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ABSTRACT  
Urban areas play a central role in climate mitigation, and transport 
constitutes one of the most challenging sectors in the transition 
towards sustainable cities. This paper explores how local urban 
policy incorporates ambitions for sustainable transport by 
analysing political steering documents in four Swedish second- 
tier cities: Uppsala, Linköping, Örebro, and Västerås. The study 
examines annually ratified ‘Budget and plan’ documents from 
2012 to 2025, using qualitative content analysis and the avoid– 
shift–improve framework as an analytical lens. The results show 
that all four municipalities articulate ambitions related to all three 
dimensions of the avoid–shift–improve model, albeit with varying 
emphasis. Strategies aimed at shifting travel towards walking, 
cycling, and public transport are the most prominent, reflecting 
strong municipal mandates over local infrastructure and physical 
planning. Avoid strategies, such as densification and parking 
reform, are present but often implicit and cautiously 
implemented, while improve strategies related to technological 
solutions receive comparatively limited attention. The findings 
highlight both convergence driven by international planning 
trends and divergence shaped by local trajectories, governance 
arrangements, and large-scale infrastructure projects. The paper 
concludes that second-tier cities constitute important arenas for 
sustainable transport transitions, where political leadership for 
radical shifts in transport play decisive roles.
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Introduction

Around 70% of greenhouse gas emissions at a global scale can be attributed to urban 
areas (IPCC, 2023). This explains why cities have become an important focus for 
climate interventions. Sustainable cities were an important target for EU policy through
out the programme period of 2014–2020 (Kotzebue 2016) and comprise one of the EU’s 
key missions during the present programme period, 2021–2027, under the rubric 
‘Climate-Neutral and Smart Cities’. These EU targets have an impact on policy across 
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the member states. The focus on cities for sustainable development highlights local inter
ventions and the strategies enacted by local governments, which are of key interest in this 
study. A guiding document for climate-neutral cities during the present programme 
period explains the demand for interventions across a range of sectors, including build
ing, transport, waste, land use, and industrial processes (European Commission 2021). 
This implies that strategies for sustainable cities vary depending on how these sectors 
integrate and balance different targets for sustainable development (Bulkeley and 
Betsill 2005).

Within this cross-sector approach to sustainable cities, this paper focuses on how 
local policy targets transport. The transport sector is a major global source of emis
sions, and, within the EU-27, it contributed 33% of all greenhouse gas emissions in 
2019 (European Environment Agency 2022). Hence, there is broad agreement about 
the urgent need to radically reduce the climate footprint of transport. The national 
goal for Sweden, which is the empirical context for this paper, is a reduction in emis
sions of at least 70% by 2030 compared to 2010. Through this focus on transport, we 
contribute to the debate about how the legitimacy and contestability of transport plan
ning is embedded within the overall agenda of the policy for sustainable urban devel
opment (Hartl, Harms, and Egermann 2024; Karjalainen 2024; Marsden and Reardon 
2017).

Through our investigation into the urban policies of four cities in Sweden, we seek to 
identify how international and national planning trends are integrated into the ambitions 
and capabilities of local politics and local planning and become embedded in various 
local development trajectories. The strategy of selecting four cities within the same 
national planning context and holding similar positions within the city system serves 
two different research ambitions. Firstly, it contributes with empirical findings about 
planning conditions in second-tier cities, an urban environment found to have been 
overshadowed by a strong focus on first-tier and capital cities in the debates on strategies 
for sustainable development and sustainable transport (Brand, Böhler, and Siegfried 
Rupprecht 2021; Ryan et al. 2024), Secondly, this selection of four cities within the 
same national context and with similar population size allows us to tease out the 
impacts of place-specific trajectories and place-specific policy. Hence, we expect to 
find both similarities and differences between the cities pertaining to how urban policy 
emphasises sustainable transport (Borrás et al. 2024; Galanakis, Heinz, and Marggraf 
2024).

The municipalities selected for the paper rank numbers four to seven in the Swedish 
city system, indicating that they constitute important urban centres within this national 
context. In international comparison, Swedish municipalities are strong policy actors 
with substantial policy and planning mandates (Ladner et al. 2019). Thus, it can be 
expected that local planning and policy ambitions have the potential to make a difference. 
The local policies for sustainable transport were analysed using an established framework 
based on the three strategies of avoid, shift, and improve. This model, supported by IPCC 
reports, is recognised as an influential international planning trend (IPCC, 2023). It has 
also been applied in previous research on policy and planning for urban transport 
(Galanakis, Heinz, and Marggraf 2024; Wimbardana Wimbadi, Djalante, and Mori 
2021). Hence, the paper considers how the principles of avoid, shift, and improve are 
applied in different ways to policy for sustainable transport in the four investigated cities.
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Against this background, the aim of this paper is to explore how urban policy incor
porates ambitions for sustainable transport. Two research questions shape the discussion: 
(1) In what ways is local policy adopting the model for sustainable transport that involves 
interventions to avoid, shift, and improve? (2) What are the main differences over time 
and between cities in how sustainable transport is recognised and approached through 
local policy?

Literature background

This paper investigates the ways in which local policy for urban development is recognis
ing the need to transform local transport. This involves breaking from the norm estab
lished since the end of WWII through which the car has shaped not only urban structures 
but also cultural expectations about mobility, identity, and individual freedom (Freund 
and Martin 2009; Gartman 2004; Sheller 2004; Steg 2005). The focus on individual auto
mobility underpinned the sprawling urban landscapes of the twentieth century. In recent 
decades, however, the negative externalities of car use, such as greenhouse gas emissions, 
accidents, noise, congestion, and extensive land use, have become increasingly difficult to 
ignore, triggering both scholarly and political critique (Karjalainen 2024). In response, 
transport planning perspectives have shifted towards broader ideas of sustainable mobi
lity, with an overarching vision for a mobility transition that aims to combat climate 
change while creating people-centred, sustainable, liveable, and attractive cities (Ballo 
et al. 2023; Hartl, Harms, and Egermann 2024; McArthur and Robin 2019).

