law that 

could possibly interfere but, and the competitive relationship with other local farmers can be strange. But in 

general, it is a very good thing to be able to grow food and animals and it is of course, being municipal 

governed it can be a bit vary regarding competitiveness …” 

 

Both municipalities feels that is important to make sure that they do not compete with the private sector. We 

can see that this is no simple equation to balance, and the municipalities are meant to solve this by locating 

production where no other actors are operating and, in Rättvik, create a contact with the local industry. 

 

5.5.2.  A different food producer balancing cost and efficiency 
The cost of producing different products has been part of the discussion of expanding the project in Rättvik. 

An interviewee explains that: “at some point you also have to weigh in prices and such. We looked at 

whether we could make our own sausage and such but it was so expensive. … then it is no longer 

justifiable”. The cost for the municipality to use the food from the agricultural school today is meant to be 

similar, or even a slight bit cheaper, than buying the same type of organic food somewhere else. However, 

they do believe that they cannot compete with the cheapest prices on the market. 

 

In Borlänge there is an uncertainty regarding politicians’ view of developing Återtaget. The cost of 

Återtaget is meant to be a factor to consider as the municipality has other obligations, as a Head of unit 

expresses: “With us [officials] there is a wish that we could be a little bit bigger and have a little bit more. 

But I do not think that the municipality … I think it is expensive to run too. You have to have the means and 

resources for it. And do you want to spend the tax money on, on this, that it would take a larger part? I do 

not know if they are prepared to do so.” However, even though there is an uncertainty regarding the 

politicians’ willingness to developing Återtaget, it is believed that the project will not end completely, as it 

has been part of the municipality for such a long time.  

 

Additionally, with regards to Återtaget, a Project manager in Borlänge sees the project as not being 

profitable enough for a company to run it: “… what we see is, after all, it is related to the EU's agricultural 

policy and the whole, it is not profitable to, or it may be, but we see a downward trend for agriculture in 

Dalarna and Borlänge and it has to be resolved at a higher level, as I see it. How should we get a profitable 
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farm and that it should be profitable to have highland cattle on natural pasture land? They are like not fat, 

instead this is from a nature conservation point of view, then it works that these cows are on these fields … 

from a sharp financial point of view then it would have been better maybe to have beef cows on arable land 

… That would have yielded more returns but this is a way to combine different benefits and the total can be 

a win.” 

 

According to the National Food Strategy, the food production sector is seen to have an important role in 

regards to “world’s transition to a sustainable society.” (p. 11, Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation, 2016). 

The aim of the strategy is to increase production and have a competitive production that conjointly is 

achieved by following environmental objectives. The National Food Strategy points out that the food 

production needs to be able to meet challenges on the global market and be competitive, for it to be part of 

the transitioning to sustainable development. This is meant to be accomplished as competition brings about 

resource efficiency, and “a more resource-efficient production often means less impact on the environment 

per unit produced” (p. 21, Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation, 2016). For this to happen the productivity 

level needs to keep the same pace as other countries and the costs of inputs and labor, meant to being higher 

in Sweden, need to be on the same level as other comparable countries. The goal is to have a production that 

is cost-efficient, that production values are continuously increasing and that the sector provides 

employment.  

 

In the Regional Food Strategy, the food production is meant to be achieved by ‘competitive food 

producers’. When asked what that entails a Project manager (1) at Dalarna County Administrative Board 

expand on the subject: “they should have such profitability that they continue to pursue it … We must have 

the prerequisites for being able to choose the track of being a food producer. … it does not mean to me that 

all companies should be very big, but, we need to have entrepreneurial food producers so that we can buy 

locally … It is great to start growing at home, but we need these bigger companies that can sell these 

products as well.” Another Project manager (2) points out that “a competitive food production sector” was 

an aspect that LRF brought up several times, and found important, during the process of making the 

strategy. The interviewee later on continued: “We see that, somewhere in the analysis … the biggest 

problem we have is the lack of profitability in the food sector, especially in primary production, and that 

causes land to be overgrown and that food production does not increase. So if we achieve a better 

profitability, then it will be more attractive to be a primary producer or processors in the food chain”. 

Competitive food producers are also seen as sustainable according to the Regional Food Strategy, as it 

creates long term and stable production for the region. The strategy sees several aspects as important for 

creating well off companies, such as well functioning infrastructure, education and increased 

competitiveness.  

 

In the National Public Procurement Strategy, as well as the National Food Strategy, it is urged to view costs 

from a life cycle perspective. This means that costs should be looked at from a broad, long-term context, as 

a “lack of a holistic approach leads to products with a low purchase price being chosen, although quality 

and sustainability differences mean that operating costs will be higher in the long run” (p. 15, Ministry of 

Finance, 2016). 

 

During the interviews with actors not being from the municipalities, several interviewees touched upon an 

understanding of Återtaget as being inefficient but still fulfilling several positive purposes. At the County 

Administrative Board, a project manager (2) believes that the activities of Återtaget can be considered 

sustainable development in relation to environmental and social aspects, but is unsure of the economic 

dimension as the municipality is the owner. However, the interviewee believes “this fulfills functions that 

may not only be food producing purpose but instead, the sustainability purpose on another level. There are 

other possibilities in such concepts than what one has as a private (business) perhaps.”  

 

In addition, a head of unit at the Swedish agency for economic and regional growth touches upon the 

inefficiency of the municipality being the owner of the production, but that other positive aspects outdo this: 

“I find it hard to believe that it really is effective, rational, instead there are other reasons that weigh more 

heavily. ... I have no idea, now I just guess, but it feels like a municipality may not be the best owner and 

manager of a farm, there may be others that would be more efficient. And that they should be able to get 

their meat in a more efficient way, so to speak, financially. But, as I said, there are other reasons that come 
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in that trump it. And that's interesting.” 

