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Karolina Isaksson & Anders Gullberg 

Introduction

As car ownership has become increasingly universal, so have problems 
with air pollution, congestion and traffic noise, all becoming worse in 
urban areas all over the world. It has long been known that one way of 
countering these kinds of negative aspects is to levy a charge on vehicles 
travelling within a certain area. Systems for environmental or conges-
tion charging have been discussed for many years in a lot of towns and 
cities, but turned out to be difficult to implement – not least because 
of strong resistance from citizens, trade organisations, vested interests, 
and similar parties. Apart from the political challenges, there can also 
be institutional and legal complications, depending on which town or 
country is concerned. For many years Singapore was the only city in the 
world with a charging system dedicated to reducing congestion. That 
situation has changed recently. Congestion charging was introduced in 
central London at the beginning of 2003, and in the first half of 2006 
a congestion tax was tried out in Stockholm – eventually leading to a 
permanent system of congestion taxation since 1 August 2007. At the 
present time the question of congestion charges has become an item 
high on the agenda in several cities all over the world.

From 3 January 2006 until 31 July of the same year, a congestion 
tax was tried out in the city of Stockholm. It was part of the so-called 
Stockholm Trial, which also involved expanded public transport and 
aimed at reducing traffic and congestion, cutting journey times and 
improving the environment. In a nutshell, the congestion tax trial 
meant that motor vehicles passing through one of the 18 charging 
stations on roads leading into and out of the inner city were required 
to pay a tax for the privilege. Exempted from the charge were emer-
gency vehicles, foreign-registered vehicles, diplomatic vehicles, military 
vehicles, buses with a total weight of at least 14 tons (on application), 
so-called ‘environmentally-friendly cars’ (cars that can be permanently 
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or temporarily driven by electricity, alcohol or gas other than LPG), 
taxis, mobility service vehicles with a total weight of less than 14 tons 
(on application), and motorcycles and cars driven by the disabled (on 
application). The amount paid was between 10 and 20 kronor, depen-
ding on the time of day the charging station was passed. Journeys were 
charged every weekday during the trial period between 06.30 and 18.28. 
The maximum daily payment per vehicle was 60 kronor.

Vehicles passing Stockholm on Essingeleden, the only trunk road 
connection between the southern and northern part of the city region, 
did not need to pay any congestion tax. A special exemption from pay-
ment was Lidingö – a municipality bordering on the city of Stockholm 
whose only connection with the national road network is via the inner 
city. The ‘Lidingö Rule’ meant that any vehicle that passed the charging 
station on Lidingö bridge and one other charging station within thirty 
minutes did not need to pay congestion tax. 

The congestion tax trial lasted for just under 7 months, which meant 
139 tax-days. During the period of charging a total of about 47 mil-
lion vehicles passed through the charging zone, of which 37 million 
were required to pay the tax. A total of about 15 million charges were 
levied, generating an income of around 398 million kronor.

The question of congestion charging and other kinds of road charges 
has been discussed in Stockholm for many decades, and on a number 
of occasions a decision has been made to introduce the measure. But 
it has never before been implemented. How did it come to be that on 
this occasion the decision could in fact be implemented? What were 
the political bones of contention, and how were they handled? How 
was the trial designed? What did the citizens of Stockholm think 
about it and how did it affect the travelling habits of people travelling 
through the city?

In this book the Stockholm Trial is described and analysed from three 
perspectives: the political-administrative process, predicted and actual 
effects of the tax, and how the trial was experienced by the citizens of 
Stockholm. Anders Gullberg’s and Karolina Isaksson’s paper, ‘Fabulous 
Success or Insidious Fiasco. Congestion Tax and the Stockholm Traf-
fic Dilemma’, is an analysis of the political and administrative course 
of events leading up to the implementation of the trial. It focuses on 
the period from the election of 2002 to the realisation of the trial in 
January 2006. An historical flashback explores how the question of 
road charging was discussed in Stockholm from the early 1970s on-
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wards. Gullberg’s and Isaksson’s contribution is based, among other 
things, on interviews with politicians and administrators, who played 
key roles in the implementation of the trial. The paper aims to map 
and analyse the course of events, and above all to answer the question 
of how this trial, with all the difficulties and developments it entailed, 
was implemented. Special attention is paid to urban traffic as a social 
dilemma. The chapter concludes with a reflection on who emerged 
from the congestion tax experiment as winners.

Jonas Eliasson’s paper, ‘Expected and unexpected in the Stockholm 
Trial – the Views of a Transport Researcher’, is an account from inside 
the network of experts who were commissioned to implement the Stock-
holm Trial. In the spring of 2003 Eliasson was working for Transek, the 
consultancy firm engaged to draw up the first proposed design of the 
congestion charging system. Later, Eliasson became chairman of the 
scientific analysis group managing the comprehensive evaluation of the 
trial. Eliasson’s contribution describes a series of concrete aspects of the 
design of the charging system – such as the placing of the charging zone 
borders, the choice of technical equipment and the level of payments, 
etc. – and also important choices regarding the way forward, uncertain 
factors and surprising developments in the process. Eliasson presents 
a series of lessons learnt from the Stockholm Trial, both general and 
specific to transport-economic considerations. 

The concluding paper in the book is written by Greger Henriks-
son. In the chapter ‘What did the trial mean for Stockholmers?’, he 
analyses the Stockholm Trial from an everyday point of view – how 
it was experienced by a selection of inhabitants of the city and the 
region. Henriksson’s analysis is based on qualitative interviews and 
travel diaries kept by residents of the city and the county. Among other 
things, it focuses on the multiplicity of often complex and paradoxical 
feelings, interpretations, and other attitudes and reactions that the trial 
gave rise to. The paper also discusses how the trial caused a number 
of individuals to change their minds about it, and altered the climate 
of the debate. This has resulted in a broader acceptance of the range 
of possible solutions to the problems caused by Stockholm traffic, not 
just among politicians but also among ordinary citizens.

With hindsight, the Stockholm Trial has been called a successful 
example of how ‘mobility management’ can be used to bring about 
significant decreases in congestion and travel-time problems in big ci-
ties. Chronologically it came three years after the introduction of the 
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well-known congestion charging system in London, and both systems 
are positive models that could boost the implementation of similar 
systems elsewhere in the world. The Stockholm Trial fulfilled and even 
surpassed the expectations of transport economists. Obviously, the ef-
fect varied considerably on different roads in the city and the region; 
but overall, the trial had a significant effect and reduced congestion to 
an extent that was not only measurable, but was so big that it could 
be seen with the naked eye. 

A referendum was held in September 2006 in which the inhabitants 
of the city of Stockholm voted narrowly in favour of congestion tax. 
Since 1 August 2007, congestion tax has been a permanent feature of 
Stockholm traffic. The current system differs in several ways from that 
used during the trial. Instead of using the income mainly for impro-
vements in public transport, which was the stated policy during the 
trial, the revenues are now used for future investments in new roads in 
the Stockholm region – such as the long-planned and highly contro-
versial “Stockholm bypass”. Other changes are that the charge is now 
tax-deductible, and that fines for failing to pay have been significantly 
reduced. 

Looking back, the Stockholm Trial has often been presented as a suc-
cess. However, the aim of this book is not to write a heroic saga praising 
the implementation of the Stockholm Trial, but to make a contribution 
to a critical examination of and reflection on the trial and its aftermath. 
The course of events illustrates in many ways how this kind of traffic 
policy can be used for very different purposes, depending on what 
vested interests and perspectives are given preference in the design of 
the specific system. The question of urban mobility – whose mobility 
and journey times and which kind of transport should be given priority 
at the expense of whom? – is just as riddled with conflicting opinions 
as it was before. A fundamental question is still unanswered: is the 
aim of congestion tax primarily to generate income in order to build 
an infrastructure to accommodate the increased use of motor vehicles, 
or is this kind of system a means of bringing about a comprehensive 
change in urban mobility, now and in the future?

The project has been financed by the former Congestion Charge 
Secretariat in Stockholm, the municipal authority responsible for im-
plementing the trial.



11

Anders Gullberg & Karolina Isaksson*

Fabulous Success  
or Insidious Fiasco

Congestion tax and the Stockholm traffic dilemma

A full-scale trial over several years with congestion charging is to be 
carried out in the inner city of Stockholm.

That is what it said in the agreement, dated 1 October 2002 at 8.40 
p.m., between the Social Democrats, the Left Party and the Green Party 
at the national level regarding how Sweden should be governed during 
the forthcoming four-year term of office.1 On 3 January 2006, three 
years and three months later, a trial began with the imposition of con-
gestion tax in Stockholm’s inner city, this being part of the Stockholm 
Trial, which also involved investment in public transport.2 At the end 
of July that same year, after barely seven months, charging ceased. The 
total cost came to 3.8 billion kronor, and the amount of tax paid was 
0.5 billion kronor.3 So what was first called a charge had been transfor-
med into a tax, and the trial had lasted nowhere near several years; but 
it had taken place full-scale, and in the place originally designated, i.e. 
Stockholm’s inner city. On 1 August 2007, after another year which 
included a referendum on 17 September 2006, congestion tax was 
reintroduced on a permanent basis, but in a slightly different form.

What happened is sensational in many ways. Suggestions have often 
been made since the 1970s for various types of charges to improve the 
flow of traffic in Stockholm. On some occasions agreement has even 

* Many thanks to the people who consented to be interviewed, and especially to those 
who scrutinised and commented on earlier drafts, and to Gabriel Romanus who also 
made valuable suggestions for improving our manuscript.
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been reached and decisions made; but all previous attempts have been 
killed off by extremely strong resistance, and to some extent legal com-
plications. Political parties involved have not managed to stick to their 
agreements, either internally or between local and national power centres. 
Election tactics have tempted parties to abandon the idea of charging 
and portray their opponents as being in favour of it. It has always been 
possible to persuade motorists and motoring organisations to mount 
strong opposition to charging. It is surprising, to say the least, that this 
time it was possible to set up and carry out the trial, considering the 
extremely strong opposition, the filibustering tactics of those averse to 
charging, the confusing way in which the matter was handled in the 
first year, and the long drawn-out legal proceedings that followed it. 
The flames of opposition were fanned by continual references to the 
manifesto pledge made by the incoming mayor of Stockholm, Annika 
Billström, during the election campaign in the autumn of 2002. Only 
three weeks before election day, she had made the following statement 
on Swedish Television’s regional news programme ABC:

My message to the voters of Stockholm is that there will be no road 
charging during our next term of office, and that is a manifesto pledge 
on our part.4

In several respects, the way in which road charging was introduced 
went against the findings of research done into the possibility of such 
a move being accepted. Nevertheless, the referendum was won by those 
voting in favour of charging: the ayes registered 51.3 per cent of the 
votes and the nays 45.5 per cent, despite opinion polls before the start 
of the trial giving the ayes no chance at all.5 It was a clear majority, but 
put into question by the fact that the nays had a majority in referen-
dums conducted in several suburban municipalities. If the whole of 
the Greater Stockholm region had been allowed to vote, the objectors 
would probably have won.6 Nevertheless, given the way in which the 
trial took place, the victory by the ayes was most remarkable.

Even with regard to what is known about how large-scale projects and 
the implementation of political decisions are promoted, it is sensatio-
nal that the trial could take place. The decision had not been prepared 
for at national level. It had been made hastily in the closing stages of 
negotiations to prevent the Social Democratic government – led by 
Göran Persson – from losing a vote of confidence in Parliament. In the 
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hard-pressed circumstances there was no possibility of working out a 
detailed framework for the trial, despite the fact that negotiations see-
med to have been far advanced in the Stockholm Town Hall. A series 
of vital questions were left unanswered in the agreement.

At first, both the state and the City of Stockholm acted as if the city 
council would be able to handle the project with relatively little assistance 
from the government, the Government Offices and Parliament. But 
when, for frequently cited legal reasons, it was considered impossible to 
entrust the implementation of the system to a local council – at least not 
in the time available – the framework of the project had to change in 
various fundamental ways while the preparatory work was being done. 
The result was big implementation problems. The Government Offices 
and several authorities, as well as the private entrepreneurs involved in 
the project, were placed under serious pressure. The project was greatly 
delayed, and very nearly collapsed because of the legal processes and 
other difficulties that followed.

The fact that a decision to make motorists pay would lead to a defi-
cit of several billion kronor was probably not obvious in advance, nor 
something that could be taken into account in negotiations between 
the parties. As time went by, the unclear roles and the conflicts about 
who should pay and how much the trial could be allowed to cost took 
up a considerable amount of time and effort.

Nor can the timescale have been given much serious thought, bearing 
in mind the hard-pressed circumstances in which negotiations took 
place. Expecting a trial to be fitted into a government’s four-year term 
of office was optimistic to say the least, given that according to the 
agreement reached the trial would last for several years, . Legislation 
needed to be passed, and the form the project would take was not even 
at the sketch stage.

It was the national and City of Stockholm politicians who were 
involved in negotiating concessions made by the Social Democrats 
in order to stay in power: representatives of parties in the Stockholm 
County Council, i.e. at the regional level where responsibility for pu-
blic transport lies, as well as those in suburban municipalities, were 
left in the dark and eventually presented with a fait accompli. They 
were sceptical about road charging almost to a man, and the failure 
to consult them or to include them in some other way in the negotia-
tions awoke old antagonisms between the City of Stockholm and the 
suburban municipalities.
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Major problems were caused by the absence of any reasoned basis 
for the decision, and also by the way in which it appeared to have been 
made – by means of a political agreement at national level, where the 
tiny Green Party, supported by only 4.6 per cent of the voters, had 
pledged its support to the Persson government in return for getting 
the go-ahead for the congestion charging trial in Stockholm (among 
other things). Reaction to the project was very negative. From the start, 
reporting of it in the mass media was overwhelmingly critical, and there 
were aggressive campaigns by the Stockholm Chamber of Commerce, 
the Swedish Automobile Association and two non-socialist parties, the 
Swedish Conservative Party and the Swedish Liberal Party.

It was not only the broken manifesto pledge made by the newly-
appointed Mayor of Stockholm, Annika Billström, that became a 
long-running serial in the media. The Green Party was also criticised 
for using its position as holder of the balance of power in Parliament 
in an inappropriate way to ‘foist on Stockholmers’ an ill-thought-out 
experiment. Even newspapers that were positive in principle towards 
the use of road pricing turned against the trial. A number of more or 
less independent experts were also sceptical, and among their comments 
was a claim that the allotted preparation time was totally unrealistic.7 
At several of the authorities actively involved in traffic policies – at na-
tional, regional and local government level – managers and indeed civil 
servants in general were dubious about, or even averse to the trial. The 
general public were clearly opposed to it, and the view that the charges 
being proposed would have no effect became widespread. Opponents 
felt that Billström’s broken manifesto pledge and the small size of the 
Green Party justified relatively serious attempts to block the project. At 
certain times the strength of opposition made things difficult for those 
working to bring about the trial. Reactions from colleagues, friends, 
acquaintances and in the media were often outright antagonistic. Set-
ting up the project was complicated by the fact that it was a political 
ransom paid in order to keep the Social Democrats in power.

The Green Party had traded in its very strong position resulting from 
its holding the balance of power in both Parliament and Stockholm 
City Council in return for the congestion charging trial and several 
other matters close to its heart. The party’s representatives were the-
refore extremely anxious to ensure that the congestion charging trial 
went ahead and turned out to be successful, which naturally contribu-
ted to their frustration at all the difficulties, the apparently imminent 
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collapse of the project, and more or less justified doubts regarding the 
real intentions of the Social Democrats.

It was also important for the Social Democrats that the trial should 
actually take place – at national level because the government could 
be defeated if the Greens did not support them, and at the local level 
because it would be even harder to defend the breaking of a manifesto 
pledge if the trial turned out to be a fiasco. But there was also strong 
opposition to the trial within the Social Democratic Party, and a tac-
tical retreat was tempting for sections of the party if only a suitable 
excuse could be found. This was always a possibility. The interdepen-
dence between the national and local levels, from both a political and 
an administrative point of view, also complicated the setting up of the 
trial. This difficulty became even more acute when legal obstacles got 
in the way of the original intention of the City of Stockholm alone 
being in charge. But then again, it was only when the government 
became involved that the trial emerged as a realistic proposition. The 
interdependence between the various authorities concerned increased 
dramatically, and management of the project became more broadly 
spread; but at the same time the terms of reference became clearer. The 
Government Offices became fully involved in the work of planning, 
legislation and negotiation – to a much greater extent than had been 
anticipated originally. Government departments such as the National 
Road Administration and the National Tax Board became deeply in-
volved. Among the difficulties the trial had to face up to and overcome 
were differences in administrative culture and powers between local 
authorities, the Government Offices and various state authorities. It 
was also necessary to persuade the Stockholm County Council and its 
wholly owned company Stockholm Transport (SL) to cooperate and 
bring about improvements in public transport during the trial.

To sum up, it is fair to say that the instigators of the project had con-
flicting and sometimes very important (and in certain cases ambivalent) 
interests to look after. There was also a big difference in political culture 
between the three parties involved – the Social Democrats, the Left 
Party and the Green Party. On several occasions this led to misunder-
standings and conflicts. In addition, opposition was extremely intense, 
management decentralised, and for long periods of time faltering.

How was it possible, despite the lack of time and the very bad odds 
in general, for the project not only to be carried out, but even to win 
a majority of the votes in the Stockholm referendum? This article will 
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describe and analyse what happened before and during the congestion 
tax trial. The decision-making and implementation processes will be 
analysed with the help of research into policy changes and the conditions 
necessary to succeed with complicated projects in general; the imple-
mentation of political decisions in particular, and most significantly of 
all, matters of acceptance regarding the introduction of road pricing. 
The handling of charging in Stockholm in earlier years is described to 
start with, in order to examine the effect this had on the creation and 
handling of the congestion tax trial.

The description of the trial and its prehistory is based partly on 
written sources in the form of published works, legal judgments, as-
sessment reports, party-political material, memoranda from meetings 
of the implementation organisation, the daily and technical press; and 
partly on interviews and/or e-mail correspondence with 56 politicians, 
officials and consultants involved, at both regional and local level, of 
which seven were asked primarily about the prehistory of the trial.8 They 
are listed in the bibliography. Interviewees have been promised secrecy 
in the sense that quotations and direct references have received their 
approval. Ten of the interviewees who took part in the trial in various 
capacities have read and commented on either the whole or parts of a 
preliminary version of this article. When various types of evidence to 
which we have had access have pointed in different directions, we have 
made this clear in our text.

In the concluding discussion we have used evolutionary comparisons, 
research into social dilemmas and theories about policy changes, in order 
to put what happened in perspective. We also ask whether the success 
of the trial is slowly developing into a fiasco for its foremost instigator, 
the Green Party. Or are we in fact witnessing a fabulous success?

Before the Stockholm Trial
Road charging in Stockholm – an idea with a history

The 1970s, aiming for traffic reduction
Towards the end of the 1960s, after twenty years of constant and un-
precedented growth in car ownership, criticism of the unpleasant ef-
fects of life dominated by so much motor traffic began to make itself 
felt increasingly forcefully in Stockholm. It was part of a much broader 
criticism, both nationally and internationally, of the shortcomings of 
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In Sweden there are three political and administrative levels: national, 
regional and local. Elections to parliamentary assemblies at these le-
vels – Parliament, the County Council and the Local Council – take 
place on the same day every four years. Local referendums generally 
take place on that same election day as well – as was the case with 
the congestion tax referendum on 17 September 2006.

The term Stockholm Region normally refers to the County of 
Stockholm, which comprises 26 municipalities. Another slightly more 
restricted geographical term is also used: Greater Stockholm, which 
excludes the four most peripheral municipalities in the county. The 
dominant and most highly populated area is the City of Stockholm, 
which comprises the centre of the region – Stockholm’s inner city – 
and also two suburban areas to the south and west of the centre. The 
City of Stockholm has a population of 783,000 and an area of 188 
square kilometres, which is 45 per cent of the population of Greater 
Stockholm and 5 per cent of its area. The corresponding figures in 
relation to the County of Stockholm are 41 per cent and 3 per cent 
respectively. The other municipalities, the so-called suburban mu-
nicipalities, have populations of between 10,000 and 90,000. The 
political management of the City of Stockholm is carried out by full-
time salaried politicians known as Mayors and Deputy Mayors. There 
are 8 of them at present, each with a different area of responsibility. 
At the head is the Mayor of Stockholm, who has responsibility for 
financial affairs. Political parties in opposition also have a number 
of salaried full-time politicians: they are known as Shadow (De-
puty) Mayors, and have no administrative responsibilities. In the 
other municipalities the full-time politicians are called Municipal 
Commissioners. Swedish municipalities have considerable powers, 
can levy local taxes, and have significant influence in such matters 
as town planning and development activities. All municipalities in 
the county belong to the Stockholm County Association of Local 
Authorities (KSL), which aims to take care of the municipalities’ 
mutual interests and to organise inter-municipal cooperation.

The congestion tax was collected during the trial, and is also 
being collected after it was made permanent, every time a vehicle 
drives into or out of the inner city, which has an area of 36 square 
kilometres. The number of inhabitants is 292,000. 
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At the regional level is the Stockholm County Council with re-
sponsibility for health care and medical treatment, public transport 
– via its wholly-owned company Stockholm Public Transport (SL) 
– and regional planning, through the Regional Planning and Traf-
fic Department. The County Council has the right to levy regional 
taxes, and the political management is carried out by a number of 
full-time politicians, known as County Council Commissioners 
headed by a County Council Finance Commissioner. 

Also at the regional level is the Stockholm County Administrative 
Board, the government’s regional assembly. Among its members, who 
are appointed by the government, are representatives of important 
regional centres of power, such as leading municipal and regional 
politicians. Alongside the County Administrative Board are a number 
of regional institutions for government authorities, including The 
Swedish Road Administration’s region Öst (East), which comprises 
not only the County of Stockholm but also Gotland, a large island 
in the Baltic Sea. 