These transforming ideals for urban planning align with the sustainable mobility plan
ning paradigm that has become increasingly established in both scholarly work and plan
ning practice (Banister 2008; Bertolini 2023; Gössling 2016; Pritchard 2022), revealing an 
approach that stresses the links between land use, transport systems, and environmental 
goals (Abduljabbar, Liyanage, and Hussein 2021; Eckersten and Balfors 2023). This has 
materialised in efforts to reduce car dependence through improved public transport, 
expanded cycling and walking infrastructure, and strategic tools such as parking manage
ment, parking space reductions, road pricing, or congestion charges (Thaller et al. 2021). 
Redesigning streets to redistribute space away from cars towards walking and cycling has 
become a widespread intervention within strategies to develop attractive cities (Gössling 
2020a; Hrelja and Rye 2023), alongside efforts to promote alternative mobility narratives 
that challenge car dominance (Te Brömmelstroet et al. 2022).

Overall, the literature illustrates that interventions for urban transport encompass 
different types of measures relating to technical changes, infrastructure, land use and 
traffic planning, the operation of public transport, and parking strategies, as well as 
soft interventions such as mobility management (Wimbardana Wimbadi, Djalante, 
and Mori 2021). Consequently, contemporary models for sustainable transport planning 
need to combine different planning interventions if they are to succeed (Galanakis, 
Heinz, and Marggraf 2024; Hermelin and Henriksson 2022; Holden et al. 2020).

Such wider policy approaches, integrating ideals of urban development and sustain
able mobility, are incorporated into the design of planning models like the EU’s model 
for Sustainable Urban Mobility Plans (SUMPs). SUMP represents soft, top-down steer
ing within transport planning (Brand, Böhler, and Siegfried Rupprecht 2021), influencing 
aspects such as urban planning for spatial proximity and parking schemes (Arsenio, 
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Martens, and Di Ciommo 2016; Mozos-Blanco et al. 2018). How these international 
planning trends impact upon urban areas depends on local history and conditions, 
which are influenced by the intersection of political cultures and path-dependencies 
within physical urban structure (Galanakis, Heinz, and Marggraf 2024; Hrelja and Rye 
2023; Sheller and Urry 2016).

In order to analyse how local urban policy integrates ambitions for sustainable trans
port, this paper applies the well-established avoid–shift–improve framework. The avoid 
strategy concerns reducing the amount of travel and aligns with visions of a dense and 
compact city. In combination with the protection of urban parks and green areas, this 
approach is conceived to facilitate micro-mobility, therefore reducing, or altogether elim
inating, the need for motorised transport (Kenworthy 2006; Newman and Kenworthy 
2006). Avoid also includes digitalisation and behavioural change (Bertolini 2023; 
Hickman, Hall, and Bannister 2013; Holden et al. 2020), and the idea that reducing dis
tances between meeting points for interaction reduces the need for personal travel. This 
requires a ‘recalibration’ of investment priorities and perceptions of the urban environ
ment that extends beyond mobility (Banister 2011; Cervero, Guerra, and Al 2017) as well 
as attention to everyday practices (Wikström and Röe 2024). This links to the second 
strategy, which aims to shift transport modes.

Shift focuses on promoting walking, cycling, and public transport, thereby encoura
ging a transition away from individual motorised transport. This strategy requires 
investment in physical infrastructure (Hickman, Hall, and Bannister 2013) and 
urban design measures to redistribute space in favour of sustainable modes of transport 
(Gössling 2020a). Combined with soft behavioural interventions and considerations of 
equity and gender, shift strategies are increasingly necessary in the endeavour to change 
everyday habits and transition to sustainable forms of mobility (Banister 2011; Por
razzo, Samson, and Freudendal-Pedersen 2022; Schwanen, Bannister, and Anable 
2012). Investment in light rail transit (LRT) and bus rapid transit (BRT) systems exem
plifies how shift strategies also serve goals of placemaking and city branding – contri
buting to the image of a dynamic and liveable city (Ferbrache and Knowles 2017). 
However, prioritising the movement of people instead of cars has been found to be 
the most controversial and politically difficult aspect of implementing such systems 
(Paget-Seekins and Munoz 2016).

The improve strategy involves technological advances, including smart solutions and 
electrification. This covers electric vehicles (EVs) such as cars, e-scooters, and e-bikes 
(Gössling 2020b; Wikström, Eriksson, and Hansson 2016), supported by the develop
ment of charging infrastructure. However, EVs still produce substantial greenhouse 
gas emissions throughout their lifecycle (Ballo et al. 2023) and many of the negative 
externalities of car traffic remain, including congestion, particulate air pollution, and 
excessive space demands. Experiences from Norway show that a rapid shift to fossil- 
free cars risks only reproducing car-centred planning and policy that favours economi
cally strong groups while hindering avoid or shift strategies in mobility transitions 
(Remme, Sereen, and Haarstad 2022). Improve strategies also involve platform-based, 
multi-mobility, and sharing systems which typically include private actors. The role of 
the public sector is to safeguard public values while facilitating or regulating such 
systems (Docherty, Marsden, and Anable 2018), in line with smart-city approaches 
(Lyons 2018).
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Building on the above literature, the analytical framework guiding this study interprets 
local policy for sustainable transport through the avoid–shift–improve dimensions and 
examines how these dimensions are articulated within broader ambitions for sustainable 
development. This can include interventions designed to reduce demands for space for 
private cars in order to develop a dense, sustainable, and mixed-use city that prioritises 
accessibility through cycling or walking (Gössling 2020a). Interventions supporting 
urban sustainable transport can challenge the everyday mobility habits of residents and 
may therefore provoke political tensions within the local society (Banister 2011; Paget- 
Seekins and Munoz 2016; Thaller et al. 2021; Wanvik and Haarstad 2021; Wågsæther 
et al. 2022). This means that local political leadership plays a particularly important role 
through setting up visions as well as in managing local resistance and conflicts (Wanvik 
and Haarstad 2021). Such considerations have motivated the research design of this 
paper, which involves analysing political steering documents for the investigated cities.