 

The municipalities balance the projects concerning the benefits generated with the costs and other municipal 

obligations. The other governmental levels see the municipal ownership as the key issue of Återtaget. Issues 

such as efficiency and cost is brought forward. However, Återtaget is also seen as a different type of food 

producer generating other benefits a private producer cannot. 

 

5.6.  A future 
All interviewees on the municipal level believe that Återtaget will, in some shape or form, remain in the 

municipality as it is seen as important both concerning the objectives stated above but also because of it 

being part of the municipalities for a long time. All of the interviewees believe, or are positive, concerning 

that Återtaget will expand in some form in the future. 

 

In Rättvik there is a greater aim of increasing the project than in Borlänge. A wide range of products and 

food processes were mentioned in the interviews with the municipality in Rättvik, such as eggs, oats, 

rapeseed oil, ground to beer and whiskey, honey, aquaponics, dairy and biogas plant. That the future food 

production will be as climate friendly as possible is also an important aim. Additionally, there is also work 

being done in developing the school towards a wider educational aim. During the interviews, both the 

municipality and Dalarna County Administrative Board state that the municipality’s agricultural school is 

seen as important for Dalarna County due to it being the only place where education within the agricultural 

sector is given. There are therefore plans regarding expanding the agricultural schools scope by creating a 

knowledge center for the green industry, something that the municipality is working on, partly together with 

the Dalarna County Administrative Board.  

 

The discussions of developing Återtaget in Borlänge is ongoing between officials and especially through the 

development of the municipality’s environmental plan. A project manager: “it comes up now when we talk 

about what the municipality will do until 2030 in the environmental area. There are strong wishes, both 

from the Conservation side [department] and from the Diet and the Service side [department], that one 

could develop this.” Officials in Borlänge are positive to expand the project towards having more products 

and animals like egg production, vegetables and sheep, as it is believed that more land needs grazing for 

environmental purposes, and there is a will of having more local food products. However, there is an 

uncertainty regarding politicians’ view of the development of Återtaget due to the discussion of costs.  

 

As this chapter shows, Återtaget is believed to be positive for the municipalities in several ways. The 

municipalities mean that multiple benefits at several different policy areas are created. However, issues such 

as efficiency and cost is meant to create a balancing act for the municipalities operations, weighing other 

municipal obligations and the aspect of competition in a market economy. Even though, Återtaget is 

experienced as positive by all municipal interviewees, leading to a will of developing the projects further. 
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6. Discussion 
Borlänge municipality and Rättvik municipality see their Återtaget projects as something that has become 

part of their municipal profile. During the interviews with the municipalities, it was obvious that they are 

very proud of their projects and that the interviewees stand by and represent the municipality’s decision of 

having this project in the current state. However, as this thesis progressed I kept returning to the question of 

local sustainable development and to what extent these projects could be viewed through that lens, and by 

whom? 

 

As the analysis above shows, Återtaget is many things for these municipalities. Overall, the Återtaget 

projects are believed to be good for the local areas in several aspects, such as environmentally, socially and 

financially. Both municipalities see their projects as being part of positive environmental achievements. The 

production itself has helped sustaining the landscape with regards to grazing animals and open landscapes, 

befitting both the local economy due to tourism and for recreation purposes for the people living there. 

Furthermore, the projects have increased well-being for the people working with the production and the 

products. All of the interviewees on the municipal level are positive that Återtaget will expand in some form 

in the future. However, even though most of the interviewees at the municipalities are positive regarding the 

expansion of the projects, there are discussion concerning limitations. The limiting aspects to Återtaget 

were brought forward through discussions regarding competition, costs and the scope of a municipality’s 

responsibility. The tensions concern municipalities playing the role of delivering goods instead of private 

actors, and it involved questions about cost and whether these schemes represent best use of taxpayers’ 

money.  

 

So, what is Återtaget then? When starting out with this thesis I believed that the main reason and focal point 

was to produce food. After only digging on the surface, I realized that Återtaget is so much more. The 

Återtaget projects are meant to address several objectives, operating in symbiosis. The objectives the 

municipalities use for having Återtaget can all be linked to aspects of creating sustainable development. 

Table 3 below shows my analytical overview of Återtaget’s objectives used by the municipalities. The 

headings and subheadings are meant to present what Återtaget represent and creates for the municipalities. 

The sections below are structured with the same headlines as the analysis above to help the reader to follow 

the different objectives used by the municipalities and my discussion of them. 

 

 

Återtaget as… 

Securing local and Swedish food 

Better procurement 

Secures local food 

Beneficial to the environment and local economy 

Creates open landscape 

Biodiversity 

Prerequisite for large tourism industry 

Resource efficient production and consumption 

Utilize local resources 

Energy efficiency 

Beneficial to municipal image and social aspects 

Place branding 

Advertisement through the projects 

Display environmental achievements 

Position them as a municipality that is pro-environment 

Educational measure 

Bridging producers and consumers 

Increasing knowledge about agricultural industry 
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Feelings of proudness 

Increasing sought after complexity to profession 

Students being proud producers 

Creating resilience and self-sufficiency 

Resilience 

Preparedness through self-sufficiency 

A balancing act 

Trying to handle competition 

A different food producer 

Balancing cost and efficiency 
Table 3. An analytical overview of the objectives used by the municipalities. 
 