National government in Sweden is different in some ways from 
what is usual in other countries. Swedish ministries are comparati-
vely small. They deal mainly with strategic matters and legislation. 
Implementation of government policies is managed by a number of 
authorities that receive relatively general directives formulated by the 
government. Ministries lack the powers and resources to implement 
policies and, formally speaking, ministers or government administra-
tors are not allowed to intervene in the handling of specific matters 
in government boards and agencies. Opinions differ as to how far 
this restriction is only a formality with little practical significance, or 
whether the boards and agencies are genuinely autonomous. What 
is beyond dispute, however, is that Swedish ministers and ministries 
have major limitations when it comes to intervening in or initiating 
operative activities. A minister has very limited room for manoeuvre 
since all decisions are made collectively by the whole government, and 
all decisions of a financial nature must be based on decisions made 
in Parliament. This contrasts with the powers of leading municipal 
politicians, who have greater room for manoeuvre and are involved 
to a greater extent in the implementation of policies.
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modern technocratic and rationalistic town planning.9 Predictions of 
the amount of motor traffic had increased year after year, and conside-
rable resources were mobilised to deal with the constantly increasing 
demand for road space. The principle of ‘predict and provide’ had been 
adopted.10 At first the criticism came mainly from social movements 
outside the established institutions, but it spread to other forums as 
well and was taken up in more established places.11 The government’s 
Road Costs Commission gave the young economist Jan Owen Jansson 
the task of investigating The Pricing of Road Space in a pamphlet pu-
blished in 1971. This was the first comprehensive report in a Swedish 
context and concluded with the prediction:

The rapid growth of urban traffic suggests that in the long run, the 
idea of road pricing cannot be ignored in discussions about urban 
traffic problems.12

In the 1970s, in order to ease the environmental damage caused by 
traffic in Stockholm, and especially in the inner city, all the political 
parties abandoned the unilaterally expansive strategy of extending 
the road network that had previously been the panacea to cure the 
ever-increasing traffic problems. When the Conservative Party’s Road 
Transport Commissioner Ulf Adelsohn declared that ‘traffic capacity 
in central Stockholm must be reduced by 15 per cent’ on environ-
mental grounds, nobody protested.13 The same thinking was behind 
a motion proposed by several Conservative City Councillors, inclu-
ding Carl Cederschiöld and Anders Gustâv, who later became leading 
councillors in Stockholm and Solna respectively. With reference to 
the recently introduced charging system in Singapore, they proposed 
that an investigation should take place into the possible introduction 
of similar charges in Stockholm.14 The Left-Communist Party and 
the Social Democrats also proposed motions aimed at environmen-
tal improvements, the former suggesting that traffic in the inner city 
should be reduced by 50 per cent.15 In an investigation into control 
measures aimed at reducing motor traffic in central Stockholm, it was 
stated that if traffic could be reduced by 20 per cent, this would ensure 
that, generally speaking, air pollution would fall below the recommen-
ded levels, but that the same could not be said for noise pollution. 
Several different measures were discussed without the report making 
any recommendations, including a tightening of parking restrictions 
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and road charging, i.e. various kinds of charges for motor vehicles 
entering the inner city. The investigation pointed out that in order 
to introduce any such measures, new laws would have to be passed.16 
There was general support for reducing motor traffic in the inner 
city by at least 20 per cent, but opinion was divided on what action 
should be taken. A majority preferred a combination of measures, in-
cluding more parking restrictions, in the hope of avoiding what were 
considered to be drastic steps, such as road charges or a ‘bureaucratic 
system’ of tolls. However, representatives of the Swedish Liberal Party 
announced that they were open to road charging if other measures 
turned out to be insufficient.17 The Left-Communist Party considered 
a reduction of 50 per cent was necessary, but on the grounds of fair-
ness could not support charging; they recommended instead a ban on 
traffic entering the inner city, with certain exceptions.18 The Centre 
Party, like the Left-Communist Party, was in favour of dropping any 
further development of approach roads and also recommended res-
trictive measures such as a journey tax, otherwise the aim could not 
be realised.19 The Stockholm Party, newcomers to the City Council, 
also considered tolls on motor vehicles to be the only proposal that 
could have ‘an immediate and noticeable effect on the number of road 
journeys made in the inner city.’20 Like the Left-Communist Party, 
the Stockholm Party was in favour of halving motor traffic in the 
city centre. A number of trade organisations, authorities, municipal 
executive boards and offices and suburban municipalities also made 
their views known.21 The Stockholm Traffic Department took the 
same line as the Centre Party and the Stockholm Party with regard to 
the measures they supported, ‘for technical reasons’; it considered the 
aim of a 20 per cent reduction in traffic volume rather high, but felt 
that it could be achieved with the aid of charging.22 Two interesting, 
if not yet representative, views were put forward by the Royal Swedish 
Automobile Club, which claimed that the new approach being signal-
led went against the principles of continuing urbanisation and road-
building that politicians had been working towards for decades, and 
the Swedish Cooperative Union, which pointed out that a reduction 
in traffic had already taken place.23

Both the latter claims were absolutely correct. Post-war planning was 
based to a large extent on a considerable increase in car ownership, but 
traffic volume in Stockholm, especially in the inner city, fell at the begin-
ning of the 1970s.24 Economic stagnation and an unexpected pause in 
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the population expansion of Greater Stockholm made this inevitable. 
But when the economy and the Stockholm area began to expand again 
in the 1980s, there was not sufficient support for Cederschiöld’s and 
others’ ideas about road charging. There was no political will to hold 
the increasing volume of traffic in check.

Inquiries into road pricing in the 1980s
In the early 1980s, environmental campaigners in the Stockholm City 
Council tried in vain to ensure that efforts were made to achieve the 
environmental aims that would require a 20 per cent decrease in traf-
fic in the inner city. However, the hopes carried over from the 1970s 
were dashed in Stockholm, as they were in other places throughout 
the world.25

The question of charging was therefore very much alive during the 
1980s. In the beginning of the decade an idea emerged from the Social 
Democrats’ local organisation in Stockholm: motorists should attach a 
monthly season ticket for public transport – a so-called SL-ticket – to 
their windscreens when driving into central Stockholm. During the 
course of the decade the Stockholm Party grew and became a significant 
force in local politics. With roots in the extra-parliamentary environ-
mental movement, the party established itself in the Stockholm City 
Council in 1979 and lobbied intensively for road charging. Nine years 
later, after considerable success in the elections and with eight seats 
in the City Council, the party held the balance of power between the 
socialist and non-socialist blocs.26

Road charging was one of the party’s flagship policies, and both the 
blocs expressed a willingness to go along with it. But when the non-
socialist bloc, and especially the Swedish Conservatives, demanded a 
big extension of the road network as compensation, the Stockholm 
Party joined a coalition with the socialist bloc.27 The intention was 
that the system involving the fixing of a SL-ticket to the windscreens 
of motor vehicles would be given a trial. Every motorist entering the 
inner city would be required to do this, and traffic wardens would 
ensure that the law was complied with. As early as March 1988, while 
in opposition, the Social Democrats had proposed a similar so-called 
regional charge. A rapidly organised inquiry was recommended, and 
the party pressed for the government to be contacted in order to en-
sure the passing of any necessary legislation.28 The very same month, 
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the City of Stockholm made formal contact with the government and 
requested that appropriate laws should be introduced.29 Following the 
transfer of power in the Stockholm Town Hall in the autumn of 1988 
and the pact between the Stockholm Party and the Social Democrats, 
the City Executive Board threw their weight behind the idea of in-
troducing charges in the inner city and resolved to set up an inquiry. 
The Conservatives had reservations, arguing that a whole raft of traf-
fic control measures should be enacted. However, the dissenters did 
not rule out market-economic measures to limit the environmental 
damage caused by traffic, and proposed that the government should 
be approached to ensure that it was made legally possible to introduce 
differentiated environmental charges. But they found fault with the 
SL-ticket system.30 The Liberals had similar views.31

In other words, appropriate legislation need to be put in place, and 
in March the government set up the Metropolitan Traffic Commission 
(known in Swedish as STORK), with the remit of ‘drawing up a co-
ordinated basis for restricting the health and environmental damage 
caused by traffic in metropolitan areas’.32 Membership of the Comis-
sion reflected the size of the parties in Parliament and the socialist 
majority (including the then County Council Commissioner Bosse 
Ringholm, a Social Democrat) succeeded in ensuring that priority 
was given to charging motorists. The hope was that this would speed 
up the necessary work on legislation by at least six months, in view of 
the agreement reached by the Social Democrats and the Stockholm 
Party in City Hall. The aim was to bring the scheme into force on 1 
January 1990.33 The method of proceeding was criticised by non-soci-
alist members of the Commission, who alleged that political pressure 
had forced the Commission to start at the wrong end, as it were, and 
they maintained that ‘it is essential for ring roads to be built before 
any possible regional charging.’34 The chairman of the Commission, 
Göte Svensson, and several of the expert consultants agreed with the 
objections on the grounds that by prioritising charging, it would only 
be possible to work out an integrated approach later. There was not 
sufficient time to dig deeply enough into several vital questions. In 
its report from 1989 the Commission concluded that there was no 
constitutional reason why the money raised should not be regarded as 
a charge, nor as a tax either. There was therefore nothing to prevent 
the measure being designed ‘on the basis that from the point of view 
of constitutional law the payment can be regarded as a charge.’35 This 
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legal conundrum was of great practical significance. Parliament can 
delegate decisions on charges to the government, which in turn, with 
the permission of Parliament, can hand down responsibility to local 
councils. But taxes can only be decided on by Parliament, and dele-
gation is not possible.

Most referral bodies rejected the Commission’s conclusion and main-
tained that the payment was a tax. A charge is payment for goods or 
for a service rendered, available to the general public. Road space for 
moving traffic was not considered to be a sufficiently specific service 
to justify a charge.36 Nevertheless, Stockholm – in the persons of Bosse 
Ringholm and Social Democratic Mayor Mats Hulth – put pressure 
on the Ministry of Transport to continue working on legislation. A 
proposed law was drafted, but was never placed before Parliament. 
There was too much criticism from Social Democratic members of 
Parliament in the spring of 1990.

Hence, the pact made locally with the Stockholm Party to introduce 
charging could not be followed up. Eventually the coalition in the City 
Hall collapsed and the Stockholm Party joined the non-socialist parties 
to form a majority.37 What happened illustrates that when it comes to 
road charging, it was not sufficient for agreement to be reached locally. 
Politicians at the national level must be included for any agreement to 
become durable. Much of the effort expounded after this legal rebuff 
has been concerned with finding solutions that make it easier for local 
councils to introduce road charging if that is what they want.

The decision to introduce road tolls in the 1990s 
The failed attempt to pass legislation and the conflicts in the Stock-
holm region soon led to new efforts. The government, not least Prime 
Minister Ingvar Carlsson, were worried about the difficulties involved 
in reaching agreement on traffic in Stockholm. Finance Minister Al-
lan Larsson tried to achieve a solution that could incorporate certain 
financial stimuli. The then Governor of the Riksbank (the Swedish 
Central Bank), Bengt Dennis, best known for having raised the rate 
of interest to 500 per cent in an attempt to preserve the value of the 
Swedish krona, was appointed in April 1990 to be the government’s 
negotiator, with the remit of producing a proposal to create a traffic 
system for Stockholm within just over nine months, by 15 January 
1991 at the latest. The aim was to ‘take measures in the overall traffic 
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system to improve the region’s environmental situation and create bet-
ter conditions for the region’s development.’38 Part of the agreement 
eventually reached between the Social Democrats, Conservatives and 
Liberals in the City of Stockholm and Stockholm County comprised 
road tolls as a way of financing the new major road-building projects 
that were planned. So in this case the charges were not motivated by 
environmental or congestion concerns – only new roads would be 
subject to tolls. According to the Road Tolls Commission, the charges 
should be ‘pitched at such a level that there is every reason to believe 
that the income will be sufficient for road investments etc.’39 Once 
the major road investments had been completed, according to the 
Commission’s report, consideration could be given to charging for 
road use in an inner-city zone as well.40 This reflects a proposal from 
the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation which can be summed 
up as charging motor traffic in the inner city by dividing the area 
into ten zones. This would not provide sufficient income to pay for 
the investments proposed by the Dennis Agreement, but that was 
not the intention. Instead, it was suggested that every inhabitant of 
Stockholm County should receive a rebate of between 600 and 700 
kronor per year.41

An appropriate piece of legislation was drafted.42 However, the major 
Dennis Agreement collapsed in February 1997, as a result of an agree-
ment about national economic policy between Prime Minister Persson 
and the leader of the Centre Party Olof Johansson, and so there were 
no road charges on this occasion either. There were several reasons 
why the government was prepared to negotiate away the major traffic 
agreement. The financial basis of the trial began to look uncertain.43 
The complicated alliances the Social Democrats had formed – with 
the Centre Party on the national level, with the Greens and the Left 
Party in the Town Hall for the term of office 1994–1998, and with 
the Conservatives and Liberals in connection with the Dennis Agree-
ment – became increasingly an obstacle to progress.44 The increasing 
criticism of the system of road tolls proposed in the Dennis Package 
provided an opportunity to abandon it in connection with tactical 
manoeuvring as the elections approached. The bottom line, from the 
point of view of those involved, was that the road tolls were an extre-
mely sensitive matter. When opposition to that part of the agreement 
became strong, the parties involved (Social Democrats, Conservati-
ves, Liberals) had difficulty in handling the body of public opinion as 
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well as opposition within their own parties, and so it became hard to 
maintain the agreement.45

Other inquiry reports on road charging were produced in parallel 
with the Dennis Package, and after its collapse. At the end of 1994 
the government’s Transport Committee was set up and asked to pre-
pare a national plan for Sweden’s transport and communications, and 
subsequently recommended the introduction of differentiated charges 
depending on the route taken by individual vehicles, rather than tolls. 
According to the inquiry, an aim should be to organise a large-scale 
trial along those lines in at least one metropolitan area in Sweden by 
2002 at the latest.46

As a direct result of the collapse of the Dennis Agreement, another 
public inquiry was set up to look into road pricing on environmental 
grounds in August 1997.47 This inquiry also reached the conclusion 
that road charges should be regarded as a tax.48 Municipalities should 
be given the possibility of applying the national law to their own par-
ticular territory and come up with proposals for local regulations. A 
decision would then be made by Parliament, and the income generated 
by the tax would be divided in a proportion of one to three between 
the government and the municipality. However, several of the referral 
bodies maintained that the right to initiate such charging by muni-
cipalities should be regarded as a right to levy taxes, and hence could 
not be allowed to go ahead without a change in the constitution. And 
the idea of locally initiated legal processes was not in accordance with 
the constitution either.49

More inquiries into road charging in the 21st century
The question of road charging continued to be discussed in the early 
years of the 21st century. The legal criticism of the inquiry into charging 
on environmental grounds, together with the fact that the problems 
aimed at being solved by congestion charging are usually local or re-
gional, was the background to the supplementary directive sent to the 
Stockholm Commission in March 2002, requiring the committee to 
‘investigate the question of how congestion charging can be set up.’50 
This governmental Commission, its make-up reflecting the strength of 
the parties in Parliament, had been working since the beginning of 2001 
on long-term solutions to the traffic problems of the Stockholm region. 
The extended remit was to be reported on by 1 June 2003 at the latest. 
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In addition to these inquiries and attempts to introduce road charging, 
several other more or less thought-out proposals have been made over 
the years, both general in scope and specific for Stockholm.51

Charging, election tactics and balance-of-power politics
The right-wing and left-wing political blocs have long been very evenly 
balanced both in the City of Stockholm and Stockholm County. The 
Social Democrats and the Conservatives, which are the biggest parties 
at both local and regional level, have always been hesitant and kept a 
wary eye on each other to ensure that neither of them provokes op-
position from the influential motoring lobby. The two parties together 
have sufficient voter support to guarantee an absolute majority, and 
so have the ability to dictate traffic policies if only they can manage 
to reach agreement. But there have been many obstacles. The Social 
Democrats in particular seem to have been split on matters concerning 
traffic and the environment. Some party members express great interest 
in environmental questions and hence are prepared to try road char-
ging on environmental grounds; others argue that building new roads 
is the key to solving the traffic and congestion problems suffered by 
Stockholm. The internal discord in the Social Democratic Party when 
it comes to traffic and environmental matters, together with worries 
about undesirable consequences affecting redistribution policies, has 
made it difficult to handle the question of charges on motor traffic. 
When charging has been discussed seriously, it has been in the context 
of broader traffic-political schemes involving also an extension of the 
road network and improved public transport.

There have been differing opinions about road charging in the Swedish 
Conservative Party as well. The offer from a private consortium that 
had been formed in 1986 to build the Österleden motorway – part of 
a series of motorways forming a ring round Stockholm – reduced the 
reluctance of Conservatives to accept road charging.52 In the Dennis 
Package, the party agreed to road tolls, but only because they were a 
way of raising income to finance new roads. Moreover, it was only after 
strong pressure had been brought to bear from within the party that the 
tolls were accepted. However, as will be clear from the above, in other 
contexts there has been a degree of willingness to accept road charges as 
a means of controlling traffic even in this party, but at critical moments 
vested interests with close connections to the motoring organisations 
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have threatened to start a local motorists’ party if the Conservatives 
agreed to charging – and this actually happened in connection with the 
Dennis negotiations and before the 1991 elections.53 In recent years 
opposition to road charging has been stronger in the Stockholm party 
organisation than among Conservatives nationally, due in part to local 
bargaining strategies and tactical considerations in elections.54

Within the Swedish Liberal Party there is similar tension between 
the organisations at national and local levels, at least in recent years. In 
a motion about party environmental policies proposed by the Liberals 
in Parliament in the autumn of 1996, levying a charge on motorists was 
described as a good method of controlling urban traffic.55 At the party’s 
national conference in Lund, 2001, there was a positive description 
of motoring charges in the proposals for their Nature and the Envi-
ronment programme for the 21st century: ‘Congestion charging on 
environmental grounds can be used to deal with local environmental 
problems.’ However, that wording was cancelled after objections by 
local councillors in Stockholm and Gothenburg referring to the local 
elections due to take place the following year.56 More or less overt 
criticism from within its own ranks was aimed at the party’s negative 
attitude when the trial started. The party’s advertising campaign in the 
Stockholm underground at the beginning of 2006 against congestion 
charging induced comments from Jan Fröman, editor of the magazine 
NU linked to the Liberal Party, pointing out that the party programme 
gives the impression that the Swedish Liberal Party is positively dis-
posed to various motoring charges, while the advertisements gave a 
quite different impression.57 MP Gabriel Romanus urged the party to 
reconsider: ‘Instead of adopting the sterile pose of a party which says 
no to everything, we should be discussing how charges can be designed 
in a way that will reduce road congestion in Stockholm.’58 The national 
daily newspaper Dagens Nyheter, which has close links with the Liberal 
Party, wondered: ‘When will [the Conservatives and Liberals] scrap 
their vulgar anti-road-charging propaganda and realise that politicians 
who want to gain the trust of voters cannot simply keep on promising 
masses of new roads?’59

A circumstance which in the last ten years or so has made it more 
difficult to push ahead with road charging in Stockholm is that re-
lations between the Social Democrats, Conservatives and Liberals at 
local and regional level have been strained ever since the collapse of 
the Dennis Package in the spring of 1997. The fragile trust and mutual 
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dependence that had been built up locally and at the regional level in 
Stockholm during the early 1990s were shattered by the way in which 
Prime Minister Persson dismantled the package in 1997.60 Since then, 
traffic policy in Stockholm has been mainly an arena for party poli-
tical posturing, in which the two political blocs that had previously 
co-operated on the Dennis Package have taken every opportunity to 
criticise each other’s stance on traffic policy.

The decision-making structure concerning Stockholm traffic
Another obstacle in the way of reaching agreement about regional traf-
fic problems is the complicated decision-making and administrative 
structure in the Stockholm region. The directly elected county council, 
which covers the whole of Stockholm County and now comprises 26 
municipalities, is responsible for public transport via the wholly owned 
company Stockholm Transport (known in Swedish as SL), and also for 
co-ordinated but hardly prescriptive regional planning. The various 
municipalities have no formal responsibility for local public transport. 
Swedish municipalities have considerable decision-making powers, and 
they are responsible for town plans and local road maintenance, while 
the government-run Swedish Road Administration’s regional subdivision, 
in this case Stockholm Region, is responsible for the maintenance and 
development of the major trunk roads. However, some large municipa-
lities, especially Stockholm, have broader maintenance responsibilities 
which means that some so-called trunk roads are maintained by the 
municipalities. The borderlines between governmental and municipal 
responsibilities and the rules for road subsidies to municipalities have 
changed several times over the last few decades. Long-term planning of 
road and rail building is handled by the Swedish Road Administration 
and the Swedish Rail Administration respectively. The County Admi-
nistrative Board – the government regional ‘collective authority’ – has a 
co-ordinating role in this planning, and one of the ways in which the link 
with the municipal level is maintained is the fact that leading local poli-
ticians are members of the County Administrative Board’s management 
board. All 26 municipalities in the Stockholm region are members of the 
Stockholm County Association of Local Authorities (known is Swedish 
as KSL). The aim is to safeguard the municipalities’ mutual interests and 
to cooperate on various matters. However, efforts to extend the Board’s 
decision-making powers, including traffic matters, have failed.61
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In the Stockholm Region, decisions on major traffic developments 
are usually made outside regular planning and decision-making pro-
cedures. The government’s requirement of financial contributions 
from the municipalities in the region (and especially from the City of 
Stockholm) and from the county council are usually noticeably different 
from what is normal in most other parts of the country.62

Needless to say, there is also a series of national, regional and local 
organisations that influence Stockholm traffic policy formulation. At 
the national level, the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Traffic 
and Communications is constantly targeted by various lobby groups.63 
At the local and regional level, on several occasions relatively small but 
tactically skilful groups have succeeded in influencing traffic policies 
in critical ways – usually managing to put a stop to various projects, 
breaking down agreements made, or preventing such agreements. Po-
werful groups in the road charging debate on the pro side feature above 
all The Swedish Society for Nature Conservation, and for the antis, 
The Swedish Automobile Association and the Stockholm Chamber of 
Commerce.

Ever since the late 1960s, when the traditional support for the ex-
pansion of motor traffic melted away, it has been notoriously difficult 
to agree on a lasting strategy for the Stockholm region’s motor traffic. 
At bottom the differences between the big political parties are not all 
that great, but on so many occasions the potential agreement between 
them has been sacrificed for tactical reasons affecting elections, or 
blocked by small parties holding the balance of power.

The agony associated with road charging 
– an international phenomenon

It is not only in Stockholm that it has been difficult to introduce road 
charging in order to reduce congestion. Countless scientific articles 
discuss how it might be possible to achieve acceptance on the part of 
both the general public and politicians for this traffic-policy measure.64 
It might seem surprising that methods of influencing public opinion 
in order to introduce a specific measure should have attracted such 
interest on the part of researchers. The explanation is that for a long 
time experts in such matters have been more or less in agreement that 
road charging is the best and realistically the only practical way to 
control the ever-expanding big cities’ traffic problems. Agreement on 
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this point was reached first by economists, but now many engineers 
and other traffic experts subscribe to this view.

Traffic researchers often conclude that the beginning of discussions 
about road charging was in the 1920s, citing Arthur Pigou’s major work 
on welfare theory from 1920, and Frank Knight’s critical comments 
four years later.65 Nevertheless, it was not until the 1960s that theories 
began to be evolved referring specifically to urban traffic. This happened 
in England, with special reference to London’s increasingly problematic 
traffic situation; but there were forerunners in Washington, USA.66

What is at stake is using road pricing to create as efficient use as 
possible of accessible road space. Put simply, measures are designed to 
ensure that anybody who causes anybody else to incur losses must be 
made to pay for that. When there is congestion, every extra motorist 
inflicts on other motorists increased expense due to time delays and 
discomfort. By imposing a charge on road usage – variable according 
to the degree of congestion – traffic jams can be reduced. Anybody 
who is not enthusiastic about the car journey involved, or is least able 
to pay, will refrain from driving at that particular time. This theory 
has been developed in various ways and subjected to a wide range of 
specialist interrogation. It has also been followed up by investigations 
paying special attention to other negative effects of urban traffic, such 
as noise, air pollution, accident risk, wear and tear, and reduced use 
of public transport.

For a long time there was no example of how road charging could 
be designed and work in practice. An exception was Singapore, where 
as early as 1975 a licence was required in order to drive in the central 
areas of town in the rush hour. However, the city state of Singapore 
was – and still is – special in several ways, which has made it difficult 
to generalise on the basis of experience there. Nevertheless, it was in-
structive to have a real-life example of a system that actually worked, 
and many visitors were inspired and became enthusiastic advocates of 
the system back in their homelands.

Charges for the use of roads and bridges and tunnels are nothing 
new. What is new, however, is the aim: to reduce congestion in urban 
traffic. Toll roads and bridges, where the charges are used to pay for 
the cost of the facility, and other charges designed to raise money to 
be invested in some other traffic development, belong to a different 
category of traffic measures. Their result need not lead to the road 
network being used more effectively, or to a reduction in congestion. 
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There are also road charges intended to improve the environment, but 
not to improve traffic flow. In other words, systems can vary according 
to both aim and design.