Research design

This study adopts a qualitative, similar-case comparative design that investigates how 
policy for sustainable transport is embedded within the overall political strategies for 
local development in four Swedish cities: Uppsala, Linköping, Örebro, and Västerås. 
The cities are located on the map in Figure 1. However, before presenting these cities, 
some contextual description of Swedish local governments is required, because, as 
Ladner et al. (2019) found when comparing local governments across different national 
systems, they display substantial differences in their political positions and mandates for 
planning. In this comparison, local governments in Sweden, along with municipalities in 
the other Nordic countries, stand out as having broad policy scope, high levels of 
financial autonomy, and strong organisational autonomy (Ladner et al. 2019). This 
involves holding authority over physical planning, investment in and maintenance of 
local physical infrastructure, and the provisioning of welfare services.

Studies have shown that climate-related ambitions for sustainable development vary 
considerably across Swedish municipalities (Rosvall, Gustafsson, and Åberg 2023). 
Municipalities identified as frontrunners in climate work often engage more actively in 
soft governance arrangements, partly through their capacity to receive and utilise pro
gramme support that can include funding and knowledge resources for local interven
tions (Lindvall 2023). This reflects the reality that, although local governments in 
Sweden generally hold strong planning mandates, they are simultaneously exposed to 
both hard and soft forms of top-down steering from the EU and the national state. 
Soft steering takes place through recommendations, guidelines, the setting of targets, 
and information (Blomqvist 2022). In addition, national state planning and investment 
for large-scale physical infrastructure has a significant impact on the development and 
investment strategies of Swedish municipalities, with important implications for local 
infrastructure and transport systems. Moreover, local governments’ control over 
public transport is limited. A national regulation introduced in 2010 stipulated that 
the planning mandate for general public transport should, as a rule, be transferred 
from local to regional authorities. However, this reform has been implemented in 
different ways across the Swedish regions, which explains why one of the four cities 
investigated for this paper, Västerås, still operates local public transport.
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The four cities can be described as second-tier cities in the national city system, repre
senting urban environments that have received some increase in research attention in 
recent years (Camagni and Capello 2015). Nevertheless, they are overshadowed by 

Figure 1. Map showing the cities in the study.
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research considering policy and planning for sustainable transport in larger cities (Brand, 
Böhler, and Siegfried Rupprecht 2021; Ryan et al. 2024). The position of second-tier cities 
is associated with various general aspects of transport and mobility. This involves being 
regional urban centres with daily commuters travelling in for work, a growing population 
requiring local development projects, and interventions in physical planning associated 
with transport and mobility facilities. However, while this selection of cities limits the 
geographical scope of the study, it enables analytical control over institutional conditions 
and allows for a more precise identification of place-specific variation in policy trajec
tories. Insights into the articulation of avoid–shift–improve strategies can inform 
research on comparable second-tier cities operating within strong local governance 
systems.

Table 1 presents some information about these municipalities. The populations range 
between just under 250 000 for Uppsala to around 160 000 for Örebro and Västerås. 
Population growth from 2010 has ranged from 25% for Uppsala to 15% for Linköping. 
The proportion of private employment ranges from 66% in Västerås to 52% in 
Uppsala, reflecting a dimension of the local context that may influence local dialogues 
on transport planning. All four cities are connected to the national highway network 
and have direct rail links to Stockholm, Sweden’s capital and main urban centre. Upcom
ing national investments impacting these cities are primarily earmarked for railway infra
structure in Uppsala and Linköping.

Material and limitations

The broad policy and planning mandates of municipalities in Sweden allow them to 
develop a wide range of planning instruments, including strategies, policies, guidelines, 
and comprehensive and detailed physical plans. However, it has been found that this pro
liferation of local planning instruments can make them difficult to synchronise and demar
cate, as plans and strategies tend to pile up and become difficult to integrate (Trygg and 
Wenander 2022). This highlights a need to assess the role and function of planning docu
ments within municipal governance, which is a key issue that frames the empirical choices 
in this study. For the purpose of this paper, we have chosen to analyse the municipalities’ 
overall political steering document, the annually ratified ‘Budget and plan’, which can be 
described as the planning instrument closest to the political steering.

Consequently, the empirical material consists of 56 ‘Budget and plan’ documents cov
ering the period 2012–2025 for each city. The ‘Budget and plan’ documents comprise the 

Table 1. Municipalities investigated for this paper. Source: Statistics Sweden.
Population 2024 and change 

2010–2024 (absolute and 
percentage)

Total employment 2021 Private 
employment (absolute and 

percentage)

Connection to main national 
railway and national road 

structure

Uppsala 247 947 50 301/ 25% 114 647 59 802 / 52% Coming investment in railway 
infrastructure /E4

Linköping 168 135 21 713 / 15% 91 558 56 220 / 61% Coming investment in railway 
infrastructure /E4

Örebro 160 206 24 748 / 18% 85 327 47 685 / 56% Recent investments in railway 
infrastructure E18/E20

Västerås 160 693 23 666 /17% 77 877 51 390 /66% Recent investments in railway 
infrastructure E18
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annually ratified municipal budget, which is explained and motivated through an outline 
of the overall strategy and policy for the coming three years. It is compulsory for local 
authorities to have these documents (Swedish Code of Statutes 2017). The ‘Budget and 
plan’ is adopted by the municipal board and is introduced with a foreword from the 
highest political executive that describes strategies for local policy. The documents 
contain tactical plans for how the policy goals will be realised through budget priorities 
for the coming year.

This selection of documents for our empirical material means that our analysis focuses 
on policy aims and overall strategic visions, which limits the paper from systematic inves
tigation of how policy is implemented through planning interventions. Scholarly work 
illustrates that there can be significant discrepancies between policy goals and planning 
outcomes. Such discrepancies can occur for a number of reasons, including shifts in pol
itical steering and policy priorities, as well as access to resources (e.g. Hrelja 2019; Hrelja, 
Hjerpe, and Storbjörk 2015). Nevertheless, it remains the case that policy makes a differ
ence through its impacts on the directions, scope, and prioritisation of planning interven
tions (Evers, Katurić, and van der Wouden 2024).