6.1.  Securing local and Swedish food 
Securing local food is believed to be important for the municipalities. Återtaget is therefore understood by 

the municipalities, with some regards, as to creating a better option for procurement. The municipalities 

strongly believes that Swedish and local food is important to provide in their public kitchens because it has 

several positive attributes. The benefits are meant to be laws creating a higher held standards in Sweden 

compared to other countries and that this affect the quality of the food. In accordance to the literature on this 

subject (Joosse, 2014), the municipalities wants to go further, seeing local food in particular as bridging 

beneficial outcomes as it can support the local area, both environmentally and financially. Due to the 

difficulty of finding a diversity of food, and because of the difficulty of procuring Swedish and local food, 

Återtaget has been a solution for the municipalities to get hold of the particular standard of food they want, 

and, most importantly, originating from the area they prefer.  

 

The viewpoints of how public consumption should be done and where the production of the good should be 

located is different depending on the governmental level, and this affects how Återtaget is understood. The 

municipal level express the importance of supporting the local area and retaining the particular food they 

want. This means that Återtaget is understood as a solution for getting hold of this type of food. The 

procurement process might achieve these objectives, probably more today than previously, but because of 

the uncertainty or a lack in local food production, the municipalities has created a solution for retrieving the 

food they want, by producing it themselves. This means that even though the municipalities try to affect the 

market through their procurement of local food, by wanting to support the local businesses and area, the 

difficulty with procurement and the lack of this type of producers, in combination with their strong will of 

providing local food, has resulted in these self-sufficiency projects. 

 

To some degree, the national level has recognized the municipalities’ course of action considering a 

consumption shaped by a will of achieving greater objectives. The National Public Procurement Strategy 

(2016) today, urge public sector to procure strategically and efficiently, and in addition, doing this by using 

Swedish animal welfare criteria, just as Rättvik did years earlier. The national level can therefore be seen to 

follow the direction of Rättvik municipality, and others, and view procurement as a tool to support certain 

positive and beneficial production. However, the national level means that this ‘good’ production is food 

with the same standard as Swedish production, as they use these criteria, and not from Sweden per se. The 

municipalities agrees with this, however, as explained above, the municipalities want to take this further by 

wanting local food and also to make sure that the food is from the area they prefer. The regional level 

combine these two viewpoints stating, through the Regional Food Strategy, by believing that official actors 

can support the objective of increasing national and local food production by using the procurement 

process. It does not, however, explain how this should be done. 

 

Literature on the subject support the national strategies and interviewees stance that, because of the large 

budget of public actor’s consumption, procurement can contribute to the transformation of market behavior 

and thereby society. According to Morgan (2008), public procurement of food can affect several areas of 

sustainable development. Moreover, due to Sweden’s decentralized structure, the municipalities have an 

opportunity to affect markets towards a sustainable direction (Lukkarinen et al., 2016). Through Återtaget, 
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the municipalities act partly outside of the procurement process since they do not use their full ability to 

affect the market through their procurement process. Instead, they produce and buy some of the food they 

consume from themselves. This means that their ability to affect the market is reduced but that they, at the 

same time, retrieve the food they want. Borlänge municipality argue that there are no food producers in the 

area. By using the municipalities’ full potential to procure ‘good’ local food, they should be able to support 

and affect the agricultural market to increase its production in their area. However, Borlänge do not produce 

a large percentage of the meat they consume, meaning that their ability to use this money to instead affect 

the market, could be understood as having little effect. For Rättvik municipality, the production is at a larger 

scale. However, the agricultural school would produce the food regardless of how the municipality would 

procure their food. This begs the question concerning the food produced at the agricultural school would be 

more damaging on the open, local market instead of being retained by the municipality, and if the municipal 

food budget is better used to affect the private agricultural market towards sustainability instead. 

 

Återtaget can be understood as a way for the municipalities to escape the procurement process and 

retrieve the food they want, as the national level has opened up for the possibility to procure certain 

food but not guaranteed its success. However, there are questions to what the municipality, with its 

power, is not supporting and affecting when not fully taking part in the procurement process with the 

(local) agricultural sector. 

 

6.2.  Beneficial to the environment and local economy 
The municipalities understand Återtaget as supporting the area in several ways and that the food production 

is smart concerning resource use and environmental effects. Återtaget is therefore believed to be food that is 

produced in a good manner, leading to a consumption of ‘good’ food for the municipality. 

 

Open landscape 

Återtaget is meant to care for the land due to the food production is creating open landscapes. This in turn 

supports biodiversity, maintaining nature value, and creates a prerequisite for the large local tourism 

industry. In accordance to the municipalities view, the Regional Food Strategy points towards having a food 

production that has little effect on the environment and supports ecosystem services while at the same time 

contribute to additional value. Looking at this approach, Återtaget could support this stance due to a 

favorable production methods and increased land use creates additional value to the food production. 

 

The tourism sector is mentioned by all levels operating in Dalarna, meaning that all actors see this industry 

as vital for the local and regional economy. Both the regional strategies see the landscape as a feature of 

Dalarna and that it needs to be cared for, for it to maintain Dalarna’s competitive aspect and image. As 

literature on place based branding shows (Hermelin and Andersson, 2018), establishing a brand and 

maintaining it, is today used and seen as development policies. Because of the tourism sector being vital in 

Dalarna for the local economy, the actors believe that efforts need to be put in to maintaining this 

competitive advantage, by maintaining this view of agricultural, open landscapes associated with Dalarna. 

In Rättvik the increase of production at the school is meant to be the reason for the open landscape around 

the area and in Borlänge the project started as an efficient way of maintain the land around a lake. As such, 

Återtaget is understood to be, according to the municipalities, providing an essential piece for maintaining a 

competitive advantage for the large tourism sector and thereby supporting the local economy in the area. 