However, the road charging genre comprises studies of all kinds 
of charging systems, and rightly so. There are significant similarities 
with regard to questions of acceptance: resistance to charging is often 
crucial. In some cases, efforts have been made to combine congestion 
systems, environmental systems and even fund-raising systems into 
one and the same design. They represent interesting cases for investi-
gation, even if they were not drawn up in accordance with the recom-
mendations of congestion theory. Another reason is no doubt the fact 
that there have been few systems aimed purely at reducing congestion 
to study. Studies have also been made of failed attempts to introduce 
road charging, such as in Edinburgh, where a referendum resulted in 
a clear ‘no’, or in states or cities where the question has been followed 
up in more detail, such as Hawaii. In other words, there are several 
reports that present more or less advanced proposals and attempts to 
introduce charging.67

A multitude of aspects of road charging has also been studied.68 One 
such aspect, as already mentioned, has been the question of accep-
tance – i.e. how one should proceed in order to maximise the chances 
of being able to introduce road charging. It is often maintained that 
the biggest obstacle in the way of introducing congestion charging or 
similar systems is the reluctance of the urban population to accept the 
measures, and also in political circles where the key question is making 
sure that a candidate is re-elected. Acceptance research is presented in 
the next section.

Understanding congestion tax
– some theoretical tolls

There are two aspects of the congestion tax trial that need to be explai-
ned above all others. The first is how a decision on this major policy 
change could be made after more than twenty years of squabbling. 
The second, which is even more sensational, is that the trial actually 
took place, and as a result the tax became a generally accepted part of 
Stockholm’s traffic policies. With the aim of trying to create deeper 
understanding of the introduction of congestion charging, in addition 
to describing what happened, we shall present and comment on theories 
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about policy changes and the implementation of politically initiated 
projects. Any reader not interested in this aim should proceed directly 
to the section on the Stockholm Trial.

Decision on a new traffic policy
The decision to introduce congestion charging meant a fundamen-
tal change of policy in Stockholm traffic politics, the third one since 
the Second World War.70 In an attempt to explain why this change, 
which had been discussed since the 1970s, was so difficult to bring 
about, we take as our starting point the traffic system’s character as a 
collective good. Urban traffic involves fundamental social dilemmas, 
i.e. conflicts between individual and short-sighted interests on the 
one side, and communal and long-sighted interests on the other. This 
fact is vital for an understanding of the conflicts spanning almost half 
a century concerning charges levied on urban motorists. We apply a 
semi-evolutionary perspective on policy processes in order to illustrate 
the constantly changing nature of traffic policy, and in particular of 
congestion charging. In a concluding analysis, after having described 
the Stockholm Trial, we investigate the conditions behind the decision 
to mount the trial, and its execution. We also compare the way the taxes 
were collected in Stockholm with the recommendations to be found in 
published literature on project handling, the implementation of political 
decisions, and methods of gaining acceptance for road charging. We 
also discuss how the trial could succeed despite the fact that it varied 
considerably from those recommendations.

Road congestion as a social dilemma
In a city and region the size of Stockholm, the network of roads and 
streets has traditionally been a general public resource, a service offering 
in principle free access to everybody – almost like lighthouses which 
benefit shipping in general, or sunsets. But use of the road network 
has not been without its rules. Especially since the advent of motorised 
traffic, regulations have multiplied and the dividing up of surfaces for 
specific purposes or types of vehicle accelerated.71 Certain usage, such as 
car-driving, also requires special qualifications. But as we all know, the 
road network is not only used for traffic. It is also of great importance 
as a framework for the urban landscape and its buildings. Streets are 
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an important social meeting place in a town, and before motorisation 
they were also common playgrounds for children and young people.

The increasing regulation has been driven by the increasingly stiff 
competition for use of the network. This is where the comparison with 
lighthouses and sunsets falls down. All three ‘services’ are collective in 
the sense that is difficult to exclude anybody from using them.72 But 
the possibilities of making use of lighthouses or enjoying the sunset 
is practically unlimited – those who make use of them do not make 
the pleasure of those who enjoy them any less. They are both examp-
les of non-competitive consumption. On the other hand, use of the 
road network involves many conflicts and examples of competitive 
consumption. Expanding and fast motor traffic in urban areas forces 
out and increases risks for other road users, and at the same time pro-
blems of noise and pollution are aggravated.73 There is also competition 
between various kinds of motor vehicles. The constant expansion of 
car and lorry traffic led in many places to the closing down of trams. 
The damage (or benefit) which the production and consumption of a 
particular utility causes for others, without them being compensated 
(or made to pay), is called negative (or positive) external effects. If 
left unregulated, the occurrence of such effects leads to an unjust and 
sometimes also ineffective dividing up of social resources. The noise, 
pollution and potential for causing accidents brought about by motor 
traffic are examples of negative external effects.74

Without congestion the competition between motorists on the road 
network is moderate. An extra motorist does not have a dramatically 
negative effect on other motorists. But motor traffic on the road net-
work in some respects is like the use of other collective resources, such 
as berries for picking, hunting, fishing, water supply and cattle grazing 
on common ground.75 When these are used beyond their capacity, 
the yield decreases and there is a threat of permanent deterioration.76 
These situations cause so-called social dilemmas: the most advanta-
geous choice for an individual in the short term – deriving as much 
as possible from the collective resource and at the same time making 
a minimal contribution to its maintenance – leads to everybody being 
worse off.77 Collective resources tend to be over-used (the commons’ 
dilemma) and hence the collective usefulness is not forthcoming, or 
there is too little of it (because those taking advantage of the usefulness 
do not contribute fully to investment and running costs – the problem 
of free passengers).78 With the road network, the main problem is that 
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it is used beyond the limits of its capacity.79 When there is congestion, 
speed is reduced dramatically, journey times are longer and vary con-
siderably from day to day. The environment is also damaged as a result 
of increased emissions, despite the fact that jams only occur for limited 
periods of time and on particular sections of road. Nevertheless, jams 
affect a large part of traffic activity in a typical urban region.80 The 
negative consequences of longer and uncertain journey times are sig-
nificant. In Stockholm the economic loss caused by congestion on the 
road network in 1998 was calculated to be 3.7 billion kronor in money 
values of the day, or 0.8 per cent of the region’s production.81

In principle there are five different ways of reacting to social dilem-
mas. The collective resources can be privatised or exposed in some 
other way to market forces. For instance, people wishing to pick ber-
ries could be required to purchase a permit, or motor vehicle journeys 
in the inner city could need a licence.82 The use of collective resources 
can also be regulated by the authorities. Or, as already happens in some 
cities, cars could only be allowed to drive through the city centre every 
other day, depending on the final figure on their registration plate. 
Thirdly, use of a collective resource could be regulated by co-operative 
solutions agreed by those who have access to the resource. An example 
of this is when fishermen reach agreement on rules governing the size 
and distribution of catches. A fourth way of getting round a social 
dilemma is to increase access to the resource in question. Examples of 
this are the fertilisation of pastureland or the expansion of the road 
network in accordance with the principle of ‘predict and provide’, i.e. 
expanding it in an effort to satisfy a predicted future demand. Finally, 
the dilemma can be handled by doing nothing at all (or too little) to 
save the resource. An example of this is the way in which, despite war-
nings, cod was fished to extinction off Newfoundland. But of course 
it can also happen that a resource loses its value and hence ceases to 
be over-exploited.

The solutions normally discussed in the literature on social dilem-
mas are: the market and the hierarchy.83 In recent decades, however, a 
third possibility has attracted increased attention, namely: co-operative 
solutions which have been investigated by the American political sci-
entist Elinor Ostrom. Together with colleagues, she has researched the 
conditions required for this type of solution, and demonstrated how 
widespread self-organisation is throughout the world.84 Urban traffic is 
frequently mentioned as an example of a social dilemma, but it hardly 
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ever occurs in empirical studies of this phenomenon. Even rarer are 
reports of cases where the dilemma within urban traffic is solved by 
co-operative agreements. The explanation is probably that the factors 
found to favour the achieving of such solutions are almost entirely absent 
in the area of urban traffic. Among what is needed are knowledge of 
and agreement about how traffic works, a pragmatic approach, shared 
trust between motorists and stability in the group of users. But urban 
traffic seems to encourage a selfish approach to action.85

The policy that has dominated Swedish urban traffic politics is ‘pre-
dict and provide’, especially during the years 1950–1970. Politicians 
have quite simply tried to extend capacity to cope with the predicted 
maximum traffic flow (which normally occurs during the morning rush 
hour) in order to ease or completely exclude congestion and queues in 
the road network. This method has led to widespread road-building and 
over-capacity in large parts of the network and for a large portion of 
the time, despite the fact that congestion still occurs or returns shortly 
after expansion.86 So this strategy has been unable to offer a solution to 
the social dilemma of road congestion. Moreover, widespread opposi-
tion to further road-building in urban areas, especially after 1970, has 
got in the way of several projects. The reality has been that for several 
decades, out of necessity, the dominant policy has been ‘laissez-faire’ 
– in other words, doing nothing at all – supplemented by some new 
road-building whenever the opposition could be overcome: but on the 
whole new road-building has been on a scale far below what would 
be needed for predicted traffic levels. As has been discussed since the 
early 1970s, allowing market forces to influence demand in the road 
network has only been tried in exceptional cases, despite the fact that 
doing so is strongly favoured by traffic researchers.

In a way, speaking of a market solution for collective utilities is a 
contradiction in terms, since they are characterised by the difficulty of 
excluding users. Nevertheless, these difficulties can usually be overcome, 
even if in many cases the cost is disproportionately high.87 An important 
tactic in the struggle to introduce road charging in Stockholm has been 
to raise or lower costs in order to adjust parts of the road network to 
market conditions. It proved to be technically possible, thanks to the 
electronic systems used, to change the collective resource that is the 
road network into a chargeable utility – in Stockholm’s case with state 
‘ownership’ via the right to levy taxes.

The selfishness that seems to have been encouraged by the organisation 
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of urban traffic, and which made co-operative solutions for its various 
social dilemmas impossible, leads also to powerful opposition to the 
introduction of market principles into the road network.88 Many oppo-
nents also express serious doubts about whether road charging would 
in practice alleviate congestion and traffic jams: it is impossible to pass 
judgement on this until this solution has been tested in practice.

A co-operative solution is improbable, and the laissez-faire attitude 
leads to problems with accessibility, environment and economic growth. 
Continued expansion of the road network can produce a temporary al-
leviation, but the consequence is often that the dilemma is still there on 
an even larger scale and at a higher level of traffic density. Introducing 
regulations to eliminate congestion is possible in principle, but difficult 
to achieve with sufficient precision and flexibility.89 But road pricing 
has considerable potential for neatly solving the congestion dilemma of 
motor traffic, and simultaneously producing recompense for the negative 
external effects of urban traffic. The special interest organisations that 
have fought to preserve free access to the road network are an obstacle in 
the way of that achievement which will be difficult to overcome.

The dynamics of policy change

[W]e still lack theories of policymaking in contemporary society.90

Like other areas of politics, traffic politics are characterised by a con-
stant stream, varying in strength, of proposals and lobbying about the 
formulation of problems, solutions and discourses.91 In other words, 
various areas of policy are constantly being adjusted; but in spite of 
that, a policy is normally stable and only changes slightly from one 
year to the next. But occasionally there are dramatic shifts. This pat-
tern of relatively long periods of stability giving way to shorter periods 
with big changes is well documented and cannot simply be dismissed 
as coincidence.92 There have been many attempts to explain the varia-
tions between stability and change, and the English political scientist 
Peter John points out five active mechanisms. He also discusses three 
theoretical approaches which combine these mechanisms, and brings 
the approaches together in a semi-evolutionary interpretation of policy 
streams.93 The five mechanisms are: institutional circumstances, socio-
economic changes, strategic action, networks and ideas.
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Institutional circumstances means formal structures and within them 
set norms that can influence the way in which a policy is formed and 
carried through, usually in the direction of the status quo, but in ex-
ceptional cases the change might be coincidentally advantageous.94

Socio-economic changes have the ability to send shock waves through 
the political system. The foundations of an established policy mono-
poly can be disturbed and the balance between constituent parts can 
be lost.95

Interested parties within a political area act strategically in relation 
to institutional circumstances and the rules of the game determined 
by them. Their choice of whether to cooperate or compete with one 
another is affected by this and has great significance for how collective 
action problems such as social dilemmas can be handled.96

The networks of interested parties, decision-makers and administra-
tors that exist inside every political area affects its stability and potential 
for change. Long-term relationships and close contacts increase the 
possibility of maintaining the status quo. But since a network acts as 
an arena for communication, it also makes it easier to change matters 
in times of crisis.

The very extensive production of ideas about how problems should 
be formulated and solved, and in which framework of understanding 
or discourse they should be comprehended, has a certain independent 
influence on how policies are shaped. Thanks to the abundance of 
ideas, with various interest groups, lobby organisations and brainstor-
ming sessions that are constantly bombarding the executive system, 
there is a large reservoir of ideas that can be relatively ownerless and 
possible to fit into new contexts. What ideas are available at times of 
critical conflict in an area of policy, or when a prevalent monopoly 
has broken down, affects whether and in that case which new turn 
the policy might take. There have always been supporters of road 
charging in all the political parties, even if the strength and extent 
of that support has varied over time, as have also suggestions about 
what form it should take.

However, none of these five mechanisms in itself can explain the 
stability and variability of a political area. John therefore presents three 
theoretical approaches which combine these mechanisms in different 
ways. They are called multiple policy streams (MPS), punctuated-
equilibrium theory (PET) and advocacy coalition framework (ACF). 
All three place the ideas at the centre: which of these are taken up or 
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ignored, i.e. are selected, is analysed as the result of a complex interplay 
with the other factors.97

Multiple policy streams is based on the perception that there is a 
continuous flow of three areas that are alleged to be independent of 
each other: problem formulations, solutions (i.e. policy proposals) and 
political circumstances. When there is a correspondence between these 
three factors, a window of opportunity opens, often only very briefly, 
which increases the chances of a policy shift. It is assumed that such a 
shift does not take place automatically, but that political entrepreneurs 
identify an opportunity and act accordingly. Among other things, it 
depends upon their skill whether or not the previous policy monopoly 
can be replaced by a new one. Ideas are not unambiguously decided 
upon by interested parties, but according to this approach there is a 
random aspect in the production of ideas. Institutional circumstances 
are important for dictating which changes can be brought about, as are 
trends in the electorate and the various activities of lobby groups.98

Punctuated-equilibrium is based on the circumstances described 
above, indicating that in practically all areas of politics, dramatic shifts 
occur in the rate of change, from long periods of stability to brief inter-
vals of fundamental reorientation.99 The theory is about what patterns 
policy changes adhere to, not about when an isolated major change 
takes place, or what it entails.100 Stability and change are explained by 
the same forces: interplay between institutions, interested parties, socio-
economic factors, individual actors (both people and organisations) 
and ideas. Interested parties, and sections of the bureaucracy coopera-
ting with them can institutionalise a policy, and in so doing stabilise a 
policy monopoly which also tends to be supported by the media and 
public opinion. But in certain circumstances the political agenda can 
change very quickly, mutual understanding can be shattered and a new 
monopoly can come into being.101 Political entrepreneurs are assumed 
to play an important role by formulating alternative policies and being 
precursors. The media are also of central importance here: their policy 
before a policy switch had been relatively sporadic and positive, but now 
they pay intensive and negative attention.102 Major change is described 
in terms of positive feedback: when a new idea has clearly got the bet-
ter of its competitors, more and more supporters join the bandwagon 
and it becomes impossible to stop. The reason for an idea beginning to 
take precedence over others can either be dramatic changes in society 
in general, or new ‘internal’ changes in the balance of power, such as 
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shifts in political majorities.103 One way of expressing the resistance to 
change in policy-making situations is to talk about friction:

Policy-making institutions seem to add friction to the process of trans-
lating inputs into policy outputs. This friction acts to delay action on 
issues until enough pressure develops to overcome this institutional 
resistance.104

The theory has recently been developed further and taken on a more 
general approach, focusing on the handling of information in making 
political decisions.105

Advocacy coalition framework does not assume that there is a mono-
poly situation in various political areas; rather, it is assumed that there 
is a constant battle being fought by a limited number of competing 
coalitions. These are formed to keep a watch on and take advantage 
of certain interests. When the ruling coalition can no longer give one 
or several of the constituent parts what they want, a new dominant 
coalition may emerge – sometimes for purely tactical reasons. The 
approach combines ideas and networks in the analysis of policy, and 
regards developments in political segments as driven, and in some cases 
reshaped, by the effect of major socio-economic changes. The networks 
in this case are regarded as broader than in many other political analyses. 
They also include experts, researchers, independent opinion-formers 
and journalists who involve themselves in the political arena. In recent 
times this approach has been modified so that internal shocks in the 
political system and negotiated agreements are also seen as capable of 
resulting in comprehensive policy changes.106 But basically, the ideas of 
those taking part in the policy-forming process are very stable, which 
makes it very difficult to bring about change. In this approach, the 
primary interest is in studying changes in opinion and shifts in policy 
over several decades.

In an attempt to summarise these approaches within an evolutio-
nary understanding framework, both ideas and, in the implementation 
phase, practice are seen as units that are objects for selection.107 These 
require human ‘carriers’, i.e. persons and organisations who are active 
in influencing matters, and for their part link ideas and practice to 
their interests. Policy is decided through a constant selection of ideas 
of which some are accepted and others rejected. This selection hap-
pens as a result of an intricate interaction and competition that takes 
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place in circumstances where institutional, network-dependent and 
socio-economic conditions as well as the strategic actions of those in-
volved all interact. The result of this selection is not given in advance 
and is thus to some extent random. Ideas and practice can be seen as 
comprising various elements that can ‘mutate’ by means of a random 
trial-and-error process or by new combinations. The course of every 
individual attempt to drive through a political idea can look like a 
consciously controlled process; but when they are regarded as a series 
of attempts, the selection process emerges as stochastic in which some 
have been lucky enough to combine ideas and strategy in such a way 
that the policy could be realised at that point in time, while most have 
failed to do so.108 The more attempts that are made, and the more the 
strategies used vary, the greater the chance of a new idea and practice 
taking root.

Changed strategies can influence the rules of the selection game by 
such things as coupling them together with other power plays. The 
possibilities of change are also greater if there are many political moves 
afoot which from the point of view of power are relatively independent 
of each other, in which new ideas and new practice can struggle together 
to overcome the selection obstacles. Succeeding means that there is a 
chance, but provides no guarantee that a new policy that actually works 
can be established. But if that does happen, it sets an example and opens 
up the possibility of spreading into other political arenas.109

Unlike biological evolution, social evolution is affected by actions 
with a specific aim in mind, and by the fact that acquired behaviour 
can be passed on from generation to generation.110 What characterises 
an evolutionary understanding of social, including policy, change is 
that it

•	 is understood as procedural, continual and driven by a complex and 
variable series of factors

•	 is strongly influenced by selective processes where both institutional 
circumstances and strategic actions are at work

•	 presupposes a comprehensive adaptation of new policy approaches 
in order to have a chance of surviving

•	 is dictated by both random circumstances and path dependency.111

According to another proposal in the same spirit, some form of mutation 
and selection must affect the make-up and functions of a population, 
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e.g. the set-up of policy-ideas, if it is to be regarded as evolutionary.112 
Mutation can take place as a result of varying series of factors under the 
first point above, and the random circumstances in the fourth one.

The claim made in the quotation at the beginning of this section, 
that there are as yet no good theories with regard to the policy process, 
has not been affected by this exposition. The causal mechanisms are all 
too unspecific and poorly researched for that. But several interesting 
hypotheses have been winkled out, and the evolutionary approach 
appears to be capable of development, not least in the area of traffic 
politics.113

Implementation of the congestion-charging project
The introduction of congestion or environmental charging in Stockholm, 
as in other cities, can be described as an implementation of a special 
type of politically initiated projects. Therefore knowledge from the three 
research branches presented below can serve as the starting point for the 
analysis of the Stockholm project: very general project research, more 
specific research into the realisation of politically initiated projects, and 
finally the very specific studies of the traffic-political measures taken to 
introduce road charging that stress the acceptance question.

Recipe for successful projects?
The Stockholm Trial – and the introduction of congestion charging as 
a part of it – fits in well with what is generally described as a typical 
project, i.e. an activity in addition to routine administration, limited in 
time, with special resources, unique and aimed at producing a specific 
outcome.114 The literature on how projects should be designed in or-
der to be successful is very comprehensive. A significant proportion of 
project literature is written from the perspective of practitioners’ own 
experience, and the ground rules are more rarely subjected to systematic 
studies. But the empirical investigations that have been carried out, 
and whose results are presented below, contain interesting results that 
are often in agreement, despite the fact that the projects discussed are 
somewhat different in character and have varying criteria for success. 
There is broad agreement, however, on the appointment of a project 
manager with full responsibility for the outcome. Success or failure 
are often explained by the manager’s skill, and by the techniques and 
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procedures used.115 This distinguishes them, always assuming that this 
characteristic can be acknowledged as relevant, from the Stockholm Trial, 
where responsibility was in the hands of several different managers and 
can therefore be described as a series of relatively independent projects 
which were nevertheless highly dependent on one another.

One of the specifications that the project literature clearly stresses 
is that the attitude to a project – to what extent those running it are 
committed and are in agreement concerning what the project is all 
about – is vital for its success.116 Certain differences of opinion are 
often presented as a healthy element, which can lead to more careful 
consideration and better decisions. But there is a danger of too many 
different attitudes. All organisations resist change. It is therefore ne-
cessary to make an active effort to remove such defensive reactions if 
change is going to be achieved. Open opposition or reduced priority 
in key groups tend to lead to delays, and there is a risk that the project 
will never get off the ground.117 It is maintained that if a strategic plan 
is to be carried out successfully, there must be a driving force. In cer-
tain cases this can be a person, an advocate often in a relatively senior 
position in the organisation. One of the most important tasks for such 
an agent of change is to form and guide the planning process and to 
sell the strategy, i.e. to convince all and sundry to commit themselves 
to carrying it through. Involving as many people concerned as pos-
sible at an early stage is claimed to promote success, but the project 
can collapse if the assignment is not sufficiently well specified. Key 
persons in the organisation must know what they need to do in order 
to succeed.118

In some of the studies, careful planning of the various stages of 
implementation has proved to be propitious for projects, especially 
when there is a shortage of time. Also important is a carefully formu-
lated description of tasks in hand, and sensitive communication with 
all parties involved, as is support from top management, successful 
recruitment of personnel, and not least the ability to deal with un-
expected crises and unexpected snags.119 The importance of precision 
and having plenty of time available has been questioned, however, as 
will be seen below.