We also want to highlight the need for caution in our comparison of the four cities as 
the documents vary in scope and level of detail between the municipalities. Some focus 
primarily on financial allocation while others provide more extensive policy narratives. 
For example, Linköping’s documents are quite focused on the financial budget and say 
comparatively little about the planning dimension. Such differences may influence the 
visibility of certain policy areas. Hence, these documents are analysed with the under
standing that they are selective in different ways in how they explain the policy ambitions 
of the local governments.

Analytical method

For analysing and comparing how different municipalities articulate intentions for trans
port policy, the analysis is guided by the avoid-shift-improve framework laid out in pre
vious section. With this framework as lens the analysis of the Budget and plan documents 
from the four cities were conducted in four steps.

The first step was extraction and identification using key words search (transport, 
traffic, mobility) to identify overall commitments and specific transport-related interven
tions to sustainable development. The second step was a thematic coding to organise the 
identified interventions into thematic categories (physical planning; land-use; traffic 
restrictions; public transport; other forms of mobility; infrastructure; technical solutions; 
digitalisation; soft measures and collaboration; sharing economy etc.). These categories 
are not mutually exclusive, as interventions for other forms of mobility (e.g. cycling) 
are dependent upon physical planning. However, in these cases, physical planning is 
interpreted as an enabling means for interventions (e.g. cycling infrastructure) rather 
than an intervention outcome in itself (as densification). The third step was analytical 
classification to sort interventions according to the avoid-shift-improve framework 
guided by established definitions in the literature. Where interventions could be inter
preted across categories (e.g. parking policy or fibre extension), classification was 
made based on the primary stated function of the intervention. The list below summar
ises how the analysis connects themes with analytical classification. 

8 B. HERMELIN ET AL.



a. Avoid: Land-use, physical planning and traffic restriction
b. Shift: Active mobility, public transport and soft measures (mobility management etc)
c. Improve: Electrification, digitalisation, alternative fuels, efficiency measures, other

The fourth step for interpreting the empirical material was a comparative analysis of stated 
policy aims. The comparative analysis examined both variation between cities and changes 
over time within each city. In the results section, Table 2 provides a structured overview of 
identified themes for policy interventions, sorted into how these interventions align with the 
avoid–shift–improve framework, thereby enabling comparison across cities. Each munici
pality’s overall profile and relative intensity for transport policy was assessed qualitatively 
based on the frequency with which interventions appear in the material, the level of speci
ficity, and the degree of expressed municipal commitment (e.g. consistency over time, 
increasing prominence, and clarity of articulation). This assessment does not constitute a 
formal scoring system but rather a structured qualitative comparison across cases.

Results

This result section briefly describes how local policies relate to sustainable development, 
as well as visions and ambitions for sustainable transport planning in each city across the 
studied time-period (2012–2025). We then move on to discussing these results in relation 
to the avoid–shift–improve framework.

Uppsala

Starting with Uppsala, the theme of climate-change mitigation has been an important 
target from the very first year of the investigated period (2012). The ambitions in this 
area have been stepped up over the period, from the aspiration to become a frontrunner 
in climate-change mitigation (2017) to seeking the status of ‘a world leader in environ
mental and climate transformation’ (2020, 15; 2021, 15). This is explained as requiring 
improved preparedness for a changing climate and significant efforts in areas such as 
transport, construction, energy, and food (2021). Aims are stated in relation to 
climate-neutral transport (2016) and applying models for a circular economy and 
green growth (2018). It is explained that consumption needs to be mitigated (2020). 
Reductions in traffic emissions and securing a fossil-free energy supply are declared to 
be two key issues (2021). It is explained that more sustainable modes of travel mean 
less congestion, reduced emissions, better air quality, and lower noise levels, creating 
healthier and more attractive living environments (2025).

Alongside strong ambitions for climate and environment strategies, Uppsala’s policy 
involves endorsing the city’s position as a growth node in Sweden, a place where new jobs 
are available and people choose to move (2019). Transport is described as a means to 
achieve both of these ambitions (2013). The documents for Uppsala also describe how 
the municipality relies upon other public-sector bodies to implement its transport strat
egies. This includes collaborating and negotiating with the regional transport authority 
for public transport (2012, 2019) and the Swedish Transport Administration (2025) 
about national-level investment in both national railway and local LRT infrastructure 
(Swedish Transport Administration 2025).
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Table 2. Overview of identified policy interventions for transport in ‘Budget and plan’ documents for 
Uppsala, Linköping, Örebro, and Västerås, 2011–2025.

City
Avoid – Reduce travel 

demand/car dependence

Shift – Active mobility 
(walking, cycling), Public 

transport, investments and 
demand management (soft 

measures)

Improve – technological 
intervention, efficiency- 

measures

Overall profile and 
assessment of ASI 

interventions 
relative to the other 

cities

Uppsala Physical planning: 
Densification and 
mixed-use development 
(2012-) 

Traffic reduction: Reduce 
car traffic for social goals 
(2016); Car-free zones 
(2024); Summer streets 
(2024); Minimise central 
car traffic (2025)

Cycling strategy: 
Prioritising bike space 
over cars (2016); Cycling 
and walking 
infrastructure (2012-); 
Goal: world-class cycling 
city (2023) 

Public transport: Public 
transport as mobility 
norm (2013); LRT 
planning and referendum 
(2015–2024) 

Demand management: 
Parking as steering tool; 
mobility hubs (2015–); 
Social equity goals (2023)

Electrification: EV 
charging 
infrastructure (2012–); 
Electrification of 
transport (2015–) 

Sharing: Sharing 
economy initiative 
(2018) 

Other: Climate-neutral 
transport initiatives 
for municipal 
companies (2016); 
Digitalisation (2020)

Shift and avoid 
focused: medium 
– strong avoid, 
strong shift, 
medium improve

Linköping Physical planning: 
Densification, 
connectivity, and 
accessibility (‘cohesive 
city’, 2012-)

Cycling strategy: Cycling 
infrastructure (2015– 
2025); Goal: leading 
cycling city; Cycle council 
(2022); School-focused 
cycling strategies (2022) 

Public transport: 
Infrastructure for PT 
(2015-); Increased share 
of public transport; 
reduced car use (2013– 
2019) 

Policy shift: Transition 
towards ‘transport- 
neutral’ strategy, 
downplaying shift 
strategies (2020–2025) 

Infrastructure: East Link 
railway project

Electrification: EV 
charging in residential 
areas (2022–2023) 

Other: Smarter 
transport and new 
technology (2025). 