 

Environmentally friendly and resource efficient production 

Studies have shown that increasing production and consumption of local food is not automatically positive, 

as an already unsustainable food production could be enlarged (Bellows and Hamm, 2001). The 

municipalities believe that Återtaget is ‘good’ food for the municipality to consume, as it is resource 

efficient in terms of its energy efficient production. The production is meant to be environmentally friendly 

due to a production that has reduced the usage of fossil fuel and, in Borlänge, is based on unimproved 

grazing without additives. The municipalities also argue that Återtaget utilizes local resource and the 

transportation of the food the municipality consume from Återtaget is short, leading to less emission. The 

municipalities understanding of Återtaget as a fruitful option for their consumption of food could therefore 

be connected to the view of global food chains verses local food. Återtaget is considered to produce ‘good’ 

food from an understanding of how the locality of the produced food determines its level of sustainability, 
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and where a near proximity of the production is thus assumed the better choice (Joosse, 2014; Morgan et al., 

2008).  

 

Both the regional and national food strategies put emphasis on that food needs to be produced in an 

environmentally well-adjusted way. As this thesis do not get in to the details about food production, it 

makes it difficult to determine exactly how Återtaget can be understood as ‘environmentally friendly’ in 

relation to other governmental levels. However, both regional and national food strategies point out that the 

main objective of increasing food production cannot be done without considering environmental long-term 

effects. Resource efficiency is in particular important. All strategies touch upon that climate change is seen 

as a threat towards the society and the need for all public and private actors to reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions. One could argue that Återtaget would fit within this understanding of how an increased food 

production should be done as they strive towards, and tries to be, as environmentally friendly as possible 

and as resource efficient as possible, due to both food transport and production. 

 

Återtaget can be understood as a way for the municipalities to recover food they consider is of good 

quality while bringing positive effects to the local area and economy. These objectives, and especially 

the resource efficient food production and consumption, could be considered to be in line with other 

governmental levels. 

 

6.3.  Beneficial to municipal image and social aspects 
The municipalities use Återtaget to create a favorable image of the municipality, displaying the initiatives as 

environmental achievements. The project also effect the people involved in several ways, such as involving 

them in the agricultural sector and increasing well-being. 

 

Place branding 

Because environmental awareness has increased its importance concerning place branding for areas 

(Andersson, 2016), the projects of Återtaget have been beneficial for the municipalities as they can be used 

to display their environmental achievements due to them owning, initiating and operating the projects. By 

doing this the municipalities have positioned themselves as actors working within this area, having visitors 

and winning prizes because of it. This way the municipalities can differentiate themselves from other 

municipalities, by offering, for example, an environmentally friendly school meal from a municipally 

owned local production. In the pursuit of sustainability, it has been seen that local governments are drawn to 

establish projects focusing solely on the environmental dimension of sustainability (Zeemering, 2018). As 

Återtaget can be seen as to being an environmental initiative, especially in Borlänge, one still has to 

remember that it touches upon several other issues such as the social aspects. 

 

Educational measures and feelings of proudness 

In the case of these projects, the results have had effects on several areas, some of which can be connected 

to social aspects, such as educational measures and the understanding of a profession. In Borlänge this 

concerns the schoolchildren being educated by exposure of the cows and the meat produced. Additionally, 

teaching measures also concern the people caring for the cows. In Rättvik it involves the pupils producing 

the food. Both the regional and national food strategy, and one interviewee, point towards the lack of 

agricultural knowledge, and the need to educate consumers, closing the gap between the production and 

consumption of food. The Regional Food Strategy also states that there are labor shortages in the industry in 

the region. Concerning these understandings, Återtaget could be a solution for bridging consumer to the 

food production and increasing understandings and education of the agricultural sector. However, a private 

performer could also be part of teaching schoolchildren about agriculture. In addition, the people working in 

the municipal kitchens are meant to feel joy because of Återtaget, due to their profession has increased in 

complexity, from only heating already cooked food to cooking themselves using fresh produce. During the 

interviews with Rättvik, it is brought up that the people, often women, working in the municipal kitchens 

are highly knowledgeable about food, and that this knowledge is today put to better use, compared to when 

the job previously was understood to consist of almost “braindead” activities. However, having this fresh 

produce in the municipal kitchens does not have to be generated from a municipally owned food production 

per se. 

 

The municipalities do, to a large extent, understand Återtaget as environmentally focused projects, as 
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they use them to advertisement their achievements in that area. Still, Återtaget must also be 

understood as effecting social dimensions such as having educational purposes and creating joy for 

them working with the production and cooking of the food. However, the social benefits generated by 

Återtaget does not have to, per se, be created from a municipally owned food production as private 

actors could engage in educational activities and provide fresh produce as well. 

 

6.4.  Resilience and self-sufficiency 
The municipalities link Återtaget as being part of establishing preparedness for unforeseen events by 

increasing food production and thereby their self-sufficiency.  

 

During the interviews, there was an understanding of the current agricultural system in Sweden, and in the 

local area, not being sufficient in case of reduced food imports. This understanding is shared with 

interviewees, and the Regional Food Strategy. For the municipalities, Återtaget is part of supporting the 

objective of increasing food production, aimed in both the regional and the national food strategy. In the 

Regional Food Strategy several risks of how the import could stop is mentioned together with risks 

effecting the production system, stressing the importance of creating a resilient food system. However, the 

national and regional food strategies talk simultaneously of increasing food for internal use in addition to 

increasing production for the purpose of export. Whereas the municipalities understand their increase in 

food production due to Återtaget as solely to sustain the municipality’s organization with food.  