A list of recipes for success, presented in an analysis of the literature, 
which is critical of conventional text-book knowledge, is due to the 
difference between the descriptions made by the people responsible for 
the project, and what actually happens. Big differences between these 
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two aspects have been alleged.120 According to this research, among 
the things that assist the efficiency of a project are the abandoning of 
structures, routines and activities currently in place; recruiting a guru 
to a leading post and young, keen and easily enthused colleagues; a 
description of the project as something unique with attractive, vague 
and possibly unrealistic goals; adaptation of the project description 
according to what is wanted, preferably in such a way that it appears 
to be the solution for many problems; no detailed planning but a de-
scription of the project in a way that is one-sidedly positive – preferably 
at the expense of other activities.12 This research suggests that trying 
to live up to the ideal concerning the details of the project can make 
it impossible to work smoothly and easily.122

A collaborative and coordinated structure that works inside the pro-
ject, allowing for the possibility of rapidly changing the relationship 
between its various parts, has proved to be vital for the result.123 Known 
as the linking logic of the project, it can be attained more easily by the 
management making sure that it establishes various types of arenas for 
meetings. A basic question is to what extent the various parts and phases 
of a project should be linked or separated.124 Whichever is suitable is 
considered to depend on the character of the project. If the tasks and 
phases are easy to demarcate, separation might be appropriate, but if 
they merge into one another, linking might be a better bet. Furthering 
processes in parallel is often necessary in projects where time is pres-
sing, and then it can be necessary to use linking sparingly so as not to 
delay the course of events.125

As we have already seen, a project is dependent upon its environ-
ment in various ways. Creating arenas where support for the project 
can develop and remaining open to external injections can be vital to 
the chances of success. External expertise can have crucial influence 
on the development of ideas.126 In somewhat larger projects leadership 
is often divided between several persons with different roles, even if 
in theory there is only one project leader.127 What to do and how the 
work should be carried out is always to some extent an open question. 
Shortage of time is nearly always characteristic for projects and some 
authors believe that it is advantageous to have strict deadlines. This can 
bring about a crisis mentality which has a positive effect on creativity, 
fresh ideas and efficiency, due among other things to an increased wil-
lingness to cooperate.128 But other authors have found that work on 
projects can benefit from not being exposed to time pressure.129



congestion taxes in city traffic

44

In order to mobilise external support, there is a tendency in pro-
jects to exaggerate what can be achieved, how fast things will proceed 
and how cheap it will be. By setting the aims high, colleagues and 
subcontractors are spurred to make greater efforts, and as a result of 
mobilisation and crisis awareness, the result can be better than it would 
otherwise have been.

There are often ulterior motives on the part of the employer or 
other interested parties, which is usually problematical. It results in 
conflicting pronouncements and makes it difficult to assess results.130 
Just as important as grasping the fundamental idea of the project is to 
organise it so that errors can be detected and taken care of.

The crucial role played by the entrepreneur or system designer for the 
development of big technical systems has been stressed by the technical 
historian Thomas Hughes. In his analyses of electrification in New York, 
Chicago, London and Berlin and a series of other systems in the USA 
during the period 1870–1970, he demonstrates how single-minded 
and visionary men have striven to create, control and expand systems, 
to continually extend their limits. In his studies he also describes how 
they spread their visions, making it possible to mobilise vast resour-
ces in order to carry out the projects.131 With this technical-historical 
approach it is clear how unthinkable it would be to realise large-scale 
projects without single-minded and visionary leadership, be it a single 
person or a group, to drive the process forward and keep an eye on all 
the threats that constantly line the paths of major projects. In a later 
work describing American post-war projects in both the military and 
social sectors, Hughes demonstrates how these system designers must 
have different types of skills depending on the individual project con-
cerned. Not surprisingly it transpires that the methods used in military 
projects, in which it is possible to exercise greater control, did not work 
well in civilian projects, where public opinion has to be taken into ac-
count, as does a broader spectrum of power groups. A clear example 
of this is Boston’s Central Artery Tunnel – or the Big Dig, as it is also 
known. In this mammoth project, which involved building a large mo-
torway in a tunnel under central parts of Boston, very comprehensive 
and skilled work was needed to create a sufficient consensus in a city 
and at a time which had recently experienced very forceful and very 
effective protests at continued motorway expansion.132

In an article based on a comparison between the history of two pro-
jects, but which also contains a comprehensive survey of the literature, 
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the perspective is broadened to look at projects in general and their 
success. The thesis is that no project can be understood as an isolated 
island. On the contrary, the chances of success in all projects depend 
on both the historical and contemporary context in which they take 
place.133 To be more specific, it is a matter of analysing the project in 
the context of experiences from earlier activities, the political situation 
in the phase before the project begins, parallel courses of events during 
the time the project takes place, ideas about what will happen after 
the project has finished, and values and routines in the organisational 
environments in which the project takes place.134

Studies which regard a project as an isolated island suffer from two 
shortcomings. In the first place the fact that a project is closely linked 
to its organisational environments is overlooked. As the resources for 
a project are often the result of negotiations between the project leader 
and influential people round about, the outcome can depend more 
on this than on the leader’s skill at managing the project itself. In the 
second place, the time perspective is too brief. Projects may seem to be 
unique, but put into a longer time frame they can prove to be one in a 
long line of recurring projects. In repetitive projects, in which several 
colleagues have previous experience, it can be this collected knowledge 
that decides the degree of success.135

The attempt to understand projects as a rational activity possible to 
control has been approached from an evolutionary perspective where 
it is claimed that, instead, it is the projects that control both project 
leaders and everybody else involved. This happens because a series of 
impressions of what the project is and ought to be is communicated, 
mutates and is selected. These happenings in turn drive the project 
leader, all colleagues working on the project, and through them the 
whole project as well.136

Conclusions regarding project-research
Previous research has analysed projects primarily on the basis of their 
inherent qualities. More recent results stress the importance of social 
factors affecting those taking part and organisations affected by the 
project, and most of all the significance of the context.137 There is good 
reason to question the conventional picture of projects as unique and 
distinctly separate from routine administration. It seems there is always 
a close interplay between projects and ongoing activities, and even the 
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most unique projects consist mainly of standardised routines and tested 
techniques in new combinations. A certain degree of flexibility and being 
prepared to confront unexpected situations is considered preferable, 
while elaborate and rigid detailed planning can be risky. Flexibility can 
be encouraged by arranging meeting places for those working on the 
project, and a readiness to cope with external influences.

One conclusion is that projects with high prestige, great expectations, 
strong legitimacy, and the ability to be classed as unique (even if they are 
not) have good chances of succeeding, not least because such qualities 
create energy among colleagues working on them, and enthusiasm in the 
surroundings. Prestige and legitimacy are social phenomena that can be 
influenced. An effective project leader therefore makes an effort to ‘sell’ 
and anchor the project both internally and externally. Establishing an 
image of a project that is incredibly significant, technically interesting 
and strategically important for a possible mother organisation and the 
surroundings in general is usually a recipe for success. As the perception 
of a project is so important for its success, any contentious action taken 
should be thought about carefully in order to avoid making enemies 
as far as possible.138

A methodological recommendation about how projects should be 
studied is: extend the time-scale, include both the previous history of 
the project, i.e. what led up to it and what resources were made avai-
lable to it, and investigate how well the project fits into the established 
norms and values of the surroundings.139 These are principles that have 
been adopted in this study.

Implementation of political decisions and programmes

Policy does not implement itself140

The agreement to conduct a trial applying congestion charges in Stock-
holm can be regarded as a political decision, even if it did not have 
any legal consequences.141 There is a separate genre in political science 
research dealing with the realisation of political decisions – so-called 
implementation research. It comes to grips with problems caused when 
a decision is not implemented in the way the decision-makers inten-
ded.142 Based in democratic theory, it is assumed that public services 
should carry out what elected politicians tell them to do; but at the 
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same time it is acknowledged that doing so is not without complications 
and reservations. For instance, decisions can be badly formulated and 
risk having unforeseen and undesired consequences. Technical experts, 
lawyers and other specialists can point out solutions that will not work 
in practice, and decisions that are not in accordance with the law. Thus, 
the reluctance of officials to put into practice political decisions might 
be soundly based. Public administrators should therefore have a certain 
degree of freedom of action. According to the constitution, authorities 
and law courts should refuse to act if a decision has not been made 
on a formally correct basis or if it is in conflict with so-called higher 
authority, i.e. is out of step with the constitution.143

Implementation research brings to the fore the question of whether it 
is the contents of political decisions, i.e. what means should be used, or 
the formulated aims that ought to be the authorities’ guiding principle.144 
One reason for the difficulty of implementing a political decision can be 
its lack of clarity. For instance, the decision could be primarily a means of 
concealing unresolved conflicts. It might have been reached for symbolic 
or tactical reasons, and never intended to be realised.145

To begin with, implementation research tended to be critical. It expo-
sed rationally based fallacies about how politics and reform worked. The 
idea that the policy process’s sequential progress from the articulation 
and mutual compromise of interests via political decisions and their 
execution could be shown to be an illusion.146 Case studies concentra-
ted primarily on failures, and there is still a lack of comparative studies 
between such cases and more successful implementation.147

But even if a strict sequential flow never happens, for particular is-
sues it can nevertheless be appropriate to try to distinguish between 
decision and implementation. Passing from one stage to the next is a 
way of expressing the rules and norms for how a policy should take 
the step from idea to action, and can serve as a hypothesis for a limited 
period whose degree of validity must be examined empirically in every 
individual case.148

A political decision generally requires a whole series of subsequent 
decisions while it is being realised. Nor is the division of roles unequi-
vocal between politicians as decision-makers and officials as implemen-
ters. In many contexts politicians take part in the realisation process, 
not least in local councils.149 Officials also make decisions of a political 
nature. A series of judgements that have to be made by officials while 
implementation is taking place are far from politically innocent.150
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There are two ways of approaching studies of implementation pro-
blems. One is to start ‘from the top’ with the decision in question, and 
from there try to deduce the effects on the sphere the policy is aiming 
at, and sometimes also in other areas (so-called bi-effects, both foreseen 
and unexpected). This is known as the top-down approach. The other 
is to start ‘from the bottom’ in the sphere aimed at, and investigate in 
what way it is changed or stabilised in order to judge just how big a 
role the political decision in question – the processes it has set in mo-
tion – has had compared with other influences. This is the bottom up 
approach.151 Which approach to take depends on the type of questions 
being asked, and there is nothing to stop them being combined.152

Within this genre, as within project research, good advice has been 
given, despite the original criticism. According to what is advised, 
implementation is facilitated if direct control is unambiguous, the or-
ganisational structure uncomplicated with as few authorities involved 
as possible, and with a minimum of stages and levels. The division of 
responsibility should be clear and make it possible for those responsible 
to intervene and solve any unexpected problems that occur. Sufficient 
time and other resources are other recommendations. It should be 
possible to control and check the implementation, and external actors 
should be prevented from disturbing its progress and, not least im-
portant, the manager responsible should understand the decision and 
also both want to and be able to implement it.153

According to implementation research, it is important that the po-
licy is supported by those responsible for implementing the decision. 
Allowing them to be involved, even when it is being formed, has been 
found to increase motivation and hence the chances of success. Bearing 
in mind the strength of the administrative apparatus, the relationship 
between decision-makers and implementers should be regarded as a 
negotiation rather than as an issuing of orders.154 It has emerged that 
persons working to implement political decisions can become very 
enthusiastically involved – far beyond what can be formally required 
of an employee, and something which is not unusual in other types of 
project as well. The desire to become involved, to learn how to solve 
very complicated problems in difficult circumstances (e.g. time pres-
sure, lack of information and political directives difficult to interpret) 
can often be a prerequisite for a political decision to lead to action.155

But it is not only the bureaucrats and officials who need to be won 
over in favour of the policy. Its implementation can also be threatened 
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by an environment that objects to decisions already made. The position 
becomes particularly sensitive if the decision has to be implemented 
with the cooperation of outsiders:

All stakeholders must believe it is ‘their’ problem and they must have a 
role to play in the partnership, with whether policy ownership should 
reside at national or local levels.156

One of the biggest elements of uncertainty affecting implementation 
is reactions from the general public and special interest groups. The 
pressure to undermine or shelve political decisions sometimes builds 
up to unexpected strength. It is quite common for special lobbyists 
and campaigns to be driven by the mass media.157 Ultimately it is all 
about power. What is regarded as relevant knowledge and rationality in 
a decision-making process is the result of current power relationships 
that permeate the basis of the decision and influence what expertise can 
be called upon as support for political decisions. The power struggle 
also manifests itself in arguments over which truth and version of reality 
can be accepted as ‘correct’, ‘relevant’ and ‘true’. The media image is an 
important factor, but also the predominant perspective in organisations 
responsible for planning, decision-making and implementation.158 Rea-
lising a political decision is made easier if acceptance can be increased 
among all those involved, both formally responsible organisations and 
various interested parties. A skilfully run marketing campaign and ma-
nagement of the media can be a crucial part of implementation. But 
to achieve complete acceptance is not possible with all decisions. It is 
therefore important to continually identify, reflect on and handle the 
power struggles that keep cropping up and raging all the time.

It is often big and complex organisations, frequently several of them in 
combination, which are given the task of realising political decisions and 
programmes.159 A source of implementation problems often identified 
is that such organisations are generally slow-moving.160 The dilatoriness 
can be explained by the fact that the way they work is governed by ing-
rained working routines determined by their organisational culture. If 
the political decisions are in conflict with the interests, identity, culture, 
values or interpretation of reality that are strong inside the organisation, 
it will resist. As mentioned above, in certain cases resistance might be 
due to factual or legal considerations, but it can also take the form of 
obstruction, or perhaps in unintentionally too narrowly defined ex-
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pert knowledge, where deep-rooted traditions prevent individuals and 
groups of professionals or administrators from expanding their com-
petence and their perspectives.161 In complex organisations, adapting 
to political demands sometimes happens as a result of high-ranking 
officials rallying round in support of the decision made, but without 
changing normal daily work practices. This circumstance can easily be 
detected by a ‘bottom up perspective’: how is the aim affected by the 
implementers’ actions, i.e. by the implementation structure?

Realisation of the fact that organisations are sluggish and almost always 
resist changes has led decision-makers to believe that implementing a 
new policy might demand the temporary or permanent creation of a 
new organisation. To a certain extent a new organisation can shake off 
the dominant rules and structures within the established administra-
tion.162 The main task for a new organisation is to understand how the 
new policy can be implemented. In such an organisation there is no 
old territory to be defended. This fact has been found to improve the 
willingness to cooperate and the will to accept new challenges, and at 
the same time the reluctance to learn anything new is less.162

Another way of reducing resistance and the risk of unforeseen ef-
fects undermining the policy is to conduct experiments, i.e. to try out 
a new policy as a trial or on a limited scale. Doing that can also test the 
public administration’s capacity for driving through desired changes, 
and the effects of failure can be limited.164

The question as to whether implementations are successful or not has 
put other important aspects in the shade. Such as how the ‘executor’ 
proceeds in order to transform policy formulations into actions, and 
into outcomes for society. Needless to say, it is not merely a question 
of will within the administration and among officials. It is just as much 
a matter of knowledge. Despite what frequently happens, it can not 
be taken for granted that within a public organisation there is enough 
knowledge and skill to carry out, on its own or with the assistance of 
entrepreneurs, a reform which might involve creating something that 
has never been tried before. As already mentioned, an important recipe 
for success is to enthuse the ‘implementers’. But hardly any attention at 
all has been paid to how these implementers should go about putting 
the policy into operation, and what knowledge and skills are required 
in order to do so. Against that background it has been pointed out 
that there is no teaching/learning perspective on the implementation of 
political decisions, i.e. how organisations accumulate knowledge from 
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previous implementations and acquire new knowledge.165 In order to 
make the desired transition from policy formulation to implementation, 
the actors must learn how to solve a whole series of weighty practical 
problems which little by little complete and modify the often contra-
dictory policy instructions. In order to acquire knowledge about this 
process, a different type of study from those carried out already is re-
quired – studies that are more meticulous, long-term and concentrating 
on processes, perhaps with ethnographic emphasis.166

Conclusions regarding implementation research
The implementation of political programmes and decisions is more 
often successful than the literature suggests. Protests from the general 
public and organised interests are the biggest threat to the realisation 
of political decisions, and the chances of success increase if the policy 
is considered to be legitimate. That is why it is important to use the 
media and information channels to strengthen the positive image of 
the policy. Excluding from the implementation process those who have 
not been won over to the cause improves the chances of success. In 
certain cases, when resistance from administrators is strong, it might be 
necessary to create a new organisation. Enthusiastic and devoted col-
leagues is a crucial factor, according to research in that area. One way 
of increasing enthusiasm is to allow those charged with implementing 
the policy to take part in the planning of how to proceed, and to make 
sure that sufficient expertise is available in-house, or can be bought 
in.167 Sufficient access to other resources such as time and finance are 
critical parameters. Increased clarity in the decisions is urged by several 
researchers, but it can be asked if some room for varying interpretations 
might be preferable, in view of the fact that implementation will have 
to be adjusted to deal with the problems that keep arising: an all too 
precise and rigid decision can put implementation at risk, as is pointed 
out in project research. But there is nothing to say against the orga-
nisation being simple and the division of responsibilities so clear-cut 
that it is possible to intervene and put matters right when something 
is on the way to going wrong. According to some researchers, one way 
of increasing the chances of successful implementation of controversial 
programmes is to conduct trials and experiments.
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Acceptance of and aversion to road charging
The willingness of the general public and leading politicians to accept 
road charging has proved to be due to a series of different factors: how 
the system is designed, how important its aim is perceived to be, how 
many people are affected and what alternatives there are to using a car. 
But the process through which the proposal is worked out, launched 
and decided upon is also significant, as is the moulding of public opi-
nion and personal circumstances such as an individual’s values and 
travelling habits. What influences an individual person’s attitude can 
be part of the basis for how a system should be designed in order to 
have the maximum chances of being accepted.

Opponents and supporters – what differentiates them?
The extensive psychological and economic research into which personal 
qualities are of most significance for a person’s attitude to road char-
ging and other restrictive measures produce a relatively complicated 
and somewhat contradictory picture.168 Some of the divergences are 
probably due to the countries and cities that have been investigated, 
to the fact that different investigatory methods have been used, that 
the charges studied have varied and that acceptance has been defined 
in different ways. Nevertheless, patterns can be discerned that recur 
in many of the studies.

If the inhabitants of a city are asked outright if they want to see road 
charging introduced, the response from the majority is almost always 
no, even if the level of traffic problems – or perhaps rather, how bad 
they are perceived to be – affects the outcome.169 It is hardly surprising 
that only a minority want to pay for something that used to be free. 
Uncertainty about how a charging system would work, and a general 
resistance to changing one’s daily routines and to authorities and taxes 
in general are other explanations for the negative attitude.170

Psychological factors have proved to play a strikingly big role for the 
attitude of the public at large.171 Social norms, i.e. how people perceive 
the predominant significance of their immediate social environment, have 
a strong influence.172 If the proposed measure is considered to be fair, 
and if people think the intended effect can be achieved and that charge 
evaders can be caught and punished, support increases.173 If the way in 
which the process is introduced seems to be legitimate, this also helps 
to attract support from the general public. The extent to which a person 



53

fabulous success or insidious fiasco

thinks he or she will be affected influences their attitude towards road 
charging, but whether or not there seems to be advantages for society as 
a whole in the arrangement can play a role.174 Other influential factors 
are the possibility or even actual experience of restrictions on personal 
freedom and one’s relationship with one’s car, and also how much a 
person knows about traffic problems.175 The availability of alternative 
means of travel reduced the opposition of car drivers. Another factor 
that increases acceptance is having to undertake long journeys every 
working day.176 Those who understand the purpose of the charges and 
agree with it not surprisingly tend to support charging.

The tendency to support road charges is influenced negatively if you 
are a car owner or hold a driving licence, although car owners who 
believe that improving the urban environment and making room for 
cyclists are important goals – i.e. if your attitude is in favour of social 
progress rather than self-interest – are more positively disposed towards 
road charging.177

Acceptance research also shows that psychological factors and social 
norms are more important than socio-economic qualities. This is inte-
resting since it indicates that there is considerable scope for influencing 
opinions. Credibility and the ability to get the message across play 
important roles in the struggle to attract sympathisers. It is especially 
important to be clear about the aim of the policy, and to inform people 
what the consequences will be for everybody – not least important is to 
describe what alternative courses of action are possible after the arrival 
of road charging and possibly expanded public transport. The conse-
quences for the fairer distribution of wealth among different groups in 
society should be explained, since unfairness is often mentioned as an 
argument against road charging, even by people who do not otherwise 
argue in such terms.

What affects the attitudes of politicians?
Politicians, especially those with a special interest in traffic policies, are 
almost certain to be better informed about road charges than the average 
citizen, and can therefore be assumed to be more favourably disposed 
towards this measure. However, there are several examples of political 
parties and party representatives who are significantly more positive 
about the principle than about concrete proposals. They naturally 
have to weigh up the interests of various groups and decide whether 
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to prioritise justice, the environment or financial aims. But politicians 
also have what are sometimes called egoistic aims which can come 
into conflict with collective interests. They want to be re-elected and 
receive general respect for their policies and their roles as politicians. 
That makes it difficult to support road charging, which arouses such 
strong opposition among the electorate before it has been tried. Political 
parties are often prepared to use this opposition tactically for electoral 
purposes, even when they have been more or less in agreement with 
other parties on this measure, and individuals may have been positively 
disposed to charging in principle.178

The design, aims and implementation of the system
One conclusion drawn by acceptance research is that in order to succeed, 
a road charging system must satisfy two criteria. It must be designed to 
produce the desired effects, and it must also achieve a certain degree of 
political legitimacy if it is to be introduced and maintained. These two 
principles are to some extent contradictory. The system best suited to 
harmonise with the theory of marginal price-setting, i.e. which leads 
to the road network being used in the best possible way in relation to 
the traffic’s national economic costs, requires the comprehensive regist-
ration of traffic movements. It can therefore come into conflict with 
citizens’ demands for integrity and also tends to be complicated, hence 
difficult to understand. That leads to difficulties in achieving legitimacy, 
and it is always necessary to compromise in order to make the system 
acceptable to public opinion.179 Systems that are simple and easy to 
understand are accepted to a greater degree than complicated ones. But 
at the same time they must be credible, i.e. it has to be probable that 
the stated aims can be achieved. Too simple a system is bound to be 
something of a blunt instrument when it comes to fulfilling its goals, 
which sometimes leads to its losing credibility.180

If the aim is to increase acceptance, researchers are unanimous in 
recommending that package solutions must be both restrictive – such 
as introducing road charging – and also expand current services – e.g. 
improve public transport.181 This can be described as a compensatory 
strategy. Urban traffic burdened with charges also produces benefits to 
a certain extent, even if it is not always the individuals, households or 
firms that suffer who enjoy the improvements. Some studies suggest 
that contributions to road-building investments or reductions in taxes 
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increase the level of acceptance. But these results are not clear-cut.182 
Other investigations indicate that public transport is the compensation 
that creates most goodwill, which can also correct the negative effects 
of road charging on the fairer distribution of wealth and offer new 
alternatives to motorists who cut back on their car-driving habits.183 
In all circumstances, in order to increase acceptance it is essential that 
the income from the charges goes to the place where the charges are 
paid.184 It must also be clear that the usual subsidies and payments are 
not reduced as a result of the extra income generated by the charges.185 
It is also advantageous from the point of view of winning over public 
opinion if the payment can be classified as a charge, i.e. even formally 
can be presented as payment for a service or a right, and not as a tax, 
which by definition is intended to finance public services in general. 
As a rule, the introduction of new taxes or the raising of old ones gives 
rise to very negative reactions.

It is not only important that the aims of road charging and the de-
sign of the system must be synchronised: some aims are more difficult 
to be accepted than others. Some studies suggest that charges intended 
primarily to improve the environment (but also to finance the building 
of roads) have a better chance of being accepted than those intended 
to reduce congestion. It is said that this is because people are more 
concerned with environmental issues than with congestion and getting 
to their destination more easily.186 But this probably varies at different 
times, and in different cities. Naturally, it is an advantage if a system 
can satisfy several hoped-for outcomes at the same time, in a credible 
way. Some researchers believe that in order to make a charging system 
politically acceptable, it is vital to design it in such a way that it can 
deal with both congestion and environmental issues.187

Another characteristic that appeals to public opinion is flexibility, 
in the sense that the system can relatively easily be adjusted if it proves 
to be working less well; and it needs to be seen to be fair.188 Another 
advantage, of course, is if influential groups in local arenas can have 
at least some of their wishes satisfied, although doing so might come 
into conflict with the desire for fairness.