New national railway 
infrastructure ‘the 
East-link railway 
project’

Tech-oriented: 
weak avoid, 
medium shift, 
strong improve

Örebro Physical planning: 
Densification and 
mixed-use development 
(2012-); Reduce overall 
transport demand 
(2014) Digital 
substitution (fibre 
expansion) 

Traffic reduction: 
Commuter parking at 
urban fringe (2013); 
Summer streets (2016-); 
Street closures (2025)

Cycling strategy: Cycling 
and walking 
infrastructure (2012-); 
Redistribution of space 
from cars (2012-); Goal: 
best cycling city in 
Sweden (2012); Cycle 
council (2017); Youth 
cycling strategies (2022); 

Public transport: BRT 
development (from 2020) 

Demand management: 
Mobility management 
and behavior strategies 
(2015–); Equity-related 
transport goals (2021, 
2024); Parking fees and 
policies (2021–)

Alternative fuels: 
Biogas investments 
and expansion (2012– 
2016) 

Electrification: EV 
charging 
infrastructure (2017– 
2018) 

Sharing: Car and bike 
pools (2021)

Balanced: medium 
but rising avoid, 
strong shift, 
medium improve

Västerås Physical planning: 
Densification (2016); 
Redevelopment of 

Cycling strategy: Cycling 
and walking 
infrastructure (2012-); 

Electrification: EV 
charging 
infrastructure and 

Public transport 
oriented: weak                                                                                                                                                

(Continued ) 
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Linköping

In Linköping as well, environmental and climate issues have consistently been high on 
the agenda, and in 2018 the municipality set an overarching goal of ‘becoming CO₂ 
neutral before 2025’ (4). In 2023, this was revised to a new target of achieving net-zero 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 2045. A key strategy (2015–2025) for achieving 
this goal is innovation and the development of green technologies, which simultaneously 
provide ‘opportunities to create new jobs to develop our municipality’ (2015, 3). Further
more, ecological sustainability is framed as a factor that enhances the city’s attractiveness 
to new residents (2018). Overall, the development of the entire transport system across 
the municipality has been emphasised as a starting point for mobility measures in Lin
köping, particularly during the last five years (2020–2025). This focus on integrated 
mobility solutions is closely linked to ambitions to develop an attractive city centre 
and the broader goal of encouraging growth and a dynamic industrial sector (2024). 
These ambitions are supported by improved access to air travel, rail, and road transport 
(2025), as well as becoming ‘one of the primary cycling cities in Sweden’ (2018, 6).

A major driver of future development is the national investment in a high-speed railway, 
the East Link, a new railway track from Stockholm to Linköping, which includes a new train 
station and a new rail corridor within the city. Policy documents throughout the study 
period reference the East Link as a catalyst for local industry, urban growth, city attractive
ness, regional mobility, and significant changes to the city centre’s building structure and 
infrastructure (2013–2025). Consequently, almost all central city planning is constrained 
by the East Link project, making the municipality heavily dependent upon decisions 
made by the national government through the Swedish Transport Administration.

Örebro

Since adopting the vision of becoming ‘Scandinavia’s most attractive mid-sized city’ in 
2011 (2011, 4), Örebro has consistently aligned its investments, strategies, and priorities 

Table 2. Continued.

City
Avoid – Reduce travel 

demand/car dependence

Shift – Active mobility 
(walking, cycling), Public 

transport, investments and 
demand management (soft 

measures)

Improve – technological 
intervention, efficiency- 

measures

Overall profile and 
assessment of ASI 

interventions 
relative to the other 

cities

parking spaces (2018); 
Mixed-use development 
(2024)

Cycling strategy 
development (2024) 

Public transport: 
Continuous investments 
in public transport 
infrastructure and 
services; High-capacity 
bus systems (2019); 
Public transport package 
(2023) 

Demand management: 
Mobility management 
(2014–2017); Parking fees 
(2016–); BRT inquiry 
(2020); Ticket pricing for 
social equity (2022–)

municipal fleet 
transition (2013–) 

Other: Digital cycling 
tools (maps, 
information systems)

avoid, strong shift, 
weak improve
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accordingly. In the budget for 2012, climate action is emphasised, and it is stated that 
Örebro should both pursue growth and reduce its climate-change impact; thus, ambi
tions for sustainable growth are central (2011). In the 2025 budget, the municipality 
reaffirmed its commitment to prioritising measures that reduce climate-change 
impact, and transforming the transport system plays a central role in this commitment.

Driven by steady population growth throughout the study period, Örebro’s political 
leadership articulates increasingly ambitious goals. In the 2019 ‘Budget and plan’, the 
municipality declared that it had evolved ‘from mediocrity to a place where anything 
is possible’ (3). This shift in perception reflects a growing confidence and a reimagining 
of Örebro as a large city. Within this vision, transport and mobility are conceived as 
central to sustainable urban development, tied to holistic, everyday-life-centred planning 
that enhances connectivity and carefully considers how valuable urban land should be 
used. The goal of these ambitions is ‘a mixed urban structure and an attractive city for 
everyone, a walking and cycling city with efficient public transport and well-functioning 
car traffic’ (2021, 11).