 

The National Food Strategy proclaims that the Swedish government believes that Sweden’s prosperity is 

dependent on export and an increase in food production could result in higher levels of self-sufficiency. An 

increase in food production is therefore not meant to only be consumed within Swedish borders. This means 

that there is a difference between the municipal and national level in the understanding of creating security, 

and what the focal point should be, when increasing the food production. For the municipalities, Återtaget is 

part of increasing food security in Sweden and in the local area, due to them increasing the food produced. 

However, the food produced by the municipalities are made only for their own consumption, contradicting 

partly the goal of the national level concerning exports potential to increase wealth. According to literature 

concerning self-sufficiency (Clapp, 2017), there are risks to rely fully on the internal system and resources. 

Isolated shocks to the internal system could result in all being lost, as the source of food would not 

diversified enough. However, the municipalities see larger risks of relying on imports, as trade flows could 

be stopped and the food production not being diversified enough within the country. Additionally, as 

mentioned by a municipal politician with regards to energy efficiency, a self-sufficient system without 

trade, reduces the need of fossil fuel. For the municipalities, Återtaget is therefore understood as creating 

preparedness to less use of energy and other external, unforeseen events by increasing resilience in society 

by food self-sufficiency in the local area, not sharing the goal of striving for financial gain by exporting the 

produce. 

 

The regional level’s view, both during the interviews and in the Regional Food Strategy, is slightly more 

attuned with the municipalities understanding concerning that, an increase in food production should 

increase self-sufficiency. That the region and the municipalities feel concern about the risks of a disrupted 

food supply to their area could be because of, as the definition of self-sufficiency often proclaim, a self-

sufficient country does not automatically mean that all areas in that country have sufficient supply of food 

(Clapp, 2017). The issue could therefore be seen to be situated to a certain location instead of it solely being 

a national issue. As a project manager (2) at Dalarna County Administrative Board argues, Dalarna does not 

have as large production of food as other regions in Sweden: ”we are not like Skåne, or Halland, or like 

Östergötland in any way, instead we have a fairly small production and we do not really have any … huge 

farms and so on. We have a completely different situation.” Being self-sufficient and prepared could 

therefore be seen as an issue for each region and municipality per se, as they need to assure a necessary 

supply of food for their area regardless of the national levels understanding of the issue. The actors working 

on these levels do therefore experience a greater need for creating a resilient food system. 

 

During my interviews, both before and during the pandemic, different actors at different levels mentions the 

increased interests of self-sufficiency and preparedness, as the literature on food self-sufficiency and 

resilience also show (Barr and Devine-Wright, 2012; Clapp, 2017). This could also be seen as to the making 
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of new Regional Development Strategies throughout Sweden. A head of unit at the Swedish agency for 

economic and regional growth says that “what we see in the discussions about this, partly this with food 

production and also food supply, is like an issue that is on the rise, but also the robustness of the electricity 

grid and the availability of energy in different ways ... it is a challenge you see that you will have to deal 

with in some way. We will certainly see it in the future in the Regional Development Strategies, even if it is 

not there right now.” This means that the scope of what is considered being regional development has 

widened, now containing features beyond being only business development and growth related issues. The 

work the municipalities are doing by having Återtaget to secure a food supply and maintain the agricultural 

land, could therefore be part of the future Regional Development Strategy of Dalarna. 

 

Återtaget can be understood as projects striving towards resilience as they are increasing the food 

production in the area and it entailing a self-sufficiency aspect. The projects can be part of creating a 

preparedness, as it is aimed for in the regional food strategy and mentioned in national food strategy. 

In addition, the increased interest regarding these questions will most likely be part of regional, if not 

national, development strategies in the future, perhaps shining new light on Återtaget as a food-

producing concept. 

 

6.5.  A balancing act 
During the interviews with the municipalities, there were discussions of Återtaget’s limitations concerning 

the aspect of competition, cost and efficiency. However, due to Återtaget’s ownership structure benefits 

emerge that private actors would not be able to provide. 

 

Trying to handle competition 

The municipalities says that they try not to interfere with the private sector, as they do not want to limit the 

expansion of private actors. The risks the municipalities touch upon concerning the competitive aspects to 

other food producers are land use and acquisition. In addition, the municipalities do not sell the food they 

produce to the private market, affecting the price on products. During the interviews with Rättvik it is also 

brought forward that they have had contact with the local actors, discussing Återtaget and what they want to 

achieve when it started. This has meant to be a reason for why there has not been any difficulties with the 

local actors, as the actors support the municipalities will of providing local food. During the interviews with 

Borlänge municipality, there was not any discussion of having any contact with local actors due to 

Återtaget. One reason for this could be that Återtaget is experienced as a small-scale production in 

Borlänge, not affecting the agricultural market as much as Rättvik municipality that produces a lot of 

different products and at a large scale. Additionally, the interviewees at the municipalities did not know of 

any complaints about the projects. Reason for this could be that they try not to interfere with the private 

agricultural market, and that, as mentioned above, they do procure a lot of food from local actors. This 

could be experienced as an act of support towards the local market, not leading to disagreements of 

Återtagets existence.  