Factual and intensively advertised information is essential, since 
people’s ideas about how charging works often contain many misun-
derstandings which are difficult to overcome without practical ex-
perience.189 It is a major challenge to explain how road charges can 
improve the traffic situation and also give the motorists paying them 



congestion taxes in city traffic

56

something in exchange – such as making it easier to reach their desti-
nation. The recommendation that factual statistics should be publis-
hed quickly once a charging system has been introduced is motivated 
by the importance of being able to counter-balance the mass media’s 
mainly anecdotal and therefore random reporting with reliable, actual 
figures. Being able to detect immediately and then correct small errors 
is another advantage. In most other areas it is accepted that a desirable 
service has to be paid for by those who use it, and that payment will be 
higher the more desirable it is. The conception that roads and streets 
are free for motor traffic to use has prevented sensible management of 
this resource.190 Only with the aid of a three-pronged package – sticks, 
carrots and information – can it be assumed that it will be possible to 
change travelling habits in the long term and in a sustainable way.191 
Agreement about what environmental and traffic-flow effects are being 
aimed at is also important.192 But that is not enough: in order to suc-
ceed in bringing about such a profound change, it is desirable to have 
a vision.193 Needless to say, it is a delicate task to express this in a way 
which retains the factual basis of the information supplied.

Strong leadership, deliberative processes and legitimacy
Another important matter in the striving to achieve acceptance and 
legitimacy for the introduction of road charges concerns the way in 
which the proposal is worked out and decided.194 Questions of transpa-
rency and trust are central.195 Trying to win over the powers that be and 
interest groups to the aim of reducing the negative external effects of 
traffic is recommended. Then the experts can get down to the technical 
design of the system, and one avoids arguments over details.196

In the scientific discussion about how the implementation process 
can best be organised, there are two partly contradictory principles. 
According to one of them, the procedure leading to a decision is a key 
question:

Fair and democratic procedure requires that the planning include a 
responsive citizen participation process, that the political parties feed 
all the viewpoints of the main interest groups into the City Council 
decision-making, and the public debate be open and admit all groups 
of mass media coverage.197
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This conclusion is clearly in line with the deliberative approach that has 
been developed into a prominent theme and ideal within democracy- 
and planning theory for the last decade or more.198 This normative 
theory-formation is based on the idea of communicative rationality, 
in which the dialogue is characterised by transparency, sensitive re-
sponses and trust. The deliberative approach is closely linked to the 
reasoning associated with discursive democracy which, in simple terms, 
is based on the idea that a decision should be reached after reciprocal 
dialogue, discussion and exchanges of opinion between politicians, 
planners, the general public and interested parties. Such a ‘discursive 
decision-making process’ is recommended in order to create consensus 
and hence also provide a democratic base and legitimacy for the deci-
sion that is eventually made.199 The way in which planners and other 
administrators proceed, therefore, is not only of great significance for 
the cooperative climate between politicians and important interested 
parties, but also for how citizens in general perceive the process and 
what opportunities they actually get to influence the outcome.200 The 
idea of proceeding cautiously via demonstration projects on a small 
scale, and conducting discussions in small traffic areas newly formed 
for the purpose in mind, as well as holding referendums with the aim 
of untying the political knots that develop, can be seen as the applica-
tion of this deliberative ideal – always assuming that there is genuine 
transparency within the process.201

The chances of influencing public opinion are limited until citizens 
have actually experienced the changes that a charging system would 
bring about. And so a full-scale trial for a limited period stands out as 
an appropriate implementation strategy – and as a way of gradually 
winning the approval of voters.

According to the other principle, the key to success is the political 
and organisational driving force, usually in the form of an individual 
at the heart of proceedings, a political entrepreneur or an innovative 
pioneer.202 An example often cited in recent congestion charging litera-
ture is the former London mayor, Ken Livingstone. In almost mythical 
fashion he has been presented as a strong and forceful leader. Having a 
clear vision of what he considered necessary, he seized the initiative and 
forced through road charging in London, despite substantial opposition. 
He won the mayoral election with road charging in his manifesto.

Even if the two principles – the deliberative ideal of sensitive coope-
ration with the local population and strong, forceful leadership – appear 
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to be contradictory in their most refined form, they can be combined. 
For instance, Livingstone and his colleagues cooperated with interested 
parties and groups of local inhabitants who were invited to attend dis-
cussions and influence the design of the system. The London system 
is more of a combination of the two approaches than an opposite pole 
to the deliberative ideal. Negotiations sensitive to the various views 
expressed and frankness among politicians and administrators in their 
dealings with various interested parties stand out as a good strategy, 
irrespective of how the decision-making and implementation process 
is planned.203 In any event it makes sense to devote special attention 
to business, other groups of interested parties and the media in view 
of the great influence they all have on public opinion and political de-
cisions. A comprehensive information campaign and broad discussion 
of traffic policies is a good way of initiating the charging debate.204 But 
an aggressive advertising campaign could be seen as going against the 
deliberative approach, which supports everybody having a more or less 
equal chance of expressing their views. Nevertheless, the idea fits in 
perfectly with a more offensive decision-making strategy.205

The London project was supported by a highly qualified and devoted 
group of experts and administrators.206 The individual system designer 
is generally celebrated in accounts of major and successful projects, but 
it is an organisation or a network of personnel and resources that is 
the real agent for change in a context like this. Naturally, the process 
is made easier if the organisation is unified.207 This is more significant 
when an agent for change has to see through a radical reform, some-
times against the will of influential groups and the logic of inflexible 
structures, than when most of the conflicts are resolved and replaced 
by broad agreement.

Recommendations that first seem appropriate, mainly when there 
are still significant disagreements and a strong system-builder is needed, 
include fostering a strong political determination – i.e. standing one’s 
ground and avoiding referendums.208

Time is also a factor that can play a part in deciding whether a road 
charge will be accepted. The usual pattern is that once a decision to 
introduce charging has been made, opposition grows steadily until the 
measure is introduced. But later, when motorists and other city dwel-
lers have had an opportunity to experience the system, acceptance of it 
increases.209 In other words, a referendum has the least chance of deli-
vering a ‘yes’ vote just before it is intended to introduce the charge. If 
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the system can be tested first, the prospects improve with time. Another 
important aspect of the timing has to do with terms of governmental 
office. The best chance a ruling party has of embarking successfully on 
a project as controversial as road charging is when there is the maxi-
mum time to go before the next election, i.e. at the very beginning of 
its term of office.210 So success is unlikely if it is proposed to introduce 
charges shortly before an election.211 The economic trend also affects 
the implementation conditions. The proposal to introduce charging 
in Hong Kong was rejected at a time of recession when there was less 
traffic about; and to some extent, something similar happened to the 
proposal for road charging in Stockholm in the 1970s.212 It has even 
been claimed that if you can decide precisely when to hold a referen-
dum on road charging, you can dictate its result.213

A crucial question for the deliberative model is whether or not it 
will ever be possible to achieve consensus, a broad majority or even a 
dialogue on a level playing field on a matter such as road charges, where 
such major selfish and short-sighted interests are in conflict with at 
least as major and potential collective advantages. The circumstances 
regarding a decision on road charges have been described as a Catch 
22 situation – without the introduction of charges it is not possible to 
achieve widespread support, and without widespread support it is not 
possible to introduce charges.214 This is a situation that many cities and 
regions find themselves in. The promoters of charging in Edinburgh 
tried to create a basis of legitimacy in 2005 by organising a referendum 
in advance – a procedure with very little chance of success.215 When 
Livingstone won the mayoral elections in London, he unlocked the 
Catch 22 situation. It was possible to introduce the scheme and it gai-
ned significant support; when he then won a second term, the charge 
could be increased and the charging zone extended.216 The legitimacy 
of the system was based not only on the election result, but also on 
a flexible way of proceeding and a willingness to listen to comments 
combined with a vision and strong convictions.217 Part of the flexible 
way of proceeding was the granting of rebates and exceptions to various 
groups, without rendering the reform toothless.218 This probably in-
creased the acceptance. But there is a danger in granting favours, which 
are difficult to withdraw, to motorists who benefited considerably from 
the reform, e.g. taxi drivers and inner city dwellers.219 When serious 
problems cropped up in London’s charging system they were admitted 
immediately and every effort was made to correct the errors.220
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Livingstone’s advice to local politicians who want to introduce char-
ging is: impose strong leadership but also be prepared to listen and react 
to comments; adapt the system to local circumstances; expand public 
transport in advance; make use of the best expertise available; make a 
realistic time plan which takes into account the risk of possible techni-
cal and political snags, and work flexibly so that any necessary changes 
can be made; produce a comprehensive information programme which 
explains why charging is necessary, and make it clear to motorists what 
they can expect from day one.221

But what should be done when it is not possible to achieve unity or 
a reasonable compromise? If the possibility of introducing road charges 
is to be maximised, one should not submit the matter to a referendum 
when there are obvious risks that it might be lost, but instead throw 
everything into neutralising the resistance.222 If this is not successful, 
from the point of view of implementation it is better to wait for a more 
favourable opportunity than to risk losing an election and having the 
matter removed from the agenda for many years to come.

Further experiences from London
The prospects for introducing road charging in London at the begin-
ning of the 21st century were especially favourable in several respects. 
New legislation had made it possible to introduce charging as a result 
of local initiatives, and to use these in order to improve local traffic 
conditions.223 The newly-established office of Mayor of London came 
with wide-reaching executive powers and the right to raise taxes, which 
meant a high degree of independence from other centres of power. 
Within the mayor’s remit was control of Traffic for London, which 
was responsible for both roads and public transport, giving the holder 
of the office excellent opportunities to create co-ordinated local traffic 
policies.224 The situation regarding public opinion was also favourable 
in that traffic congestion was the most important social problem for 
many Londoners.

The aims of the charging system in London are to reduce conges-
tion, improve bus traffic, make it easier to estimate arrival times for 
car journeys and to make the distribution of traffic more efficient. 
The work was carried out using a large number of subcontractors and 
consultants, but everything was controlled by Traffic for London – and 
hence ultimately Ken Livingstone. Only proven techniques were used 
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and it was possible to remain within the timetable and the budget, 
which is unusual when a scheme involves such a large proportion of 
information technology.225 Introducing the scheme over three years is 
considered to be an extraordinary achievement, especially in view of 
its controversial character.226

The fact that the stated aims were achieved, in some cases by a 
large margin, and that the improvements – especially punctuality of 
buses – were visible to the naked eye, was naturally crucial for a shift 
in public opinion from 40–40 to 55–30 per cent in favour of the 
charging system. The effects of the charges were greater than expected, 
and income was therefore accordingly lower. This may be due to the 
fact that prevailing traffic-forecast models tend to underestimate the 
advantages of controlling demand, while the positive effects of expan-
ded infrastructure is exaggerated. The London project suggests that 
the possibilities of affecting travelling habits is much greater than had 
previously been assumed.227

There are hopes that the example set by London will be followed by 
others, that it could be a watershed opening up a new era in urban traffic 
politics.228 According to one possibly over-optimistic opinion, there is a 
latent, but thus far hidden, consensus that can be brought to life using 
the kind of methods Livingstone used.229 The central position held by 
London among the big cities of the world suggests that other cities and 
regions could very well follow suit. Powerful interest groups, including 
those within the information and communication technology and trans-
port sectors, now also support the idea of traffic charging.230 However, 
the big question is if there are sufficient favourable administrative and 
political circumstances in other cities for such diffusion to happen.231

Conclusions of acceptance research
It is not possible, as some researchers in the genre think, to write down 
a recipe that will guarantee the introduction of road charging. Nor is 
it possible, as has been claimed, to design a system of charging that is 
bound to attract a ‘yes’ vote in a referendum.232 Furthermore, differen-
ces between cities and economic situations are too great; but to judge 
by research results in the field, the chances are significantly improved 
if certain procedures are followed. A charging system ought to be a 
package comprising three components: sticks – i.e. charges; carrots – 
e.g. improved public transport; and information.233 It should be made 
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clear what the money raised will be used for, and the consequences for 
a fairer distribution of wealth ought to be spelled out.

How the project is carried out is crucial for its legitimacy. Transpa-
rency in the decision-making process is essential. Allowing everybody 
to make their views known and paying attention to well-founded sug-
gestions is important, as is getting powerful power and interest groups 
on one’s side. Exceptions and rebates can strengthen the legitimacy, but 
watering-down can result if this is carried too far. In addition to the 
strictly factual information produced, it helps if a visionary message 
can be provided by some leading player.234

Referendums that take place before a charging system has been tested 
generally result in a ‘no’ vote. A trial run has been recommended.235 In 
order for implementation to work satisfactorily, a unified organisation 
as independent as possible from other centres of power is to be pre-
ferred. Efforts to increase the legitimacy of the project are important, 
especially as shifts in public opinion can easily spread as social norms 
play a key role in attitudes to congestion charging.

Summary
Congestion charging projects affect a lot of people in their daily rou-
tines. Influential organised interests tend to belong to the opposition, 
and hitherto this type of project has been rare. The idea of charging 
is relatively complicated, and a lot of people find it hard to believe in 
it until they have had an opportunity of trying it out in practice. This 
means that there are no established routines to fall back on when im-
plementing it. The inclination of traditional road and traffic authorities 
to adopt this new method of controlling traffic appears to be limited. 
This means that the question of legitimacy is exceptionally important. 
Motorists and their representative organisations have many opportu-
nities to obstruct such developments, and it is tempting for political 
parties to exploit the criticism for electoral purposes.

The research presented above demonstrates that very high pedagogical 
demands are made of whoever has to explain the aims of the charges, 
and how a charging system works. The struggle to win over public 
opinion in the media and other channels is of strategic importance in 
making it possible to introduce the charges. A positive image not only 
reduces opposition, it also makes it easier to recruit suitably qualified 
colleagues and consultants, and to attract tenders.
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The reason why the creation of legitimacy in road-charging projects 
is such a significant task is obvious. One of the biggest obstacles in 
the way of introducing such charges has been widespread mistrust 
and intensive opposition. Legitimacy depends on the design of the 
system, but also on the way in which it is introduced. Its aims must 
be perceived as beneficial, and its credibility as high. The system has 
to be expected to deliver the intended effects: a better environment, 
resources for appropriate local investment and reduced congestion 
are examples of aims that strike a chord. If the local population as a 
whole is aware of the crisis situation that traffic problems are crea-
ting, the chances of successfully introducing charging are improved. 
Legitimacy is strengthened if the money raised by the charges is spent 
in the region where they are paid, if the system is flexible and easy 
to adapt if snags arise, and if it is perceived to be fair. The system 
must be comprehensible, and hence not too complicated. But nor 
must it be so simple in relation to the declared aims that its credibi-
lity is undermined, The information given about the system has to 
be simple and reliable, and the motives for introducing the charges 
must be explained. It is essential to have clear and committed poli-
tical leadership for the project, and that necessary battles are fought 
in its defence.

When implementing the project, local citizens and organised inte-
rests should be met and listened to with a sensitive and sympathetic 
ear, and given reasonable opportunities to influence its form. As long 
as the charging system does not lose its legitimacy and its intended 
function, careful consideration should be given to points raised. Doing 
this is one way of winning over important power centres and interest 
groups to the idea of charging, although there are other ways of doing 
this as well. Listening sensitively in this way must be combined with 
significant staying power and drive, or there is a risk that the opposi-
tion that can nearly always be mobilised could block the introduction 
of charging.

If there is a desire to introduce charging, referendums should be 
avoided, especially if the charges have not been given a trial run first. 
But if a trial can be organised, preferably on a full scale, the prospects 
of succeeding are better. If a system is implemented, there should be 
an immediate follow-up and the results published, in order to counter 
unfounded rumours.

In one-off projects it is desirable to have a driving force holding 
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everything together and making sure that work keeps moving forward 
with a constant eye on the goals aimed for. An appropriate set-up might 
comprise a project leader skilled at handling conflicts and enthusing 
personnel and the general public, working with colleagues with a high 
capacity for work and who are very keen on the cause and pull out 
all the stops in critical situations. A lot of effort may well be needed 
to recruit and motivate staff working on an uncertain and very con-
troversial project under extreme time pressure. Even if commitment 
on the part of staff working on the project is necessary, they also need 
sufficient knowledge and other practical skills to be able to understand 
and implement the system. Placing a project of this nature outside the 
normal line of work is often desirable in order to be able to muster 
the required momentum and to overcome the slowness and resistance 
inbuilt in routine administration. In certain situations, ideas from ex-
ternal experts can be crucial to success.

The implementation organisation should be relatively simple with 
as few levels and authorities as possible. The division of responsibility 
should be clear and allow the possibility of intervention in order to 
correct anything that goes wrong. It is as well to have a flexible orga-
nisation with the ability to handle changed circumstances. In projects 
that are politically controversial, circumstances can change rapidly so 
that an implementation plan specified in detail is not really appropriate. 
Unreserved backing from top management is very important with 
politically sensitive projects. Access to ample resources of both money 
and staff is of great significance for countering attacks and changed 
circumstances. A degree of time pressure can lead to increased concen-
tration and intensity in work on the project.

One of the clearest recommendations emanating from research 
into the introduction of congestion charging is that it should be part 
of a larger package comprising three components: sticks, carrots and 
information, i.e. charges, compensation in the form of investment in 
traffic improvements, for instance, and a description of how the system 
works and what its aims are.

The extent to which a project succeeds depends to a large extent 
on the context in which it is introduced, how it came into being, the 
attitude of various constellations of power, the expected results, and 
how the project fits into prevalent norms and values. Hence it is not 
possible to forecast with certainty how well a project will succeed simply 
on the basis of its leadership and set-up. It becomes especially difficult 
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if influential interested parties are busy pushing a hidden agenda. A 
fundamental dilemma is that congestion charging is difficult to un-
derstand and accept unless it has first been introduced and tested in 
practice, just as it is almost impossible to introduce it without first 
having whipped up widespread support.

The Stockholm Trial

The decision to impose congestion charges: 
August–2 October 2002

Congestion charging became one of the key issues in the very evenly-balanced 
campaign leading up to the local elections in Stockholm in the autumn 
of 2002. In the final spurt the Social Democrats’ top candidate, Annika 
Billström, managed to close the gap that the non-socialist parties seemed 
to have opened up a few weeks before polling day. It could well be that 
her pledge not to introduce road charging during the forthcoming term 
of office played a role in the improved showing of the Social Democrats. 
After the election, however, the Green Party held the balance of power in 
both the national Parliament and the Stockholm City Council, and took 
advantage of this to skilfully negotiate an agreement that road charging 
should in fact be given a trial run in Stockholm. The decision reached 
at national level came in a great hurry, and no details were worked out 
regarding the division of responsibilities, costs and how to overcome the 
legal obstacles.

Charging as an issue in the election campaign of 2002
The fact that traffic charging had been a sensitive question difficult to 
handle for many years, especially for the big parties, contributed to its 
becoming a central issue in the 2002 local elections in Stockholm. To 
be sure, there were a number of matters that stood out as more im-
portant – integration policies, health care, schools and social welfare, 
not to mention privatisation – but the question of charging became a 
recurrent issue in the campaigning. Representatives of the non-socialist 
parties questioned the intentions of the Social Democrats when it came 
to road charging, and demanded a clear-cut statement on where the 
party stood with regard to traffic policies.236 Within the Social Demo-
cratic Party and among large groups of voters there was considerable 
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opposition to charging – not least in the suburban municipalities. But 
as stated above, certain groupings inside the party had long been in 
favour of charging as a means of ameliorating traffic problems in large 
urban areas. A meeting of the Stockholm County Social Democrats 
had previously come out against traffic charging.237 The Stockholm 
Regional Office (the local section of the Social Democrats in Stock-
holm, Stockholms Arbetarekommun in Swedish) had also discussed 
the matter, but failed to reach an agreement. The doubts were based 
not least on questions of equality. The intention was that the party 
should continue to address the matter during the forthcoming term 
of office. The Social Democratic candidate for the post of Mayor of 
Stockholm, Annika Billström, had previously declared herself to be in 
favour of charging.238 The 99-point manifesto for the Social Democrats 
in Stockholm pledged to reach agreement on road charging before the 
next election in four years’ time.

At the same time the Conservatives and Liberals were campaigning 
actively against road charging. The phrase ‘stop the Social Democrat 
car tolls’ appeared on Conservative posters all over Stockholm, and 
the Liberals also highlighted their opposition to charging motorists. 
Both parties argued instead in favour of building new ring-roads as a 
way of solving the city’s and the region’s congestion problems.239 But 
there was a readiness to accept traffic charges in some parts of the non-
socialist camp. Both the Centre Party and the Christian Democrats 
were in favour of such measures, and there was support in some parts 
of the Conservative Party, at national level at least.240 It should also be 
mentioned that the Conservative mayoral candidate, Kristina Axén 
Olin, had not made opposition to car taxes a major plank in her cam-
paign. And as mentioned above, there were supporters of charging in 
the Liberal Party, especially at national level.

Opinion polls in the weeks before polling day suggested a very 
close outcome in the Stockholm local elections, with the non-socialists 
slightly ahead. Media reporting seemed to indicate that most expected 
the non-socialists to win.241 With things so finely balanced, opponents 
of road charges took the opportunity to publicise their positions. The 
Stockholm Chamber of Commerce commissioned an opinion poll, 
published three weeks before the elections, according to which just over 
60 per cent of Stockholm’s inhabitants were opposed to car tolls.242 The 
media interrogated the parties and their leaders about their stance on 
this question.243 In a televised debate three weeks before the elections 
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Billström was pressed to state her position clearly, and pledged that 
charges would not be introduced during the next four years.244 She 
referred to the fact that a governmental committee named the Stock-
holm Inquiry had been mandated to investigate the matter. According 
to Billström, it was Stockholmers themselves who would decide, in the 
2006 elections at the earliest.245

A window of opportunity opens for road charging
The election on 15 September 2002 was a very close-run thing. Both 
in the City of Stockholm and nationally, the Green Party held the 
balance of power. They also played the same role in the Stockholm 
County Council, but in that case the votes were so evenly cast that it 
took three weeks before a definitive count was concluded.

The Greens in Stockholm were surprised by the election result, but 
even as the results were being announced on the evening of 15 Sep-
tember, the party leaders began to realise what opportunities would 
present themselves, thanks to their holding the balance of power.246 
The Green Party leader who took up her post in the City Council on 1 
December, Åsa Romson, explained later how it dawned on them that 
a window of opportunity for the introduction of congestion charges 
had opened. The unique opportunity was not only due to the election 
result, but also to the fact that no major road-building projects were at 
a stage where it was absolutely essential for them to be decided upon 
or started during the coming term of office.247 As a rule, such projects 
have been implemented by forming pacts between the Social Democrats 
and the biggest of the non-socialist parties in Stockholm (the Conser-
vative Party and the Liberal Party); but the current situation meant 
that the Social Democrats were not dependent on the non-socialists 
when it came to traffic policies, which left the door open for a pact in 
this field between members of the left-wing coalition. In other words, 
this was a golden opportunity for the Green Party to further the cause 
of congestion charging.

The party took the risk of making charging one of the main planks of 
their negotiations to decide who would hold sway in City Hall, and later 
also in the Government Offices at Rosenbad. The drawbacks of mass mo-
toring have long been a key question for the Green Party in Stockholm. 
If they could deliver on congestion charging, they could claim to have 
given their voters what they wanted, and draw a veil over the criticism 
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they had received for being too compliant with the Social Democratic 
government they had supported during the last term of office.