In collaboration with the regional authorities and supported by co-funding from the 
Swedish Transport Administration, the municipality launched the implementation of a 
BRT system in 2020. This BRT project is to be completed by 2029 and is designed to 
advance the municipality’s ambitions for a rapid and sustainable urban transport 
system (2019).

Västerås

Throughout the studied period, Västerås has consistently addressed environmental and 
sustainability issues in its ‘Budget and plan’ documents, although not always explicitly. 
Early on (2012–2015), the municipality set the goal of becoming Sweden’s most environ
mentally friendly city, with transport and mobility planning seen as key to achieving this. 
From 2016 onwards, sustainable development was formally integrated into the munici
pality’s governance. The ‘Budget and plan’ document stated that: ‘Västerås should be an 
attractive, ecologically, economically, socially, and culturally sustainable municipality 
that generates smart and sustainable growth for all’ (2015, 5).

Although steady and consistent, population growth was not explicitly addressed in the 
policy documents for Västerås until 2018. At that point, it was framed critically, linked to 
challenges such as drug abuse, violence, and mental health issues. The municipality empha
sised that a growing population increases pressure on social services, requiring strategic 
planning and adequate competencies. While not directly tied to mobility, this shift 
reflects a more nuanced view of growth, recognising its increased costs and responsibilities. 
From 2022 onwards, policy documents have increasingly connected urban strategies, such 
as densification, with mobility and sustainability. It was explained that ‘The policy direction 
is sustainability and attractiveness based on proximity and mixed-use urban development’ 
(2023, 44). Recent ‘Budget and plan’ documents highlight the connection between welfare 
and climate as a key focus area (2024). As the municipality holds the mandate for local 
public transport planning, it is investigating the possibility of introducing fare-free 
public transport within the city (2024). In the same year, the municipality also declared 
its ambition to become a fossil-free organisation by 2030, aligning its political vision 
with the UN’s Agenda 2030, which places sustainable transport at the centre.
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Comparing policies for sustainable transport

The policies expressed through the four cities’ annual ‘Budget and plan’ documents share 
general ambitions for sustainable development, combined with different aims to become 
attractive and to continue to grow, as they all aspire to create urban environments per
ceived as ‘liveable’ (McArthur and Robin 2019). Nevertheless, there are some differences 
between how the ‘Budget and plan’ documents express levels of aspiration and the 
balance between different planning interventions. This section explores these differences 
based on an analysis of the ways in which the documents reveal diverse alignments within 
interventions for sustainable transport, using the avoid–shift–improve framework. Table 
2 summarises how the investigated ‘Budget and plan’ documents explain interventions 
towards sustainable transport through the lens of this model.

Within the Avoid dimension, all four municipalities have implemented densification 
and mixed-use development as core strategies. Although the connections between this 
leading principle for urban development and avoiding the need for transport are some
what implicit, the impact of this ideal is apparent across all four cities, as these efforts aim 
to create compact urban environments that facilitate proximity among residential, com
mercial, and service functions. In 2016, Uppsala introduced goals to reduce car traffic for 
social purposes, followed by the establishment of car-free zones in the city centre in 2024 
and plans to minimise car traffic through the centre by 2025. In Örebro, recurring exper
imental ‘summer streets’ that close off streets to cars were introduced in 2016. Plans to 
make these experiments permanent using infrastructural changes were set for 2025. Lin
köping’s approach, although less explicitly dated and detailed, reflects a long-term com
mitment to creating a cohesive urban structure that enhances connectivity and 
accessibility. Västerås has worked with this by reallocating parking spaces to repurpose 
urban land, thereby discouraging car use.

The Shift dimension is the most clearly present across all four cities. This relates to the 
extensive responsibilities of Swedish local authorities for local infrastructure, which 
serves as a powerful tool for influencing the transport system. All of the investigated 
municipalities have made substantial investments in walking and cycling infrastructure, 
reflecting a long-term commitment to active mobility. The cities have all expressed high 
ambitions to become the best cycling city in Sweden (Linköping 2015; Örebro 2012) or a 
world-class cycling city (Uppsala 2023). In the case of Västerås, the city has consistently 
invested in public transport and cycling infrastructure throughout the period, initially 
driven by the 2012 goal of becoming Sweden’s best cycling city. Although this goal 
was dropped in 2014, cycling investment continued until 2025. Citizen engagement 
has been prioritised in Örebro and Linköping through the establishment of cycling coun
cils, which serve to integrate user perspectives into planning processes.

Three of the four cities (Linköping being the exception) explain development of 
parking policy, including interventions to increase parking fees, reduce the total 
number of parking spaces in the city centre, and build new parking and mobility 
hubs. In 2023, Örebro established its own municipal parking company to manage the 
city’s parking situation. This company has been given broad directives to promote 
social and economic sustainability, which include ambitions to reduce not only the 
amount of available parking space but also the overall need for car parking, provide 
sharing alternatives, help reduce social exclusion, and promote equal opportunities for 
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women and men in choosing their mode of transport. The directive of the municipal 
parking company in Örebro is not unique; it corresponds to similar directives for 
municipal parking companies in the other cities as well. These parking strategies can 
be interpreted as contributing both to reduced travel demand (an avoid strategy) and 
to a modal shift away from car use towards more sustainable transport options. 
However, between 2020 and 2025, Linköping adopted a ‘transport-neutral’ strategy, indi
cating a move in emphasis away from modal shift in that city. Similar changes can be 
found in the documents from Västerås and, to some extent, Örebro, where previous for
mulations emphasising the prioritisation of cycling and public transport have been 
replaced with statements declaring that ‘all’ modes of transport are important, including 
the car.