 

A different food producer 

During the interviews with other actors than the municipalities, the interviewees pointed out the lack of 

efficiency as a negative aspect concerning Återtaget. The projects were meant to not be as cost-efficient as 

to what private actors could produce, because the municipalities were the owners. This can be seen in the 

literature concerning private or public ownership, as private actors have more incentives to create 

innovations and so forth reduce their costs rather than public owned organizations (Shleifer, 1998). Noticed 

in the regional and national strategies, competitiveness and efficiency are important and also the solution for 

different societal issues. A competitive market structure is meant to create a “good” food production, by 

putting less pressure on the environment, and create a stable food production as it is efficient and secures 

jobs in the global trade system. Looking from a sustainability perspective, this could be understood as the 

economic aspect being able to secure the other two dimensions of sustainability. Their understanding entail 

that, having economic competition can create an environmentally stable production where job security can 

generate social stability. With this understanding, because of Återtaget, the municipalities put more money 

into food products than if it was bought from private actors working within a competitive market. And 

additionally, that the projects result in food produced outside of the market and trade system not being part 

of generating economic growth through efficiency.  
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Both Rättvik municipality and Borlänge municipality have these discussions as well, trying to balance the 

benefits Återtaget bring and the costs of running it. However, both municipalities have structured their food 

production as being related to other municipal obligations and policy areas, such as education and labor 

market. Additionally, the projects result in several other benefits, as explained above. In this way, they 

mean that they combine several different positive aspects, touching upon different dimensions of 

sustainability that generates a collective gain. 

 

In Rättvik municipality, they have a lot of different products and ideas concerning the future but they still 

believe that there are limits to how much the development of the projects can cost. The costs need to be 

“justifiable”, as an interviewee puts it, when comparing municipally produced products to products on the 

open market. If the cost of production is not in line with the private actors, there is a risk of critique towards 

the municipal operations as the costs are not reasonable. The development of Återtaget in Rättvik could be 

understood as something that is not the goal in itself but instead only plausible if weighed against market 

prices, and accepted by the people in the municipality. During the interviews with Rättvik, they said that it 

is difficult to calculate what Återtaget costs, and especially what the project give the municipality in return. 

They mean however, as mentioned above, that the school would produce food regardless and that the costs 

are not much higher than if they bought the same standard of food from the regular market. The 

municipality can therefore argue that they provide their children and elderly food that has high quality for 

roughly the same price, while it brings several other beneficial aspects to the area difficult to calculate. 

 

In Borlänge municipality, there is a discussion relating to the local politicians weighing municipal 

obligations to the cost of Återtaget. The understandings of Återtaget juggles the benefits of providing a 

specialized labor market policy program, while caring for land and provide local food, and at the same time 

acknowledging the other benefits related to that, such as maintaining biodiversity etc. Återtaget concern 

therefore several policy areas and is understood as to conjointly create something positive, or as an 

interviewee puts it: “the total can be a win.” According to the municipality, the cows are meant to be cheap 

when caring for land compared to if money would be spent on person-hours (Dalarnas Tidningar, 2011). 

However, according to an interviewee, when weighed to other municipal obligations, there is an uncertainty 

of how incorporated the project actually is in the municipal organization. This could for example be seen to 

be a discussion in relation to costs and if it is needed by the municipality to care for the landscape and 

provide a labor market policy program with this structure. These discussions show that even though the 

project has been part of Borlänge municipality for a long time, the project could still be seen as an extra 

gimmick, outside the ordinary work, in need of being viewed through a holistic perspective for it to 

potentially be seen as beneficial. 

 

Both the National Public Procurement Strategy and the National Food Strategy mention cost to be viewed 

from a life cycle perspective, acknowledging the long-term benefits instead of a low price in the short term. 

This is also meant to be able to create sustainability as this perspective creates a holistic view of costs 

possibly being less expansive in the end. In this sense, Återtaget could be considered cost-efficient 

concerning its possible long-term effects. This raises once again the inquiry concerning the benefits of the 

municipality using the Återtaget-budgets to buy from the private agricultural market instead of producing 

the food themselves, thereby affecting food production towards a favorable direction. Alternatively, due to 

the believed benefits of Återtaget, trust in that their current course will create a different, but still long-term, 

positive affect in society. Still, the national level’s understanding of a life cycle perspective to costs needs to 

be understood as operating within a competitive market. However, due to Återtaget being municipally 

owned, interviewees from the regional and national level point towards that it creates a different type of 

food producer, generating benefits private actor cannot do. 

 

Even though the efficiency and cost of Återtaget is questioned or discussed during several interviews, at 

municipal, regional and national level, many interviewees point towards the projects generating aspects of 

sustainability, impossible for the private sector to achieve. As an interviewee at Dalarna County 

Administrative Office explained, the profitability in the agricultural sector is the biggest problem today, 

leading to less food being produced in the region and the agricultural businesses being forced to have a 

strict efficiency set-up to assure profitability. Several interviewees mean that the food being produced by 

Borlänge municipality would not be productive enough for a private actor in the current market. This was 

also the case for Rättvik municipality, as interviewees link their project to combine the benefits of teaching 
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students on a large farm, producing and consuming quality foods and increase land use in the area. This 

means that because Återtaget is being run by a municipality, it is possible to have this sort of production that 

is cost-inefficient but still generates other positive outcomes, these being linked to creating sustainable 

development as it incorporating the different dimensions (Giddings et al., 2002). 

 

Återtaget can be understood as projects that need to balance costs, competition and other municipal 

obligations because of its ownership structures and for its approval of existence. However, the 

ownership is also a reason for the projects existence and multiple benefits, as other private actors are 

meant to not be able to operate in the same manner and thereby generate these additional benefits. 

 

6.6.  Conflicting aims and sustainability 
For the municipalities in this study, Återtaget is a way to create local development and utilize multiple local 

resources. As such, Återtaget can be understood as being a sustainable local development strategy, aiming 

towards resilience through multiple benefits at several policy areas, while trying to handle conflicting aims 

because of its ownership and the market economy. 