Negotiations to decide the distribution of power
Shortly after the elections, negotiations began to decide who would 
assume power in both City Hall and in Rosenbad, the Swedish Go-
vernment building. During the election campaign, the Green Party 
had indicated its agreement with some policies of the socialist bloc 
while distancing itself from the non-socialists, and more especially 
the Conservatives. But then the Greens felt that they had been trea-
ted arrogantly and off-handedly by the Social Democrats at national 
level, and they decided to open negotiations with the non-socialists 
instead.248

In Stockholm City Hall, the local Liberal Party leader, Jan Björklund, 
showed most interest in the Greens’ initiative. His party had made 
the biggest gains in the election, both at local and national level. One 
possibility floated was a minority administration – something that has 
never been tried in Stockholm politics. In this case the coalition they 
had in mind would have been dependent on support from the Con-
servatives. The question of congestion charges was raised, but how far 
the non-socialist parties were prepared to go on this matter was never 
tested as negotiations, chaired by the Conservative leader Kristina Axén 
Olin, were broken off. Her statement indicates that no conclusion had 
been reached on charging:

Our party is against congestion charges in general. And I think we 
are all agreed that congestion charging is something on which voters 
should be able to express an opinion in the 2006 elections. But on the 
other hand, we did discuss with the Green Party a voluntary trial of 
congestion charges, you could say. But none of the parties has made 
up its mind once and for all on this matter.249

The Green Party leader Åsa Romson claimed that both sides had dis-
played the same readiness to discuss congestion charges. She did not 
think the fact that the big parties had made a manifesto pledge to allow 
voters to decide the matter for themselves in 2006 was an obstacle:
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We want to start levying congestion charges very soon in order to 
show the effect they can have on the environment and all the traffic 
jams. Obviously, it would be possible to dismantle the system when 
the next election comes round.250

After a meeting of the Green Party on 25 September voted to termi-
nate negotiations with the non-socialist bloc, it seemed more and more 
likely that the Stockholm City Council would be ruled by a coalition 
involving the Social Democrats, the Left Party and the Green Party. 
Not surprisingly congestion charging was one of the key issues in the 
negotiations. This issue was complicated for the Social Democrats, 
due to differences of opinion within the party, and Annika Billström’s 
manifesto pledge. The matter was less complicated for the Left Party 
as they had been in favour of road charging for some time, having 
previously opposed it on grounds of equal distribution of wealth.251 
Discussions began to take place in City Hall between the Social De-
mocrats and other left-of-centre parties to sketch out possible ways of 
introducing a road charging trial, and the outlines of an agreement were 
also drawn up. One possibility was a geographically limited trial. The 
Social Democrats proposed the inner city districts of The Old Town 
or Kungsholmen, but the Greens rejected that as too limited.

On 26 September, Magnus Nilsson – the expert on charging from the 
Swedish Society for Nature Conservation – was summoned and cross-
questioned for advice on how a charging system should be set up, and 
for tips on researchers and consultants to contact. A draft proposal was 
in existence by then, and Nilsson advised strongly against a geograp-
hically limited trial on the grounds that the effects of charging would 
only become apparent after a full-scale trial. This was the day the three 
political parties began formal negotiations about a coalition to assume 
power in the Stockholm City Hall.252 There were a lot of questions to 
be resolved, but it seems that agreement was reached relatively quickly 
about the most important of the Green Party’s demands: a large-scale 
one-year trial, embracing the whole of the inner city and the Essingele-
den (the only motorway in the Stockholm region running from north to 
south).253 Billström’s eagerness to make concessions in order to win power 
in Stockholm should be seen against the background of her having been 
outmanoeuvred by the then Conservative leader Carl Cederschiöld four 
years earlier, when the prize was to gain the support of the Stockholm 
Party as a coalition partner in order to hold sway in City Hall.254
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At the same time negotiations were taking place on the formation 
of the government. The aim of the Green Party was to exploit their 
position as holders of the balance of power and claim three ministe-
rial posts in a coalition government.255 However, the Prime Minister 
currently in office, Göran Persson, was not prepared to agree to this 
– which led to the Green Party negotiating with the non-socialist bloc 
as well. The driving force was Lars Leijonborg, leader of the Liberal 
Party, which had made significant gains in the elections; he explored the 
possibility of forming a minority government comprising the Centre 
Party, the Liberal Party, the Greens and the Christian Democrats. To 
some extent the negotiations at local and national level were coordi-
nated.256 However, Göran Persson was furious at the way in which the 
Green Party was negotiating on two fronts, and ostentatiously broke 
off all contact with them.257

The parliamentary prospects of the coalition government envisaged 
were not good. Having fewer seats than the Social Democrats, it would 
depend on active support from the Conservatives. But negotiations 
proceeded apace, and in a quite different spirit from those with the 
Social Democrats. The question of congestion charging was up for 
discussion, but since nobody regarded this as one of the major bones 
of contention, it was not addressed in detail before the Centre Party 
leader Maud Olofsson withdrew from the negotiations.258 From then 
on contact between the Greens and the Social Democrats was resumed. 
Some kind of agreement became urgent when the Conservative leader 
Bo Lundgren announced that he intended to demand the resignation 
of Prime Minister Persson in a vote of confidence in Parliament on 2 
October.

There were various possibilities for Persson. He could try to set up a 
minority government, without any pact with the Lefts and the Greens. 
This assumed that the Greens would not vote with the non-socialists in 
the vote of confidence. Persson could also try to reach agreement with 
the two parties that had been his coalition partners previously, which 
would guarantee stability for his government. Or he could call a new 
election and risk the outcome. He chose the path of stability.259

For the Greens it was important to achieve significant concessions in 
return for dropping their demand for ministerial posts. Only a couple 
of days before the vote of confidence in Parliament, the Green Party 
demanded a trial run for congestion charging in Stockholm ‘just when 
everything seemed to have been agreed’.260 The Greens knew that the 



71

fabulous success or insidious fiasco

agreement at local level reached between the Stockholm Party and the 
Social Democrats in 1988, as mentioned above, had been blocked at 
national level, and drew the conclusion that on this occasion as well, 
local agreement would not be sufficient. But they seized the opportunity 
of securing local agreement even so. The fact that it was to be a trial and 
not a permanent arrangement was a necessary feature for agreement 
to be reached. At national level the length of the trial was extended to 
several years, probably because it was assumed that this would produce 
clearer results and also bring in more money. The congestion charges 
have been described as an ultimatum from the Green Party, and the 
final issue to be settled in the negotiations. But the Greens maintain 
that this was not the case. They claim it was just a part of the overall 
agreement and could have been replaced by other concessions from 
the Social Democrats, e.g. further cut-backs in defence spending.261 If 
congestion charging had been totally unacceptable to Göran Persson 
and Finance Minister Bosse Ringholm, who were leading the negotia-
tions, they would no doubt have looked for other solutions. It is also 
likely, of course, that a demand appears to be more of an ultimatum 
and more difficult to find a substitute for, the later it is made in nego-
tiations that are hard pressed for time.

The pact that was on the point of being finalised and that would 
produce a stable basis for government, meant it was crucial for the 
Social Democrat leaders to be in accord with their colleagues in the 
Stockholm City Council. Unless they were in agreement on how the 
congestion charging business should be handled, Persson could not 
be sure of remaining in power. And there were several reasons why 
the Social Democrats in Stockholm wanted to avoid a non-socialist 
administration in City Hall, in addition to the fact that losing power 
is never an attractive prospect. One of these was a desire to prevent a 
massive selling off of council housing, which they felt would have a 
disastrous effect on municipal housing policies. In the evening of 1 
October, Annika Billström and her senior colleagues were summoned 
to Rosenbad where Göran Persson, Bosse Ringholm, Pär Nuder, Sten 
Olsson and others explained the current situation in the negotiations.262 
The Green Party’s tactic of linking the local and national levels aroused 
strong objections in the Stockholm politicians, but after a few hours 
of discussions they agreed to accept the Green Party’s offer at national 
level as being the least disadvantageous alternative.263
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The agreement
On 2 October, Göran Persson presented his proposed government to 
Parliament. The Social Democrats’ pact with the Left Party and the Green 
Party was spelled out in a formal agreement comprising 121 points. One 
of them was a statement that the parties were prepared to try out the 
possibility of allowing municipalities or regions which had voted with 
a simple majority to introduce congestion charging to do so. An earlier 
agreement had said that a significant majority would be required.264 Also 
in the agreement was a commitment to a full-scale trial lasting for several 
years for congestion charging in central Stockholm, assuming that local 
agreement could be reached in the Stockholm City Council.265

Needless to say, the 121-point agreement affected the situation in City 
Hall. The fact that the Social Democrats would continue to govern, plus 
the concessions won by the Green Party at national level, overruled the 
on-going local negotiations. Billström had lost control of the strategically 
central congestion charge question, and considered resigning. It must 
have been frustrating for her not to be able to set up an offensive strategy 
aimed at taking the initiative and if possible glossing over the criticism 
of her betrayal of an election pledge. But she was forced to watch Göran 
Persson including the congestion charge agreement as part of his decla-
ration of government.

Disappointment in this matter also led the Social Democrats on the 
Stockholm City Council to refuse flatly to go along with any further 
demands from the Green Party, since giving the go-ahead to the trial 
was such a major concession. As a result, not even the Greens in City 
Hall were entirely positive about the agreement reached at national level. 
Moreover, the length of the trial had been extended unrealistically to 
embrace several years. Reactions in the press from non-socialist politi-
cians and among the opponents of congestion charging were not slow 
in making themselves heard. And what some critics alleged to be the 
very undemocratic way in which the agreement on congestion charging 
had been reached came under heavy fire. Göran Persson was accused 
of having ridden rough-shod over Annika Billström, and Billström was 
criticised for betraying her manifesto pledge and hence also her voters 
in order to cling on to power.266 Leading Social Democrats went on 
to criticise the methods used, but as they saw it the villain of the piece 
was the Green Party, which had undermined democracy by exploiting 
the negotiations at national level for local political purposes. A similar 
view had also been voiced by the non-socialist parties.
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Several Green politicians argue that negotiations over the acquisition 
of power is a natural outcome of a situation in which no block has an 
overall majority. From their point of view it was all about exploiting the 
negotiations to maximise the outcomes their voters would like to see. 
One should complete the picture by mentioning that the Social De-
mocrats in City Hall were already on the point of accepting congestion 
charging, and that it may well not have been an ultimatum presented 
by the Greens in the discussions to form an administration. It should 
also be noted that both the Liberals and the Conservatives, who had 
accused the Social Democrats during the election campaign of wanting 
to introduce charging, had themselves been willing to at least give the 
proposal a trial in return for taking control in City Hall.

How far it is fair to say that the Stockholm Social Democrats were 
trampled upon by the central government is open to discussion. It was 
the Green Party’s initiative in linking the two sets of negotiations going 
on in parallel which created circumstances that could have been per-
ceived as a situation in which the local politicians had no choice but to 
lose control of the charging issue the moment they decided to support 
the Persson government. One can also ask why Persson and Ringholm 
accepted the Green Party’s move and did not put forward some other 
attractive alternative. Is it possible that Ringholm, who was well aware 
of the conflicting views within Stockholm traffic politics and was also 
chairman of the Stockholm Regional Office of the Social Democratic 
Party, saw an opportunity of breaking the deadlock? Perhaps Persson’s 
comment that Billström was not exclusively responsible for the deci-
sion but that Ringholm played a decisive role in the negotiations can 
be seen as supporting that possibility. Persson is on record as having 
been in favour of a trial.267 However, Billström’s view was and still is 
that the Green Party was guilty of blackmail.268

At the same time as Billström lost control of the situation and saw 
the accusations of betrayal looming ahead of her, she must also have 
realised that the role of victim also presented her with opportunities. By 
rescuing Persson, Billström had the upper hand and would be able to 
exploit it successfully. It was important for Social Democratic national 
politics that Stockholm City would not be lost at the next election, 
which would reduce the prospects of the party retaining control in the 
country as a whole. The situation gave Billström an opportunity to put 
the blame for giving way on the charging issue, which was necessary in 
order to take control of City Hall, on the Green Party’s blackmail and 
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Göran Persson’s ultimatum. She could exploit this in her relations with 
the general public as well as with the local party organisation.

The media image of Annika Billström as a victim of Göran Persson’s 
power lust would be of significance for what happened later.269 It was 
obvious that Billström had made major sacrifices for the national inte-
rests of the Social Democratic Party. This became Billström’s strongest 
trump card in the coming battles with the Ministry of Finance and 
other sections of the machinery of state power – both in connection 
with furthering the interests of Stockholm when it came to drawing 
up the legislation for the congestion tax, and in discussions on the 
forthcoming investments in infrastructure. Göran Persson compensa-
ted Billström and Stockholm by offering considerable support in these 
areas.270 How Billström exploited her situation in the Stockholm Trial 
will become clear in what follows.

Even if her role as sacrificial lamb was an advantage for Billström in 
contacts with national government, the state and her own party orga-
nisation, it caused problems with voters and influential groups in the 
city and the region. The leader of the country’s capital city and largest 
municipality is expected to wield great authority, strength, enterprise 
and control over areas in which she has the final say. People’s perception 
of how the decision on congestion charging had been reached under-
mined Billström’s position in all these respects, despite the fact that she 
displayed great determination and resolve during the trial. Things were 
made no better by the fact that conflicting opinions within the Social 
Democratic Party and criticisms of Billström’s style of leadership led 
to repeated attempts to unseat her throughout her term of office. But 
things went no further than a curtailing of her powers, something that 
was reported in detail in the media and which caused further damage 
to Billström’s somewhat battered image. In other words, the political 
leader of the Stockholm Trial was in an uncomfortable position when 
she began her term as mayor, and the situation became no better as 
time passed.

State and municipality out of step: 3 October 2002–July 2003

Preparations for the introduction of congestion charging began in the 
autumn of 2002. Stockholm City Council set up an organisation speci-
fically to implement this, and a proposal for the design of the system was 
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produced, as well as a plan for implementation and for the timing. All the 
time, criticism of the project was very strong. The central government was 
careful not to intervene in any way. Despite the fact that several people 
were very much aware that legal questions and the division of responsibility 
between the government and the municipality were complicated, no person 
or authority was given the responsibility for preparing ways in which these 
problems could be dealt with, nor how contact with Stockholm City Council 
should be managed. The Stockholm Commission – a government committee 
already sitting – had previously been given a supplementary directive to 
consider ways in which congestion charging could be introduced; but the 
matter was not given priority by the department concerned nor within the 
committee, and some thoughts on the matter were hastily cobbled together 
at the last minute and produced by the beginning of June, 2003. From 
then on, somewhat late in the day, the trial was given a definite home in 
the Government Offices of the Ministry of Finance. At about the same 
time the City of Stockholm Council voted to introduce charging and buy 
in the appropriate technical and administrative system. The decision was 
appealed against by, among others, the opposition in City Hall and the 
Swedish Automobile Association (AA).

The early stages – what exactly had been agreed?
The process of introducing congestion charging in Stockholm had an 
inauspicious start. The autumn of 2002 was dominated by widespread 
criticism of the decision, both from the opposition parties at local, 
regional and national level and from within the Social Democratic 
Party, especially from the county organisation in Stockholm which 
included all the municipalities within the county apart from the city 
of Stockholm itself. The Swedish AA became involved from the very 
beginning and launched petitions demanding a referendum within 
the municipality before the trial began. Both the Conservatives and 
the Liberals campaigned along similar lines. The Swedish AA collected 
32,047 signatures and demanded that the request for a referendum 
now should be accepted by the City Council, but in early spring the 
Council rejected the proposal and instead decided to hold a referendum 
after the trial.271 There was not total agreement among the opponents, 
however, and the Swedish AA – which tried to stay out of party poli-
tics – occasionally showed signs of acute irritation thanks to the tactics 
of the Conservatives.

As mentioned above, the parliamentary agreement including a 
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full-scale trial lasting several years was anything but precise. There 
was a feeling among supporters of charging that the matter had been 
thoroughly investigated. The large number of inquiries that had pro-
duced reports since the late 1980s could be seen to support that view, 
but none of them had been successful. Drafting a new law and the 
necessary accompanying legislation were tasks that still needed to be 
done. Procuring an information system of the magnitude demanded by 
the trial was also a demanding task. Some supporters of charging had 
been persuaded by the marketing campaign to which they were expo-
sed that there were ready-made systems that could simply be bought 
in and adapted to suit Stockholm. 272

One question had been especially thoroughly analysed, however. 
Practically all previous inquiries had reached the conclusion that the 
type of road charging envisaged should be regarded as a national tax. 
As such it would require a detailed resolution in Parliament, with all 
the necessary ground work and consultation. It was not clear what 
aspects could be delegated to local government level, and nobody was 
looking into this question. Nevertheless, it seems that in some political 
circles, especially among supporters of the scheme, it was assumed that 
it was possible to interpret the payments as a charge – or possibly that 
its tax-like character was not a sufficient reason to prevent the City of 
Stockholm handling it itself. In the City’s budget proposals for 2003, 
drawn up in October 2002, there was no mention of central govern-
ment in connection with handling the charging trial.

Previous inquiries and the compromise reached in 2001 on the in-
frastructure proposition by the three parties working together in Par-
liament (Social Democrats, the Lefts and the Greens) were based on 
the assumption that it was up to the municipalities and regions to take 
initiatives and manage the question of road charging. It was taken for 
granted that central government would oblige by providing an app-
ropriate framework of regulations and a readiness to pave the way for 
concluding that ‘after winning by a clear margin a vote in municipalities 
or regions, they can make recommendations regarding the introduction 
of congestion charges as part of a broader strategy aimed at solving 
problems caused by traffic congestion and environmental damage’.273 
We can take it that those politicians at national level who agreed in 
October 2002 that a charging trial should take place had such a divi-
sion of responsibilities in mind, i.e. that it would be a locally initiated 
and organised trial and that central government would assist by passing 
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appropriate legislation. The proposition from 2001 also confirmed that 
the payments would be a tax:

Introducing road charges or congestion charges in urban areas in order 
to improve the environment can be legally complicated. As environme-
ntally-motivated road charging in the legal sense is a tax, a resolution 
must be passed in Parliament. At the same time, the problems that 
charging is intended to address are mainly local and regional. Parlia-
ment must also pass resolutions regarding any possible adjustments of 
the level of charging or the areas in which traffic is to be charged. A 
prerequisite for such charges to be considered, according to the view 
of the government, is that the municipalities or regions involved must 
themselves wish to introduce them.274

There is an obvious contradiction between these two positions – that 
the charges are a local government matter but that, from a legal point 
of view, they are not a charge but a selective tax imposed by central 
government. The failure to resolve this matter from the start would 
later come close to wrecking the whole trial.

Central government inertia
For nearly a year, no initiative was taken by central government – which 
fits in with our assumption of how those responsible regarded the trial. 
No minister nor ministry was designated responsible, and no State Se-
cretary nor non-political civil servant was given the task of supervising 
the central government’s role in the trial.275 There seems to have been 
widespread uncertainty about the trial. There were definite opponents 
in government circles and the belief, possibly even the hope, that the 
project would come to nothing was probably widely held. People in 
positions of responsibility said later that the Stockholm Commission, 
which came under the wing of the Ministry for Industry, Employment 
and Communications, was working on the matter, and it would clearly 
have been inappropriate to do anything until it had reported. At the 
same time, there was very little interest from the ministry for this part 
of the inquiry. On 13 December 2002, when the MP Kenneth Kvist 
succeeded Bosse Sundling – who had just been appointed Chief Ex-
ecutive Officer of Stockholm – as chairman of the inquiry, work on 
congestion charging had barely begun. The ministry had directed it to 
give priority to the airport situation in the Stockholm region.
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The ministry’s recruitment of legal expertise to draw up a proposal 
for legislation governing congestion charging was long-drawn-out, and 
it was not until the beginning of March 2003, a year after the directive 
had been issued, that Per Anders Lindgren was appointed as legal expert. 
By then there were only three months left before the inquiry was due 
to report and make its proposals. In a special statement, which must 
be unique in the history of Swedish government inquiries, Lindgren 
expressed reservations about his own proposal in view of the extreme 
shortage of time at his disposal.276 Lindgren’s report confirms the impres-
sion that the question of congestion charging was not given priority by 
the Ministry for Industry, Employment and Communications. He also 
objected to the way local circumstances and objectives in Stockholm 
tried to make themselves felt in an inquiry dealing with national law, 
and stated that ‘Stockholm and obviously the government as well have 
started out on the assumption that the city alone will decide how the 
system will be designed.’277 He said that in all his many years ‘in the 
business’ he had never before come across such a way of handling an 
inquiry. At the final meeting of the committee wordy proposals were 
made by members of the inquiry.278 This gives the impression that the 
matter had never been discussed before.

This inertia or nonchalance on the part of central government might 
seem surprising, as its position might become untenable if the trial col-
lapsed; but as long as the Stockholm Commission was functioning, it 
served as an alibi. The civil servants who had worked on questions of 
charging before, and also the politicians who had taken part in pre-
vious inquiries, were convinced that the system Stockholm envisaged 
introducing could not be designated as a charge.279 A change could, and 
can, only come about if there is a revision of the constitution, which is 
a complicated process that requires resolutions from two Parliaments 
with a general election in between. Civil servants on the government 
side are said to have been surprised by the way in which the City of 
Stockholm approached the task. The city’s politicians and administra-
tors started preparing for the trial to be conducted under the aegis of 
the municipality, despite the fact that as early as late autumn 2002 it 
was becoming both inevitable and obvious that the charge was really a 
tax. The administrators in Stockholm working on the project were very 
well aware that they were trespassing on state territory, but because of 
the shortage of time and the absence of any clear guidance from cen-
tral government, they considered it to be necessary to carry on while 



79

fabulous success or insidious fiasco

waiting more and more impatiently for information that would sort 
out the roles and responsibilities.

At the Swedish Road Administration, the senior management rea-
lised early on and without enthusiasm that as they were the authority 
responsible for roads in Sweden, they would become involved in the 
trial, if it did in fact take place. Privately, questions were asked about the 
view of the Ministry for Industry, Employment and Communications 
on what they ought to be doing, but it was not possible to give any ad-
vice for a long time. The ministry said defensively that the fact that the 
Road Administration was responsible for roads meant that they could 
very well work on the problem without any specific instructions.280

One way in which cooperation between the majority parties in 
Parliament was conducted involved the setting up of working groups 
made up of representatives of all three parties assigned to specific areas 
of policy. At a meeting in March 2003, the working group dealing 
with traffic matters set up a special sub-committee to keep an eye on 
congestion charging.281 This sub-committee met for the first time on 
29 April 2003. They expected to play a passive role in the introduc-
tion of congestion charges and that they would not need to interfere 
in the work of the Stockholm City Council. But if problems cropped 
up, the sub-committee would be prepared to take action. One task 
they were given was to investigate what would be needed in order to 
generate a parliamentary resolution on congestion charging by the 
middle of December 2003, but at the same time they also stated that 
they wanted to ‘avoid criticism for having launched work on legislation 
too quickly […and be] prepared to contribute to processes involved 
in including congestion charging in the autumn budget proposals.’282 
This sub-committee did not really have any accelerating effect on the 
process. More important were the budget negotiations that take place 
twice per year. At them the Green Party produced a list of questions in 
connection with the agreed 121 points, and before they were prepared 
to begin negotiating, they demanded information from the govern-
ment about progress.283 Congestion charging was one of the points 
that cropped up again in the budget negotiations. They even proposed 
the recruitment of more staff to the ministries when the government 
claimed that staff shortages meant that the agreed deadlines would not 
be met. In the budget discussions in the autumn of 2003, the Greens 
were critical of the appointment of a government negotiator without 
any resources being allocated to that post in the budget proposals.284 
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The defensive attitude of the central government is clear from the re-
sponse of infrastructure-minister Ulrica Messing to a question posed 
in Parliament on 20 May 2003:

It is too early to say if we can stick to our agenda. I shall be working 
to ensure that we respect the public consultation procedures and the 
democratic basis for which such consultations are a guarantee. More-
over, we shall respond to any request emanating from a municipality 
in so far as we are able to prepare questions in a serious way. We do 
not intend to be pressurised into rushing matters.285

The Stockholm Commission submitted its preliminary thoughts on 
congestion charging on 3 June 2003. Not surprisingly, the commission 
confirmed that the congestion charge was a tax. They also expressed 
views on various things affecting the forthcoming Stockholm Trial: they 
suggested that the Essingeleden motorway should be exempt from the 
charge, and that inhabitants of the Lidingö island must be able to join 
the national road network without paying a fee. (Lindingö’s only link 
to the road network is via the bridge to Stockholm.) That signalled the 
end of the line for all those who had hoped, despite everything, that a 
charging model would be applied.