The ways in which the cities have targeted the shift to public transport vary depending 
on the role of the different municipalities in providing this service. Västerås differs fun
damentally from the other cities in that it has retained municipal control over public 
transport, never fully transferring it to the regional level. This gives the municipality 
full authority over bus routes, ticket pricing, and timetables. Between 2014 and 2017, 
public transport was expanded to include new routes and increased numbers of depar
tures. Furthermore, the cities have pursued the development of infrastructure for 
public transport systems, with Uppsala initiating LRT and Örebro implementing BRT 
solutions. While an analysis of implementing a BRT system has been conducted in Väs
terås, no decision has yet been made. These development initiatives in Örebro and 
Uppsala have involved large infrastructural projects which have triggered social tensions. 
The investment in BRT in Örebro (in collaboration between the local and regional auth
orities) represents one of the largest local infrastructure investments in recent history and 
was met by public protests. Hence, from 2023 onwards, the ‘Budget and plan’ documents 
include statements highlighting the necessity of developing citizen dialogues regarding 
traffic infrastructure investments. In the 2025 ‘Budget and plan’, the municipality also 
states that it will evaluate the outcomes of BRT Phase 1 before making decisions on 
Phase 2. However, it is also emphasised that investments in mobility and infrastructure 
are crucial for the municipality’s future attractiveness and growth, with BRT conceived as 
playing a key role. In Uppsala, the investment in LRT has triggered an agitated public 
debate, which is the background to the decision to hold a local referendum on ‘high- 
capacity public transport’ (2023), which was held in 2024. Meanwhile, the national 
investments in the railway infrastructure for the East Link project, connecting to Linköp
ing, will require major local investment in transport infrastructure during the years 
ahead.

Under the Improve dimension, technological innovation and efficiency enhancements 
have complemented spatial and behavioural strategies. All four municipalities have 
expanded EV charging infrastructure, demonstrating a collective effort to support the 
transition to cleaner transport technologies. The strategy for Örebro has focused on 
biogas, while Uppsala and Västerås have taken steps to electrify their fleet of vehicles. 
In Västerås, the major investment in high-capacity buses for public transport reflects 
this city’s responsibility for local public transport. Moreover, Örebro and Uppsala 
have promoted sharing-economy initiatives, including car- and bike-sharing schemes, 
alongside digital mobility solutions to improve system integration and user experience. 
For Linköping, the strong focus on smarter and better transport, better-functioning 
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traffic planning for all modes of transport, and new technologies to make travel easier for 
people in everyday life (2025) aligns with the ambition to improve transport modes 
focusing on introducing EVs.

Discussion

The aim of this paper has been to explore how urban policy incorporates ambitions for 
sustainable transport. Two research questions have shaped the discussion: (1) In what 
ways is local policy adopting the model for sustainable transport that involves interven
tions to avoid, shift, and improve? (2) What are the main differences over time and 
between cities in how sustainable transport is recognised and approached through 
local policy?

The findings related to the first research question clearly show that all four municipa
lities include avoid–shift–improve-related ambitions for sustainable transport in their 
annual ‘Budget and plan’ documents. This pattern reflects a wider change in transport 
planning as the similarities between the cities can be understood in light of international 
planning trends in urban development, where transport is seen as intertwined with ideals 
of urban quality, social life, and environmental limits (Ballo et al. 2023; Hartl, Harms, and 
Egermann 2023). The increasing political and scholarly criticism of car dependence (e.g. 
Gössling 2020a; Karjalainen 2024) is reflected to varying degrees in municipalities’ ambi
tions to reorient their transport systems.

Among the three dimensions, strategies to shift stand out most clearly. All four cities 
articulate goals for cycling, public transport, and reallocating urban space away from 
cars, but to varying degrees. They all express bold ambitions to become cycling- 
friendly, ambitions that align with research highlighting the centrality of walking 
and cycling in strategies for a shift (Hickman, Hall, and Bannister 2013; Hrelja and 
Rye 2023). We found that all four cities share similar ambitions to become the best 
cycling city in Sweden. These recurring claims to be ‘the best’ mirror the broader sym
bolic use of sustainable mobility as a branding strategy for dynamic and future- 
oriented cities (e.g. Ferbrache and Knowles 2017). This suggests that local political nar
ratives increasingly connect transport policy to place-making, identity, and urban 
competitiveness.

Although interventions to avoid transport are not as evident in the documents, they 
are nevertheless present in forms such as reformed and stricter parking policies, ‘car- 
free zones’, and summer-street initiatives. In Uppsala, car-free zones are employed as 
a strategy in areas used by children (preschools, schools, etc.) and ‘summer streets’, 
implying restrictions on cars, are described in both Uppsala and Örebro. The indirect 
and gradual (or periodic in the case of summer streets) nature of these interventions 
aligns with scholarship showing that avoid strategies often require behavioural 
changes and more profound spatial transformations, which can be politically sensitive. 
Their cautious implementation suggests that all four municipalities recognise the poten
tial conflicts that are likely to arise when challenging habitual car use (Karjalainen 2024; 
Paget-Seekins and Munoz 2016; Remme, Sereen, and Haarstad 2022).

The improve dimension is the least pronounced in the material, which can be under
stood as relating to the limited control that municipalities have over technological tran
sitions in vehicles, electrification, and mobility services, where private actors, national 
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policy, or technological infrastructure dominate. This prevents municipalities from 
becoming key actors in such interventions. Still, Linköping is the municipality with 
the strongest ambitions for technological improvements, and Västerås highlights ambi
tions for technological improvements to its local buses, strategies that can be interpreted 
as both emphasising a modal shift and improving the current system.

Moving to the second research question, which addresses the main differences over 
time and between cities for how sustainable transport is recognised, some contrasts 
can be seen. Over the investigated time period (2012–2025), all four cities demonstrated 
a gradual intensification of sustainability ambitions, but the pace and direction of change 
differed. Uppsala and Linköping show clear trajectories: Uppsala has moved from early 
climate-mitigation ambitions (2012) to positioning itself as a ‘world leader’ in environ
mental transformation (2020–2021), while Linköping has shifted from an early target 
of CO₂ neutrality (before 2025) to a longer-term net-zero target by 2045. These develop
ments embed local sustainable mobility planning, in which municipalities progressively 
broaden their scope, from technical environmental goals to more holistic climate tran
sition frameworks (Banister 2008; Bertolini 2023). Similarly, Örebro has deepened its 
sustainability framing as its population has grown, increasingly linking transport to 
everyday life, safety, and urban attractiveness. Västerås has declared its sustainability 
ambitions more explicitly since 2016 and has connected densification, welfare, and mobi
lity since 2022. These policy developments highlight that local governments have slightly 
different timelines for defining sustainable development ambitions but nevertheless share 
an increasing conviction that transport is central to becoming a ‘liveable’ city (Gössling 
2020a; McArthur and Robin 2019).