 

During the interviews, several interviewees talked about the transition occurring today towards a more 

sustainable society. This was related to how different aspects should be weighed against each other. A few 

interviewees brought up the aspect of conflicting aims and its relation to sustainability and Återtaget. A 

Head of unit at Dalarna County Council explains: “… the change we are currently trying to work with at all 

levels of society … it's about dealing with conflicting aims. That's what will be the challenge … Dealing 

with the conflicting aims that arise when you can see that, well, this we know is good for the sustainability 

in all its dimensions, but then it becomes more expensive than if we do it in a different way. So what do we 

do then? So it is the handling of conflicting aims that the transition is about.” These conflicts between what 

is considered ‘good’ within one of the dimensions of sustainability compared to another, is meant to be 

difficult to handle but still being necessary discussions for society’s future development.  

 

Several interviewees believe that Återtaget is part of creating sustainable development, or has elements of 

sustainability, due to it generating benefits within several areas. The benefits within the social and 

environmental dimensions that Återtaget creates is hard to disagree with for all governmental levels. 

However, the economic aspects of Återtaget, viewed from a market economy perspective, is more difficult 

to assess. 

 

The understanding of ‘development’ has historically had an economic perspective, where its level of 

success was only determined concerning the amount of economic growth it generated. Today, the notion of 

‘development’ is somewhat more complex as it is meant to incorporate sustainability. However, 

governments have been seen to strive towards sustainability within the current system focusing on the 

economic aspect generating positive social and environmental outcomes (Hopwood et al., 2005). When 

studying the strategies at regional and national level, all are focused and structured around a procurement 

process, a food production and a regional development, where the organization providing public goods are 

private companies within a market economy. A municipally owned production of any sort is not mentioned. 

The understandings of creating sustainability for the regional and national level are therefore within the 

current market system not considering development to be generated outside the competitive market. 

 

Even though the regional and national levels view development within the current economic system, 

Återtaget still exists in the municipalities. This could be understood as possible because of the decentralized 

governmental system in Sweden. As such, the municipalities have a lot of power creating local solutions to 

issues affecting their area and Återtaget could be seen to be such action. Because of globalization, the 

situation for the local and regional areas around the world is meant to be more competitive and fast 

changing, and this has resulted in that an increased interest towards resilience has emerged at local level 

(Barr and Devine-Wright, 2012; Goldin and Mariathasan, 2014). Resilience is meant to be connected to 

local sustainability, as it is a way for local areas to adapt and handle social, economic and environmental 

changes. Because of global development affecting the local level and environmental degradation 

threatening societies, Återtaget can be understood as an answer to these issues by operating at multiple 

levels. This is because of it being a development strategy aiming to bridge several different policy areas, 

maintaining a fruitful development for the local area while supporting a preparedness for unknown global 



44 
 

events.  

 

The understanding of sustainability through resilience address larger societal issues. For the municipality, 

the beneficial aspects Återtaget bring trump the issues of risking cost-inefficiency. Återtaget can be viewed 

as the public sector taking responsibility for creating positive development to society without aiming for a 

financial gain or efficiency. The benefits generated from the projects are instead seen as sufficient for 

running these projects. As mentioned, it is difficult to measure what these benefits generate for the 

municipalities, such as the value of creating an open landscape or increasing joy for the food producers. 

Even though, the municipalities still ‘feel’ like this is creating positive development. Återtaget can therefore 

be understood as a result of municipalities weighing different benefits and disadvantages, and choosing the 

path that tampers with the market economy and cost-efficiency with the belief that it brings other positive 

development, and thereby resiliency, to the area. 
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7. Conclusion 
This section will provide a summary of the thesis displaying the different section it contains. Thereafter I set 

out to answer my research questions. 

 

This thesis has conducted a case study exploring understandings of two municipally owned food production 

projects. The aim of this thesis was to develop an understanding for how municipally owned food 

production, aiming towards a sustainable development, can be seen and understood when balanced with 

strategic goals at multiple and overlapping levels of government within the framework of multi-level 

governance. The cases used for this study are called Återtaget, one located in Borlänge municipality and the 

other in Rättvik municipality, both situated in the region of Dalarna, Sweden.  

 

The conceptual framework encompassed theories establishing a ground and context for the municipally 

owned food productions aiming for local development within several areas. The chapter provided an 

understanding of multilevel governance as a lens to the municipally owned food productions and other 

governmental actors’ practices occurrence. Furthermore, the chapter established the progress of what has 

surrounded the understandings of ‘development’ policies, moving from a narrow economic focus to a wider 

understanding of sustainability dimensions and thereafter ending up at local levels practicing sustainability 

through the creation of resilience.  

 

This thesis presented thereafter the reader to the design of the case study, the methods used obtaining the 

empirical data (interviews with different governmental levels and content analysis of strategic documents) 

and the process of the analysis of the material, primarily being inductive. The next chapter provided a 

contextualization to the study area by expanding on the governmental structure to which the projects and 

actors operates in, a summary of the strategic texts chosen for this study and descriptions of the Återtaget 

projects. 

 

The thesis provided thereafter an analysis of the empirical material structured according to the 

municipalities’ objectives, seeing Återtaget as: Securing local and Swedish food, Beneficial to the 

environment and local economy, Beneficial to municipal image and social aspects, Creating resilience and 

self-sufficiency, A balancing act and A future. The discussion that followed explored deeper in to 

understandings of what Återtaget entails to different actors. 

 

I sought out to answer two questions. The first question was: 

1. To what extent do the municipal incentives promoting locally produced food reflect national and regional 

strategic goals addressed through public procurement? 