Several people on the central government side have since expressed 
their surprise at the fact that it took as long as eight months from the 
moment the agreement was reached to the time when the inquiry’s 
proposal to introduce laws enabling the introduction of congestion 
taxation was submitted. Their memory seemed to indicate that the 
period of time involved was substantially shorter. It is also interesting 
to note that several of the people involved remember wrongly when the 
supplementary directive to the Stockholm Commission to investigate 
congestion charging was submitted. They think that it happened after 
the three-party pact at the beginning of October, 2002. What actually 
happened was that the state secretary of the Cabinet Office contacted 
the chairman of the Stockholm Commission, Bosse Sundling, shortly 
after agreement had been reached at national level, and informed him 
that the commission should come to grips with the question of char-
ging. As mentioned above, however, this was already on the agenda for 
the commission. The message from the Cabinet Office seems to have 
been lost in the upheaval that ensued when the chairmanship changed 
hands two months later.
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The fact that the Stockholm Commission had turned its attention 
to congestion charging meant that there was no longer any excuse for 
central government inertia. But this excuse had long since ceased to 
hold water. Granted, it is customary in the Government Offices to let 
matters subject to inquiries and commissions run their course, i.e. al-
low each phase in the process to reach its conclusion before opening 
the next one. Nevertheless, it would have been possible as early as the 
autumn of 2002 to begin preparations for the implementation of con-
gestion charging in the Government Offices if only there had been a 
firm political lead. If the government had been prepared to give priority 
to the issue, an implementation committee could have been set up as 
early as the autumn of 2002, headed by an appropriate State Secretary 
and with representatives from the ministries concerned, state authori-
ties, the City of Stockholm and the Stockholm County Council. But 
no such initiatives were taken.

A local government project
If we move focus to the local government side, an entirely different 
picture emerges. At this level, in contrast, it was all go in order to get 
the trial under way during the four-year term of office. After a chaotic 
period of some weeks after the national three-party pact had been agreed, 
coalition negotiations in City Hall resulted in an agreement dated 17 
October. The congestion charging trial was confirmed and the details 
spelled out in a special supplement to the text of the pact.

According to the local agreement reached by the Social Democrats, 
the Lefts and the Greens in City Hall, the aims of the trial were to 
try to reduce environmental damage by cutting the number of motor 
vehicles on the roads, reducing congestion and abolishing the ‘bottle-
necks’ causing traffic jams during the morning and late afternoon rush 
hours. Achieving this would reduce the [samhällsekonomiska, AG 
frågar fackekonom] costs, and at the same time income from charging 
would be used to increase the capacity of public transport for commu-
ters to and from central Stockholm. It was stressed that the aim was 
not simply to boost the municipal finances. The basis for the charging 
system and its design were to be established rapidly, whereupon the 
trial would begin.286

Here already, the terminology used revealed disunity. What had 
been agreed at national level was congestion charging; but locally the 
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term environmental charging was used. The Social Democrats in the 
City of Stockholm Council thought that this choice of word would 
increase the chances of the charges being accepted by the general pu-
blic. Both the Greens and the Lefts, who had to go along with this, 
considered that what had been agreed was congestion charging, and 
there was a worry that the change of name indicated that the Social 
Democrats intended to change the emphasis of the trial.

In the turbulent weeks that ensued, Annika Billström admits to 
having thought very carefully and seriously about the extremely dif-
ficult situation that had developed. Outside observers were surprised 
that she had not advertised her displeasure at having been forced into 
an agreement by raising some mild objections. But Billström had in 
fact decided that the best thing to do was precisely the opposite. It was 
absolutely essential for the trial to turn out as well as possible. Only 
success would be able to save the Social Democrats’ skin in the next 
election, she argued, and so she was determined to take personal re-
sponsibility for bringing it to a successful conclusion.287 No doubt the 
fact that Billström was privately in favour of road charging played a 
part. However, it was a month or even longer before this policy became 
evident in how the Social Democrats went about their business.

The uncertainty during the early days after the agreement in City 
Hall is apparent in the press releases. A few days after the pact An-
nika Billström was interviewed in Svenska Dagbladet and announced 
that ‘we still have to work out all the details of the charges’ – or were 
they in fact a tax?288 The reporter maintained that there would be no 
time for a trial if the payment was regarded as a charge, while Deputy 
Director Gunnar Eriksson at the Ministry for Industry, Employment 
and Communications, who a long time ago had prepared the charging 
proposal for the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation: Instead of 
Car Tolls, opined that the matter was well prepared and all that was 
needed was for the politicians to make up their minds. For natural 
reasons, nobody knew at this early stage what the system would look 
like and what charges would be levied.289 A month later Billström was 
able to supply a few details. She stated that all income would be used 
to improve public transport, and that the whole matter would be re-
solved once and for all by means of a referendum linked to the 2006 
elections. But nothing was decided as yet with regard to the payment 
system and the amount to be charged.290

During the autumn of 2002 the institutional procedures for mana-
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ging the matter in City Hall were put in place. The political placement 
was important. As mentioned above, in the budget proposals for 2003 
the City Executive Board was designated the responsible authority in 
October 2002. But this placement was not permanent, and responsi-
bility for the congestion tax was transferred briefly to the Streets and 
Real Estate Administration, as will be discussed below. The new City 
Chief Executive, Bosse Sundling, took up his post on 25 November, 
having ceased to be chairman of the Stockholm Commission. He was 
now the most senior civil servant in the City of Stockholm, a political 
appointment and head of the City Executive Board’s planning arm, the 
Executive Office.291 The fact that the City Executive Board had been 
designated the political authority responsible for the trial meant that 
Sundling had ultimate administrative responsibility for the trial. At 
first it was assumed that the Stockholm Commission would soon be 
able to deliver results, but after a month or so it became obvious that 
a long time would be needed. Annika Billström, Bosse Sundling and 
Deputy Chief Executive Officer Gunnar Söderholm concluded that 
the City of Stockholm must set preparations in motion on its own ac-
count if there was to be any chance of complying with the time scale. 
By December the Chief Executive Officer and his deputy were seriously 
worried about the project, and a degree of confusion set in.

Immediately after the election an informal drafting committee had 
been set up. Known as the ‘Political Secretaries’ Committee’, it com-
prised the political secretaries of the majority parties. The matter was 
discussed at the highest political level in connection with the regular 
meetings involving the leaders of the three majority parties, and when 
necessary special discussions between Annika Billström, Deputy Mayor 
Margareta Olofsson (Left Party) and Åsa Romson, leader of the Green 
Party in the Stockholm City Council. In the early stages the Social De-
mocrats seemed to have difficulty in deciding both the remit and the 
make-up of the committee, and for some time the coalition partners 
wondered if the real intention was to allow the trial to die a natural 
death – a suspicion that recurred on several later occasions. There is no 
doubt that there was strong opposition to the trial in the Stockholm 
Regional Office for some considerable time.

A crucial question for the trial was how the work should be organi-
sed. Given the existing local government administration, the obvious 
thing to do would have been to allocate responsibility to the Streets 
and Real Estate Administration. After all, this authority was in charge 
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of roads and traffic matters in Stockholm, and had the facilities and 
skills to handle large-scale projects. But it was not a realistic proposi-
tion to ask the Streets and Real Estate Administration to deal with this 
question. They were notorious for their traditional attitude to traffic 
matters and the leaders of the City Council anticipated difficulties 
in persuading the top administrators concerned to give their whole-
hearted support to the trial. Both the Greens and Annika Billström 
were sceptical about the chances of arousing sufficient enthusiasm. The 
authority was sceptical about the somewhat irrational and unpredictable 
directions often taken by traffic policies, and the conviction that many 
political initiatives come to nothing was widespread – not least as a 
result of residual frustration over the collapse of the large-scale Dennis 
Package for political reasons. And so it was decided to create a special 
organisation within the Executive Office, which would be responsible 
for the implementation. This special organisation was soon known as 
The Environmental Charging Secretariat.

On 17 January the Council leaders were ready to submit a proposal 
to the City Executive Board. It involved the setting up of the Imple-
menting Secretariat referred to above, that the Executive Office should 
produce an implementation plan by March at the latest, and that a 
political consultative group should be set up to assist the Executive Of-
fice, comprising representatives of all political parties and chaired by the 
mayor. Preparations for procurement procedures should be in parallel 
with the other work. The Essingeleden motorway was included in the 
proposal, as was the inner city. It was proposed that the investigatory 
work should be coordinated with the Stockholm Commission, of which 
Annika Billström was a member. The proposed secretariat should have 
minimum staffing, but should drive and co-ordinate work on the char-
ging system, and inform the general public in an objective way. The 
intention was that the secretariat should make use of all the expertise 
available in the city administration, and also make extensive use of 
consultants; in addition a mention was made of holding a referendum 
once the trial was over.292

Needless to say, the non-socialist opposition was against the City 
Council proposal. The consultative group mentioned above was boy-
cotted by the Liberal Party. The City Executive Board endorsed the 
proposal on 5 February 2003. The Implementing Secretariat should be 
set up as an offshoot of the Executive Office, and an implementation 
plan was to be produced in less than two months.293
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Despite this resolution, which meant that there was now within City 
Hall a basic institutional structure for the implementation of the trial, 
there was a lot that was still unclear. This was pointed out in Svenska 
Dagbladet on 19 January (and elsewhere), in an article exposing the 
very uncertain financial bases of the trial.294 Billström wrote to the In-
frastructure Minister at the Ministry for Industry, Employment and 
Communications, Ulrika Messing, asking the central government to pay 
for the trial as it had come about as a result of an initiative at national 
level. But Messing’s response was evasive. She suggested that Billström 
should be patient and wait until the Stockholm Commission had pro-
nounced on the matter – which was expected to be in June. Messing 
pointed out that it could just as well be the City of Stockholm rather 
than the central government that should pay the 300 million kronor 
at that time assessed as the cost of the trial. Billström maintained that 
Stockholm could not be expected to pay.295

On the way to firming things up
One of the biggest political stumbling blocks at this time was whether 
or not Essingeleden would be charged. Both traffic experts and poli-
ticians from the Left Party and the Greens thought the bypass should 
be included in the trial. The reason for this was that even before the 
trial the heavily used road was expected to become still busier when 
Södra Länken, a road tunnel between Stockholm’s south-eastern and 
south-western parts, was opened in the autumn of 2004. Not imposing 
a charge on Essingeleden would increase traffic on it even more, and so 
de facto aggravate even more the situation on the road that was already 
the busiest in the region. Needless to say, this was not an attractive 
scenario for advocates of congestion charging.

One problem was that the suburban municipalities were complain-
ing very loudly all the time that there would be no toll-free route past 
Stockholm. Even the Stockholm Region Road Administration (headed 
by Hans Rode), which was responsible for the bypass in question and for 
the traffic situation in the whole of the county, was very much against 
imposing charges on the only motorway connecting the southern and 
northern parts of the Stockholm region. The Social Democrats in 
Stockholm County took action as well. In a letter to Ulrika Messing 
in December 2002, they stressed that not only were they against the 
whole idea of congestion charging, but they also demanded a toll-free 
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route between different parts of the region, including Essingeleden. 
Moreover, they wanted to take part in the crucial referendum that 
might make the trial permanent.296 Against this background, the So-
cial Democrats in the City of Stockholm gradually came round to the 
conclusion that as far as they were concerned, it would not be pos-
sible to advocate the principle of charges on Essingeleden. This was 
the big argument during the spring of 2003, whereafter the Lefts and 
Greens were forced to give in to what they saw as an ultimatum from 
the Social Democrats.

As for the design of the trial, the group of political secretaries were 
impressed by the use of transponders in Norwegian trials, but as they 
wanted to avoid having to set up manually operated toll booths in hea-
vily trafficated positions, they advocated supplementing the system with 
camera registration, intended to deal with vehicles without transpon-
ders.297 It was clear from the central government agreement that it was 
traffic inside the city boundaries that should be charged – but should 
payments only be made when vehicles entered the charging zone, or 
should there also be a charge for vehicles moving inside it? Should the 
charges apply all day long, as in London, or should they vary according 
the traffic volume? And how much should be paid? Another problem 
that became apparent concerned Lidingö municipality. At this moment 
in time it was becoming more and more apparent that the two most 
critical aspects that needed to be sorted out without delay if the trial 
was going to proceed were the necessary legislation and procurement 
of the technical system.

In order to fulfil its obligation to produce a plan, the Executive Of-
fice contacted the consultancy firm Transek, which it had sounded out 
earlier. At a meeting with Bosse Sundling and Gunnar Söderholm on 4 
March 2003, the company was instructed to present a proposal for the 
design of the system by the end of the month. The group of political 
secretaries had agreed on the following requirements: time differentiated 
charges with transponders, 4–5 charging zones and a starting date in 
the autumn of 2004. But they were vague about applying charging to 
Essingeleden, partly because they were unable to agree among themsel-
ves. They kept open the option of introducing charges there during the 
course of the trial. The timetable was rejected by Transek as unrealistic, 
but the other requirements were addressed in their report.

Work was now so intensive in the secretarial group that during some 
periods they had no time to deal with anything else. Arguments within 
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the group had ideological overtones. The Social Democrats did not want 
to cripple motorists but were in favour of continuing to expand the road 
network, while the Greens and Lefts would be happy to put a stop to 
continuing traffic growth. Transek’s proposal, which was ready by the 
beginning of April, contained a variable charge between 10 and 20 kronor 
for vehicles entering and leaving the inner city. They proposed a lower 
charge for Essingeleden at peak traffic times. The consultants preferred a 
single charging zone, partly for technical reasons, but it might be possible 
to have two zones with the internal border drawn along a line between 
Saltsjö and Lake Mälaren. It was not considered possible to have more 
charging zones because of the severe time pressure they were under. The 
report also proposed a maximum daily charge of 80 kronor, bearing in 
mind commercial traffic. For simplicity’s sake only two levels of charging 
were recommended: full and exempt. Transek considered that it would 
be possible to measure the effects of the trial over six months or slightly 
longer. They thought it was difficult to estimate the costs involved, but 
plumped for 800–900 million kronor to cover investment, reports and 
running expenses, but excluding increased public transport; income was 
estimated at 1.2 billion kronor per year.298

Against this background, Chief Executive Officer Bosse Sundling 
and his deputy Gunnar Söderholm signed an official report on 10 April, 
recommending approval by the Council. But on one important point 
they changed the proposal agreed by the group of political secretaries: 
their report excluded Essingeleden from charging, something which 
aroused strong reactions from the three-party coalition.

According to the report, the City Executive Board should propose 
to the City Council for ratification a series of measures to continue 
implementation of the environmental charging trial. This should begin 
at the end of 2004 and the aim of the charges was to reduce journey 
times, which was calculated to be achievable by reducing the amount 
of traffic on the busiest roads by between 10 and 15 per cent during 
peak times. It also laid down that the charging system could be deve-
loped to include several different zones, even if there would only be 
one zone for the trial period. It also recommended time-differentiated 
charges, and that the system should permit several different charging 
methods. The report stressed that all income would pass to the County 
of Stockholm, that the situation on Essingeleden should not be allowed 
to deteriorate and that the trial should be evaluated before the current 
term of office came to an end.299
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The statement from the Executive Office and Transek’s report were 
sent out for fast-lane consultation, and a so-called consultation hearing 
was arranged on 23 April as a part of the simplified procedure. Time 
was very short. The politicians responsible had hoped for an oppor-
tunity to discuss and hear points of view on the design of the system. 
Instead, they were confronted with widespread discontent about the 
whole business. The debate was highly charged and many agitated emo-
tions were vented. The outlying municipalities were very critical of the 
extremely short consultation time for a matter of such significance for 
their citizens.300 ‘Wrong decision, wrong time and done in the wrong 
way’ was the comment of the Swedish AA.301 The Stockholm Chamber 
of Commerce was afraid that commerce could be seriously disrupted.302 
Even the Swedish Association for the Electro-Sensitive queried the sys-
tem with what they called its microwave-based registration.303 There 
were a few positive reactions, mainly from environmental and nature 
conservancy organisations.304

Municipal executive boards requested more reports before any deci-
sions was taken on the final design of the system.305 It was noted that 
it was necessary to sort out who did what, and how responsibilities 
were to be split between central and municipal government – the Swe-
dish Road Administration being one of this number.306 Reservations 
expressed by the Conservatives and Liberals criticised what they saw 
as a fait accompli.307 The Christian Democrats were more moderate, 
but nevertheless maintained that the way things had been done ‘risks 
overturning the whole issue of congestion charging in Stockholm in 
future.’308

The political unrest was also obvious within the Stockholm County 
Association of Local Authorities (known in Swedish as the KSL). On 
24 April 2003 they organised a referendum of their members which 
produced a clear majority against congestion charging in the region – 
69 to 37. The referendum was based on a declaration that work done 
by the City of Stockholm on congestion charging should be subsumed 
into a regional project. The result voted for also contained an exhor-
tation to Parliament and the central government only to co-operate 
on introducing congestion charging in Stockholm if it was based on 
‘regional cooperation and consensus.’309

However, while there was strong political opposition to the intro-
duction of congestion charging in the spring of 2003, something hap-
pened which advocates of the project regarded as encouraging. On 17 
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February 2003 congestion charging was introduced in London, and 
the following day Dagens Nyheter reported that the predicted traffic 
chaos did not occur.310 After only a few weeks, the London system was 
considered to have been a success.

Preparing the procurement
Buying in the technical system and establishing charging procedures, 
as noted above, was the most critical aspect of the Stockholm Trial, 
alongside the necessary legislation. No road charging system on this 
scale had ever been introduced in such a short time as the politicians 
were imposing.

Preparations had begun in the City’s Executive Office as early as 
the spring of 2003. It was maintained that experience in Sweden of 
implementing road charging projects and designing the necessary 
technical systems was very limited, which it was feared meant that it 
would take a long time to devise the required specifications. And as 
has been discussed above, the shortage of time was among the aspects 
of the Executive Office’s official report from April 2003 that were most 
heavily criticised. According to the Swedish Road Administration, the 
trial could not be expected to last any longer than 6–8 months.311

In the Executive Office’s competition and procurement office, a 
strategic unit, there was somebody – Dennis Bring – with experience 
relevant in this context of complicated projects in IT and telecommu-
nications. Bring was asked if he was prepared to accept responsibility 
for procurement and finalisation within nine months. The intention 
was that everything would be ready by December 2003. Bring accepted, 
but there were no precise details of his remit.

A congestion charge system is a comprehensive IT-system for checking 
the passage of motor vehicles and also the associated mass of payments, 
which requires the setting up of routines and organisations.312 The toll 
booths on the roads are a very small part of the whole. In the middle 
of April work began on drawing up a business plan for procurement, 
and also how a future road-charging organisation would be configured, 
and function. The best way of paying was also investigated. This was 
necessary in order to formulate the procurement requirements. The 
main features of the organisation were to be in the hands of senior ma-
nagers. The business plan was based on functionality, with requirements 
suppliers had to comply with formulated in terms of what the system 
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would produce, rather than specifying how the technology should be 
set up.313 This was the only sensible solution since the procurer had 
not had sufficient time to create a comprehensive buying organisation 
with the competence necessary to design technical solutions in detail. 
It was a question of drawing up a business plan that took advantage of 
the market’s competence as well as insisting that the suppliers must be 
able to keep a check on aspects that left them open to risks being taken, 
and have their own incentives to meet deadlines. So the ability of the 
supplier to finance and control the task in hand was important. The 
Executive Office maintained that a so-called negotiated procurement 
was appropriate since large parts of the contract were services.314

Bearing in mind the tight time schedule, the widespread inability 
in that line of business to deliver anything on time and with the cor-
rect function was a risk that it seemed prudent to minimise. Interested 
suppliers pointed out at an early stage the risks involved in specifying 
delivery within a year. A basic starting point was therefore that what 
was delivered must be a fully working system – otherwise there was a 
probability that the trial would irredeemably fail to win over support 
from the voters. All basic requirements had to be spelt out at the very 
start of the buying-in process, partly because what was being acquired 
had to be in full working order, and partly because the possibility of 
major adjustments once delivery had started was very limited.

In the spring of 2003 it was still unclear who was going to be re-
sponsible for the procurement negotiations and the assessment of 
tenders, nor who would be responsible for operating the system and 
taking care of the actual charging procedures. The division of responsi-
bility between the local councils, the Swedish Road Administration 
and regional authorities was far from being sorted out. The fact that it 
was not possible to decide how the charging system would eventually 
be organised, and that the division of responsibility was not yet fixed, 
introduced considerable uncertainty into the procurement process. It 
was difficult for the project committee chaired by Bring to be clear 
about questions which would not be resolved for some considerable 
time to come. Focus was on the political conflicts, but certain questions 
that would be important for motorists during the trial were difficult to 
answer. These uncertainties were apparent in the business plan. An ex-
ample was an option for the would-be purchaser to require the supplier 
to set up and operate a customer service function if the purchaser had 
insufficient time to do so. The system would also have to be able to cope 
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with a number of functions that might be required in future if the trial 
were to be made permanent. But many unanswered questions would 
have to be answered sooner or later. The final resolution also assumed 
that appropriate legislation was in place and that central government 
would make a financial contribution. The whole procurement process 
was therefore dependent on these points.

The consultant Alexander Fürdös, who had been in that line of bu-
siness since the mid-1990s, played an important role in drawing up the 
business plan for procurement. His experience included projects such 
as the Öresund Bridge and heavy goods vehicle charging in Austria, 
and he knew the risks typical of such schemes. Civil servants from the 
Streets and Real Estate Commission and the Stockholm Region Road 
Administration sat on the reference committee, but were relatively 
passive. In a way, the work was made easier as there were fewer views 
to take into account. The bold resolution to implement procurement 
was passed by the City Council on 2 June 2003. The City Executive 
Board decided to initiate the process a few weeks later, and the com-
mencement of procurement was announced on 4 July.

One might well ask why the City of Stockholm took procurement 
this far when it was now absolutely clear that it was a matter for central 
government. The reason was simply that central government had shown 
remarkably little interest in taking any action at all in this matter. If 
there was going to be any chance of carrying out the trial during the 
current term of office, it was easy to see that the procurement process 
needed to be prepared and set in motion without delay. The admi-
nistrators responsible regarded what they were doing with regard to 
procurement as a job they had not yet been asked to do on behalf of 
central government.