The large-scale transport projects – such as the LRT in Uppsala, the BRT in Örebro, 
and the East link railway project in Linköping – reflect not only local political ambitions 
but also the dynamics of multi–level governance. National co–funding plays a decisive 
role in these developments with about 50% co-funding of the total amount in Örebro, 
and 25% in Uppsala (Swedish Transport Administration 2025). While the state is 
funding the East link project, it will still require substantial complementary investment 
from Linköping municipality over the coming years related to infrastructural changes 
in the wake of the development. Together, these examples show that local policy and 
local transport investments are closely interconnected with national policy and invest
ment decisions. If the national government decides to invest in a local or national infra
structure project, the affected municipality also needs to invest in the project. Thus, even 
in the case of Sweden, with its strong local planning mandates, the multi-level govern
ance of transport infrastructure has major implications for local policy. This refers to 
national infrastructure investments as well as to the impacts of soft steering through, 
for example, the EU’s Sustainable Urban Mobility Plans (SUMPs) (Arsenio, Martens, 
and Di Ciommo 2016; Mozos-Blanco et al. 2018).

The results of this study also reveal that sustainable transport has become a major 
concern for local policy and the local social debate over the time period investigated. 
The controversies surrounding the LRT in Uppsala and the BRT in Örebro illustrate 
that sustainable mobility interventions can provoke conflict. The challenges involved 
in reducing car space and changing everyday mobility practices are well documented 
(Paget-Seekins and Munoz 2016; Wanvik and Haarstad 2021) and the public debates, 
planned referendums, and political tensions observed in the case cities align with the 
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broader literature emphasising that ‘brave’ political leadership, stakeholder engagement, 
and conflict management are essential components of mobility transitions (Banister 
2011; Wågsæther et al. 2022).

Conclusions

In relation to the aim of this paper, which has been to explore how urban policy incorpor
ates ambitions for sustainable transport, it can be concluded that there are substantial simi
larities between the cities as well as differences in how ambitions are declared. Given the 
similar case approach, examining four cities with similar population sizes within the 
same national planning system, the findings about policy similarities can be expected. 
Although, to a significant extent, planning ideals for urban development and transport 
are defined by international narratives, the conditions for local governments to implement 
them in local policy vary across national systems and local contexts. The findings about 
local policy for sustainable transport derived from the analysis of the empirical material 
for this study, combining the ‘Budget and plan’ documents with some general 
data about the investigated cities and an understanding of the position of local planning 
in the national context of Sweden, allow us to suggest the following synthesising 
conclusions.

The first conclusion is about the implication of the position of municipalities in the 
planning system for local policy. Hence, the emphasis and bold ambitions of the inves
tigated cities connected to shift strategies for transport, can be understood from the 
strong mandate for local physical planning. The ambitions of the investigated cities to 
develop infrastructure for cycling and their investments in new public transport 
systems also exemplify how sustainable mobility strategies serves the cities’s wider 
policy goals related to branding, city image, and place-making. The finding that avoid 
and improve strategies gain less attention within local policy, compared to shift strategies, 
can be interpreted as reflecting political and institutional realities. Avoid strategies can be 
challenging from its risk to trigger local resistance. Improve strategies often lie outside 
municipal authority control and are dependent upon national policy or private actors 
(Docherty, Marsden, and Anable 2018).

The second conclusion is about the importance to consider the impact of city-size, 
combined with positions in the national city-system, for local policy. We suggest that 
our study illustrates the development of policy representative for this category of 
second-tier cities for how the results describes the transformation towards a transport 
system, such as those already often present in larger urban environments. Nevertheless, 
the available empirical material, together with published case study (Allansson 2025) 
demonstrates the challenges of the planning interventions for BRT and LRT in Örebro 
and Uppsala, representing radical transformation of the transport system in these 
urban environments.

The presence of public resistance and the need for a referendum in the Uppsala case 
make it clear that these interventions are conceived to represent radical shifts and con
sequently require strong political leadership and citizen dialogue (Banister 2011; Wanvik 
and Haarstad 2021). This is consistent with findings showing that reducing space for cars 
represent a politically challenging aspects of implementing sustainable transport (Allans
son, Pettersson-Löfstedt, and Hrelja 2023; Eriksson and Nyman 2021; Paget-Seekins and 
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Munoz 2016). In general, Uppsala, the largest city in the study and the one with the stron
gest growth, is the frontrunner in terms of introducing up-to-date models for sustainable 
transport, compared to the other three cities. Being a large and growing city may support 
the self-esteem of the political leadership. Strong growth may be associated with a sense 
of a dynamic city open to change, including transforming the transport system. However, 
this is a suggestion derived from our analysis of the empirical material of policy docu
ments and needs to be confirmed through a more qualitative understanding of local 
contexts.

In summing up, it is important to recognise the caveats and limitations of this study. 
The scope of the research design, covering four cities and the time period 2012–2025, has 
been combined with quite a narrow set of empirical material: 56 ‘Budget and plan’ docu
ments, representing annual ratified policy documents closely connected to political local 
steering. This limits our ability to engage in a detailed investigation of the implemen
tation of planning or to effectively discriminate between the role of national steering, 
local policy, and local conditions. Nevertheless, the result describing the momentum 
of major investments and transitions for the transport systems in the investigated 
cities reveals a more general situation facing this tier of cities that merits further research. 
If this result applies more generally, second-tier cities may provide real-life laboratories 
for radical shifts in social structures, including the transport system, from which impor
tant research findings about social transformation can be sourced.
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