 

Overall, the municipal objectives concerning the social and environmental dimensions are hard to disagree 

with for all governmental levels. Återtaget is seen to affect the local economy by supporting the tourism 

sector in the area, as food production creates open landscapes beneficial to Dalarna’s well-known image and 

attractiveness. This is seen to be important on both regional and national level as it provide competitiveness 

and supports businesses. Återtaget is also meant to support biodiversity and increase well-being for the 

people caring for the production and food produce. In addition, Återtaget is meant to support the overall 

goal of the national level to increasing food production, while establishing a higher level of self-sufficiency 

in line with the regional levels aim to secure food supply. Furthermore, the municipalities display their 

environmental achievements through Återtaget to improve their municipal image. Additionally, for the 

municipalities, Återtaget is a way to secure “good” food for their municipal organization, as the production 

is local and considered environmentally friendly. The social and environmental implications of Återtaget’s 

food production could be considered as being approved of by the regional and national level. 

 

Even though the regional and national level could be seen to agree on the process and several effects the 

initiatives entail, the economic aspects Återtaget concerns are more difficult to acknowledge. The strategies 

on the regional and national level do not incorporate a structure of the public sectors owning such 

productions and organizations that Återtaget consists of. Their understanding is based on public 

consumption in a competitive private market where public actors procure goods, not of it being a municipal 

production having a self-sufficient structure. Just as the food strategies are based on private businesses 

being food producers, the regional development strategies are understood to be driven by different 
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achievements supporting the competitive private markets and thereby generating economic growth. The 

strategies’ understanding is based on the notion of cost-efficiency and development being created by 

competition between private actors. By this notion, Återtaget provides a different public consumption, food 

production and local development. This type of public consumption is therefore at odds with other 

governmental levels, as national and regional level want public actors’ consumption to be retained from a 

procurement process, as this would uphold competition while pushing the market’s production towards a 

favorable direction. 

 

A big part of the power the public sector obtains is meant to lie within its ability to procure certain products 

and thereby create a sustainable consumption as well as push the market towards a favorable production and 

direction. The national level, and literature on the subject, sees this as a way to create sustainability. Due to 

Återtaget, the municipalities lose some of their ability (their project budget) to create this societal change. 

However, the municipalities want to support their local area by consuming local food. The difficulties for 

the municipalities is that even though the they try to affect the market through their procurement of local 

food, by wanting to support the local businesses and create local development, the current procurement 

process cannot guarantee it resulting in local food. Additionally, there is a lack of diversity of local food 

producers. 

 

Even though the regional and national level disagree with the municipalities’ action of having self-

sufficiency projects, the interviewees acknowledge the fact that Återtaget exists and generates positive 

outcomes because of it being municipally owned. This is because the type of food production that Återtaget 

entails would not be profitable for private businesses. Återtaget can therefore be understood as a result of 

municipalities weighing different benefits and disadvantages, and choosing the path that tampers with the 

market economy and cost-efficiency with the belief that it brings other positive development to the area. 

 

The second question I sought out to answer was: 

2. How do the municipalities of Borlänge and Rättvik embrace the Återtaget’s approaches in pursuit of local 

sustainable development? 

 

The municipalities embrace Återtaget as being a sustainable local development strategy, aiming towards 

resilience through the multiple benefits being generated at several policy areas, while trying to manage 

conflicting aims. Both municipalities have structured their food production as being related to several 

municipal obligations and policy areas, such as education and labor market. Additionally, the projects result 

in several other benefits, as explained above. The municipalities use therefore Återtaget to secure a level of 

food supply from a certain favorable production, while also generating several other benefits due to its 

production, providing benefits within the environmental, economic and social dimensions within the 

municipal organization and at the local level. These different areas of positive development could be seen to 

create additional strengths and thereby create increased resilience in the local area, as they generate value 

within the societal system at different policy areas. In this way, the municipalities combine several different 

positive aspects, touching upon different dimensions of sustainability that generates a collective gain 

resulting in an approach towards local sustainable development.  

 

Additionally, while the municipalities use Återtaget’s self-sufficiency approaches to establish resilience, 

both through preparedness and through the three dimensions of sustainability, the municipalities also use 

Återtaget for advertisement reasons. Due to Återtaget being seen as positive development strategy, situated 

in the area of increased societal interest of ‘local food’ and sustainability, the municipalities can use the 

strategy as a competitive advantage and brand themselves as ‘environmentally friendly’. This could also be 

seen with regards to the argument of creating open landscapes, as this is supposed to support Dalarnas 

image and thereby maintaining attractiveness. As such, the municipalities comprehend Återtaget as 

beneficial to both creating sustainability through resilience but also using it to create a competitive 

advantage towards other municipalities and areas. 
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8. Limitations and future research 
Due to the scope of a master thesis, the study had to limit the empirical data collected and thereby limit 

different views on the cases at hand. This has resulted in only broader perspectives being investigated at the 

governmental level. Several aspects affecting and interacting with the cases have not being explored 

especially entails the perspective of the private sector. For future studies within this area, an investigation of 

municipally owned food production could be conducted in collaboration with the private sector exploring 

their understandings and perspectives. 

 

With regards to methodological limitations, there is a risk that the interviews have not been of the same 

quality because they were not conducted using the same procedures. Some were conducted face to face 

while other were over the phone, creating a difference in how the interviewees and I understood and 

confided in each other. Additionally, the COVID-19 pandemic hit in the middle of the study limiting 

possibilities for additional interviews and later follow-ups.  

 

Moreover, the aim of this thesis was to understand and focus on two particular cases, therefore the study 

cannot be generalized to other municipally owned food productions. The study is also specific to Sweden 

due to the decentralized governmental system and municipal structure, making it unclear how such 

municipal cases would operate elsewhere.  

 

Additionally, the study focused solely on one region, Dalarna. For future studies, it would be interesting to 

see how other regions would handle and understand similar issues. A comparative study of municipal 

initiatives located in different regions would be interesting as to develop a further understanding of different 

regional approaches concerning local development. 
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