The Environmental Charge Secretariat is appointed
During the spring of 2003, the Environmental Charge Secretariat was 
appointed. As well as a Chief Executive there were to be three project 
leaders: one for procurement of the system, one for information and 
communications, and one for traffic analysis and evaluation of the trial. 
In the first place candidates were sought within the city’s administration. 
There was discussion at the time about appointing a leadership troika. 
One of the people approached was Magnus Nilsson, of the Swedish 
Society for Nature Conservation. Discussions were held about a job 
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description, but after a comparatively short time it transpired that 
Annika Billström was against appointing Nilsson. Another considered 
for one of the three posts was Magnus Carle. In the end Carle, who at 
the time was Sweden’s traffic expert in Brussels and had many years of 
experience of the Stockholm traffic scene, was appointed Chief Execu-
tive – there was to be no troika after all. He was contacted in February 
or March 2003 by Bosse Sundling, and took up the appointment on 2 
June, the very day on which the City Council decided to proceed with 
the trial. Dennis Bring, who had already started work on procurement 
in the Executive Office, became project leader for procurement of the 
system. Joanna Dickinson, who had previously worked for the Swedish 
Environmental Protection Agency and Transek, and was one of those 
involved in presenting the report to the Executive Office in April, was 
put in charge of traffic analysis and assessment. Kai Honkonen became 
project leader for information and communications. It should be no-
ted that Carle had relatively little influence on recruitment. Bring had 
already been appointed, Honkonen was chosen by Annika Billström 
and Dickinson had been recruited by Åsa Romson. The administrative 
staff came mainly from Stockholm City’s pool of civil servants. It was 
a very small secretariat comprising only seven people, who could turn 
to competent staff throughout the city’s administration, and also take 
advice from consultants.

A matter for local government?
On 2 June 2003 the City Hall coalition’s proposal to go ahead with the 
trial to levy an environmental charge was passed in the City Council 
by 51 votes to 49 – but only after an intensive debate. The Liberal 
Party leader in Stockholm, Jan Björklund, had raised the effect traffic 
charges would have on social segregation.315 Annika Billström argued 
that the proposal would enable investments to be made in public trans-
port, which would benefit the lower paid.316 Another critical motion 
suggested that traffic charging ‘is a wretched solution to Stockholm’s 
traffic problems’, and would hit hard sections of the travelling public 
that were already under severe pressure.317

The City Executive Board was given the task of implementing the 
procurement of the technical system for the trial, and the Execu-
tive Office the task of reaching agreement with central government 
about the financing of the project. The trial was limited to eighteen 
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months, after which the citizens of Stockholm would vote in a refe-
rendum to decide whether the charges should be made permanent. 
The number of charging zones was increased to two, and – at least to 
start with – Essingeleden would be exempted. Billström also addres-
sed the problem of the relationship between the City of Stockholm 
and central government. The division of responsibility between both 
parties must be spelled out in unambiguous agreements. The City of 
Stockholm assumed that central government would be responsible 
for collecting the levies, while the City would order the technical 
system and be responsible for procurement, and also have overall ad-
ministrative responsibility for the conduct of the trial. The Stockholm 
City Council’s resolution giving the go-ahead to the trial assumed 
that Parliament would in turn pass whatever motions were required 
to make this possible.

The Conservative Party, the Liberals, several organisations and some 
individual residents appealed against the resolution passed by the City 
of Stockholm Council. They claimed that the congestion charges were 
in fact a tax, and hence any decision ought to have been made by Parlia-
ment.318 Shortly afterwards appeals were lodged against the resolution 
passed by the City Council on 27 July to commence procurement of 
the system. The complainants were the Conservatives, the Swedish AA 
and an individual resident.319 The objections were rejected in the first 
instance, but the appeals were taken to a higher court.

The division of responsibilities still unclear
The day after the Stockholm City Council had voted on congestion 
charging, i.e. 3 June 2003, the conclusions of the Stockholm Commis-
sion on the matter were made public, as mentioned above. This signal-
led a new phase in the trial. The Government Offices were not exactly 
well prepared for this, even if Director General Lars Eric Ericsson, 
former state secretary, municipal commissioner and county governor 
was appointed negotiator for central government on 12 June 2003. 
His remit was somewhat verbosely worded and covered not only the 
procurement of the technical system but also the economy and finan-
cing of the trial.321 The technical aspects of his responsibilities included 
choice of the system, and who would be in charge of procurement, 
management and the running of it. Among the economic questions to 
be resolved were an assessment of the City of Stockholm’s account of 
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estimated costs and income, amounts needed for investment, how costs 
and income should be shared out, how the income should be spent, 
and how it should be channelled back to the region. No time schedule 
was laid down, but regular reports were to be submitted to the Finance 
Minister. In reality, the remit was somewhat diffuse.

By the summer of 2003, still no directive had been issued to any 
central government authority to take on responsibility for implemen-
tation or procurement. Nor was it clear how the City of Stockholm 
and central government would share out the costs and income of the 
trial. The resolution passed by the Stockholm City Council on 2 June 
assumed that central government would shoulder all costs and that 
all income would be channelled back to the region – but this had 
not been confirmed in any agreement with the government. Despite 
these fundamental obscurities, the process forged ahead at the local 
government level.

The way in which the matter had been treated in the Government 
Offices earlier on as a routine project, and hence subjected to the usual 
sequential and time-wasting procedures, meant that central government 
was ill-prepared for the urgent action that was now essential. The City 
of Stockholm had produced time schedules without being able to have 
them confirmed by any government authority, and was now prepared 
to press ahead and make sure that the trial was not wrecked by central 
government inertia. The appointment of a government negotiator did 
not improve the situation significantly. Ericsson had nothing con-
structive to say, but could only absorb all the questions and proposals 
coming from local government level. Central government was living in 
cloud cuckoo land as if there were no time pressure and no final date 
by which time the trial must start in order for it to be meaningful. At 
this point in time the City of Stockholm and central government were 
living in quite different worlds, when it came to understanding what 
was needed in order to mount the Stockholm Trial.

Two serious conflicts: August 2003–April 2004

The two big events of June 2003 – the City of Stockholm’s decision to go 
ahead with the trial, and the report on congestion charging by the Stock-
holm Commission – made it obvious that local government and central 
government were totally out of step. Stockholm had set up an implementa-
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tion secretariat and the procurement procedure aimed at being completed 
in time for the anticipated resolution in April or May 2004. But nothing 
was heard from central government. Consideration of congestion charging 
would have to go through all the normal procedures before it could be 
made legally possible. Those in charge at City Hall clashed vehemently 
with the Ministry of Finance during the spring of 2004. Mayor Billström 
threatened to call off the trial if central government failed to follow up 
the resolution passed by the Stockholm Council, and on the whole, got her 
way. Later in the spring, when the government’s bill was due to be put to 
Parliament, a dispute flared up over the length of the trial; first between 
the coalition partners in Rosenbad in connection with the handling of 
the national budget, and then in City Hall. It was now clear that the 
trial could not start at the time envisaged. The Green Party and the Left 
Party wanted to keep the length of the trial unchanged, but the Social 
Democrats insisted on the trial being completed well before the elections 
in September 2006, which would mean a radical shortening. This dis-
pute came very close to causing the collapse of first the central government 
coalition, and then the coalition in City Hall, which would mean cancel-
lation of the trial. At the last moment, in order to enable the necessary 
legal changes to be dealt with during the spring session of Parliament, 
the City Hall coalition managed to cobble together a 26-point agreement 
which incorporated several concessions to compensate the Greens and the 
Lefts for accepting a shorter trial.

The Environmental Charge Secretariat gets under way
As mentioned above, an important round of recruitment to the Envi-
ronmental Charge Secretariat took place during the spring and sum-
mer, and serious work began during the autumn of 2003. The remit 
was to prepare, coordinate and inform about the trial, and to carry out 
procurement and assessment.

There was a clear structural plan which pinned down several key 
activities within the trial. At the same time, work began on formula-
ting an overall, comprehensive plan for the project. A requirements 
and consistency analysis for the whole project was commissioned. The 
demands for organising the programme, monitoring and reporting 
were drawn up by a group of consultants.322 The comprehensive pro-
ject plan would include various alternative ways of proceeding. One 
of these involved the City of Stockholm alone taking responsibility 
for ordering, administering and running the technical system, with 
an operating organisation run by the City Council. But no actual 
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project plan for the Environmental Charge Secretariat seems ever to 
have been drawn up.

To begin with there was little enthusiasm when the administrators at 
the Environmental Charge Secretariat or politicians approached other 
parts of the Stockholm City administration seeking cooperation in the 
preparations for the congestion charging system. There was not usually 
active opposition, but many key players remained passive. Some heads 
of departments refrained from instructing their staff to give priority to 
the charging trial. Carle and his colleagues had to appeal for help from 
municipal Chief Executive Officers in order to solve such problems.

Several groups cooperated with the Environmental Charge Secreta-
riat. At the highest administrative level was a reference group comprising 
administrative directors or their deputies. From the City of Stock-
holm, the Streets and Real Estate Administration, the City Planning 
Administration, the Environmental Administration and Stockholm 
Parking were represented. Also represented were the Stockholm County 
Administrative Board, the Stockholm Region Road Administration, 
Stockholm Public Transport and the Office of Regional Planning and 
Urban Transportation. The group had no responsibility for results or 
implementation, and it made no decisions: its role was exclusively 
supportive and advisory. It was to be a forum for the exchange and 
spreading of information, and would act as a sounding board for the 
Environmental Charge Secretariat.

The Planning Group
The three project leaders at the Environmental Charge Secretariat each 
had a project group linked to their work with representatives at a more 
operative level for various administrative authorities. Joanna Dickinson 
was in charge of the planning group and was responsible for traffic 
analysis, infrastructure, public transport and assessment of the trial. It 
is worth noting that no clear directive had been given as to how these 
tasks should be carried out. The group’s remit was to:

Define the input required for the trial to work in practice and to de-
cide what assessments need to be made. Another aim is to exchange 
information and to ensure that the various players provide progress 
reports.323
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To a large extent, what Dickinson needed to do now was to hire con-
sultants and to enable the organisations responsible for the various ac-
tivities affected by the trial to analyse, plan and co-operate. There were 
two big problems to solve. One was to co-ordinate public transport. 
In order to achieve the necessary comfort and capacity, the buses that 
would be expected to carry most of the expected increase in public 
transport commuter traffic would need to run from the suburbs to 
central locations in the city centre. At first this request met with op-
position from within the Streets and Real Estate Administration, whose 
policy was that regional bus termini should be in peripheral locations; 
nor was the Swedish Road Administration, which was responsible for 
road maintenance in suburban municipalities, keen on releasing road 
capacity for dedicated bus lanes. Stockholm Public Transport carried 
out its own forecasts. The Environmental Charge Secretariat commis-
sioned the consultancy company Transek to make traffic forecasts. There 
was some uncertainty about how well the models, based on research 
into travelling habits, would be able to reflect the effect of congestion 
charging on the demand from transporters and travellers – it had not 
been tested before. The forecasts turned out to be fairly similar, apart 
from those for traffic flow on Essingeleden where the estimated increase 
varied between 12 and 27 per cent. Otherwise the forecasts were pretty 
much in line with assessments made during the trial, not least for the 
increase in use of public transport.

The planning group also dealt with other proactive steps such as 
traffic control measures, where specially dedicated lanes were needed, 
and the location of park-and-ride sites. This led to a lot of friction and 
contradictory instructions. It was difficult to arrange for the necessary 
investigations to be carried out. Instructions were coming from the 
side rather than from above, as it were, and various administrators had 
to be convinced that they should put routine work aside and devote 
themselves to congestion charging matters. This was often difficult to 
achieve. Many administrators expressed their personal scepticism as 
far as the trial was concerned. For the first ten months, co-operation 
from the Streets and Real Estate Administration was considered to be 
extremely limited. The same can be said for civil servants at the Swe-
dish Road Administration in these early stages: they still seemed to 
be less than convinced that the trial would take place at all, and were 
awaiting orders from central government. However, this situation was 
changed fundamentally when chief executives at municipal level inter-
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vened and the Swedish Road Administration was eventually charged by 
central government to implement the trial. Exempt from this criticism 
were administrators at Stockholm Public Transport, who had been co-
operative from the start.

The second problem was assessment of the trial. There were several 
interested parties. In 2003 a group of researchers at the Royal Institute 
of Technology (known in Swedish as KTH) launched a study into how 
the effects of the charging trial could be measured.324 They received 
funding worth four million kronor from Vinnova (a Swedish research 
foundation), the Swedish Road Administration and the Executive Of-
fice for studying the Stockholm Trial from three points of view: the 
effect on motor vehicles and public transport, the effect on the retail 
trade, and on travelling habits.325 For a long time it was unclear what 
the relationship between the KTH researchers and those working on 
the similar project that the Environmental Charge Secretariat had 
commissioned would be, and who would ultimately be responsible for 
what. To start with the KTH researchers were members of the planning 
group, but had to leave it.

The desire of bosses at the Environmental Charge Secretariat and 
the Executive Office to avoid being criticised by the KTH investigation 
seems to have made it difficult to sort out the roles clearly, and this 
caused considerable irritation on both sides. The fact that some of the 
researchers in this group had the reputation in some circles – true or false 
– of being opponents of congestion charging led administrators in the 
City of Stockholm to suspect the possibility of biased assessments.

The company commissioned to draw up the assessment strategy 
and assessment plan for the trial was Trivector Traffic AB from Lund. 
They had a sound reputation for their competence in the transport and 
environmental fields. According to some observers, what they produ-
ced was not entirely successful because it went no further than listing 
circumstances that could be of interest to measure, despite the fact 
that there already existed data about how congestion should be defined 
and assessment structured. But there again, the company responded 
to the remit they had been given – the Congestion Charge Secretariat 
needed a precise plan for what needed to be assessed, why, and how. 
This is what they got, and it formed the basis for the procurement and 
specifications for subsidiary projects in the assessment that Dickinson 
eventually made. But the criticism was not only of matters relating to 
content. Several universities and consultants were interested in being 
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commissioned to carry out the research. To some extent the criticism 
can be explained by the fact that a company based in the far south of 
Sweden had muscled in on the Stockholm market.

Trivector’s work was the basis for the Environmental Charge 
Secretariat’s commissioning of assessments. Trivector also designed 
the investigation into travelling habits. When those investigations 
eventually reported, their results did not seem to have attracted any 
significant criticism.

Behind Dickinson’s line was an attempt to comply with the law go-
verning public procurement, in accordance with which the university 
sector should compete on a level playing field with other suppliers, 
and the then managers at the Environmental Charge Secretariat have 
gone on record as supporting the principle that when it is possible to 
buy in expertise from the open consultancy market, universities and 
similar higher education establishments do not need to be involved – 
their job is to provide new knowledge.

Comparatively soon the assessment project was detached from the 
planning of the trial, and in November 2003 Dickinson set up a special 
reference group to deal with these matters, and also three special com-
mittees to examine the effects on the city, especially the retail trade, 
on haulage firms, and on how an investigation into travelling habits 
should be set up. The big reference group comprised representatives 
of authorities, municipalities, users, and researchers.326 Dissention 
and the many strongly expressed views by consultants and others 
who considered themselves competent to assess the project resulted in 
complications and delays, despite the fact that the timetable was tight 
from the very start. The biggest problem concerned traffic measure-
ments and the investigation into travelling habits. The Stockholm Of-
fice of Research and Statistics was commissioned to take charge of the 
travelling habits investigation, but took several months to produce an 
invitation for tenders. When it was eventually circulated, it was at the 
very last minute if travelling habits were to be investigated before the 
trial began. As luck would have it, a suitable application was received, 
so the day was saved. If that had not happened the entire investigation 
into travelling habits, a keystone of the assessment project, would have 
had to be abandoned.
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The Information Group
Kai Honkonen, who was recruited in accordance with Annika Billström’s 
wishes, was project leader for the information group with the remit of 
working out a communications strategy and planning the dissemination 
of information. In Honkonen’s reference group were representatives 
of Stockholm Public Transport, the Streets and Real Estates Adminis-
tration, City Hall Information Office, the Swedish Road Administra-
tion and the Environmental Administration. In order to learn from 
the experience of others, a study visit to London was arranged. The 
Environmental Charge Secretariat visited Transport for London and 
the advertising agency used to inform the general public about the 
charging system.

Carle’s aim was to make the Environmental Charge Secretariat the 
world champions of information dissemination. An information strategy 
was drawn up, and relevant events arranged. Also on the list of things to 
do was the evolving of a plan for how to interact with various interest 
groups, players and the general public before, during and after the trial. 
Seminars were arranged for traffic planners and the business community 
during the spring of 2004. An international seminar also took place, 
incorporating reports from other cities where road charging had been 
tried; this was an initiative emanating from the assessment group within 
the Environmental Charge Secretariat, which was responsible for most 
of the planning. Another selected group was journalists.

To begin with, communications consultants were commissioned 
within the framework already drawn up by the City of Stockholm. It 
was mainly a matter of strategic support. Later, in March 2004, a lot of 
money was spent leading up to a major initial information campaign 
aimed at arousing interest in the trial. This was based largely on adverti-
sements in the Stockholm underground and in the daily press. However, 
progress was not as swift as was considered desirable, and before long 
the Chief Executive of the Environmental Charge Secretariat intervened 
and rearranged procedures. An extra member of staff was recruited for 
the information group with effect from February 2004.

The System Group
The system group worked on the drawing up of a business plan, requi-
rements for the procurement of the technical system and the appoint-
ments that would be needed to carry out the trial, under the direction 
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of Dennis Bring. Work in this group had advanced further than in the 
other two groups, due to the fact that preparations had begun as early 
as the previous spring. In the middle of September six applications to 
become accredited submitters of tenders were received. In the middle 
of November the list of requirements was sent to the four applications 
accredited. The deadline for the submission of tenders was extended 
from 15 January 2004 to 10 February. There was no hurry since the 
work on legislation had been delayed, and the submitters of tenders 
needed the extra time in order to draw up as comprehensive a bid as 
possible, taking into account as many potential risks as could be fo-
reseen. The trade press described the project as ‘dangerously close to 
a suicide bid.’327 According to newspaper reports, several consultants 
refrained from submitting tenders because of the high risks involved, 
the high standard of the requirements and the political uncertainty, 
despite the fact that there were 600 million kronor at stake during the 
trial, and thereafter about another 100 million if the trial were to be 
made permanent.328 Of the four tenders received, two were considered 
worth looking further into. The ones rejected had been submitted by 
firms legally different from those who had been invited to do so. Be-
hind the tenders to be assessed were IBM Svenska AB and Combitech 
Consortium.329

After a period of especially intensive work, the group was basically 
ready to make a decision at the end of April 2004, but matters were 
delayed. The necessary legislation was not ready, there was no agree-
ment with central government, the question of finance was not solved, 
and overall it was not at all clear how to proceed. The Environmental 
Charge Secretariat therefore postponed a decision, maintaining that 
further checks needed to be made. The situation was embarrassing. 
It was known that in all probability the task of procurement would 
be handed over to the Swedish Road Administration, even if it was 
not clear at what stage this would happen. On several occasions the 
City Council had met the representatives of central government and 
requested clarification, but without success: and so the division of 
responsibility was still unclear. To cover themselves, Bring and his 
project group had drawn up the process from the very start in such 
a way that it would be easy to pass procurement on to the Swedish 
Road Administration – for instance, the business plan was construc-
ted so that the supplier would have overall responsibility irrespective 
of precisely who eventually became the purchaser. During the spring 
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of 2004 a means was sought and found of including the Swedish 
Road Administration in the group working on the tenders. But most 
things had already been fixed during the autumn of 2003 in the list 
of requirements. The intention was that the City of Stockholm would 
complete the procurement and then hand it over to the Swedish Road 
Administration. At times there were very different understandings of 
what the City of Stockholm and the Swedish Road Administration 
would be responsible for.

Unclear points and time pressure
In this introductory phase the work of the Environmental Charge Se-
cretariat was affected by the constantly unclear circumstances, and in 
some cases by open political arguments regarding the implementation 
of the trial. Obviously, it was frustrating to work under very heavy time 
pressure when it was frequently not at all sure that the trial would take 
place at all.

The decision to drop charging on Essingeleden, forced through 
by the Social Democrats in the spring of 2003, caused considerable 
worry. A series of traffic forecasts from the late autumn of 2003, based 
on varying models, all predicted – albeit to different extents – a big 
increase in traffic on Essingeleden during the trial. The inner charging 
zone along Lake Mälaren and Saltsjön made the problem even worse. 
On the basis of the predictions, the three coalition parties decided in 
December 2003 to drop this inner charging zone, a decision confirmed 
by the Stockholm City Council the following March. In connection 
with this, the so-called Lidingö Exemption was accepted and spelled 
out. Motorists on their way to or from Lidingö would not need to pay 
unless they broke their journey inside Stockholm. The maximum daily 
charge was reduced from 80 to 60 kronor, and the change between tax 
levels of 10 and 20 kronor was made easier by introducing an interme-
diate level of 15 kronor.330

From the very start the work of the Environmental Charge Secretariat 
was characterised by high time pressure. The road works that needed 
to be carried out before the trial began can serve as an example of this. 
The increase in use of public transport that could be expected once 
charging started was so great that commuter trains and the under-
ground could not possibly cope with it all. Stockholm Public Transport 
was granted six extra slots per day for commuter trains, but this was 
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not enough and the company was forced to think mainly in terms of 
buses to match the increased demands. In order for the new bus lines 
to be able to access the planned and centrally located terminals, the 
access roads needed to be adapted. In normal circumstances the work 
involved for rebuilding on that scale would take 30 months, which 
would mean it could not be completed before the trial was over. Only 
by omitting several steps in the normal procedures could the work be 
finished in time. Consultations and lobbying would have to be omit-
ted – this might be excusable in view of the fact that the trial was only 
for a limited period of time. The procedure recommended was to de-
legate all decisions on implementation to the Chief Executive Officer 
of the Streets and Real Estate Administration in Stockholm.331 This 
was duly agreed in March 2004. Doing so created a good basis for the 
active co-operation from the Streets and Real Estate Administration 
that was necessary if the trial was to be a success.

Stronger political leadership
During the autumn of 2003 political responsibility for the trial in City 
Hall had been transferred from the Finance Office to the Streets and 
Real Estate Office, with Deputy Mayor Roger Mogert in charge – the 
intention being to ease the burden on the mayor. This was a period when 
the main problem was the complicated procurement process. However, 
Annika Billström soon transferred responsibility back to the Finance 
Office. Both the media exposure and the discreet discussions with cen-
tral government needed continuous involvement at the highest political 
level. The move strengthened the project, which was now once again at 
the centre of power and financial resources. This also stressed the special 
nature of the trial. The City Executive Board was now beyond question 
the authority responsible for seeing the project through.332

As mentioned above, there was also a degree of inconstancy in the 
Social Democratic section of the group of political secretaries. This was 
stabilised in March 2004 when Maria Östberg Svanelind was recruited. 
She was chair of the Stockholm district of the Social Democratic Women’s 
Association, one of the organisations in the Stockholm Regional Office 
in favour of charging. Östberg Svanelind was appointed by Billström 
to carry out one single task: to promote and keep an eye on the trial. 
Formally she was made a non-political member of the Environmental 
Charge Secretariat, but she worked in close cooperation with Billström. 
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She came to play an active role as promoter and controller of what 
happened inside the municipality, and the crucial negotiations with 
the Ministry of Finance. Her arrival added to Billström’s influence on 
the progress of the trial.

The contribution made by the Greens and the Lefts in the group of 
political secretaries was stable. The group kept itself informed of what 
was happening inside the Environmental Charge Secretariat at meetings 
with Magnus Carle, weekly to begin with, and later fortnightly.

One of the biggest problems when it came to implementing the 
Stockholm Trial was the lack of leadership at central government level. 
This also influenced the way in which civil servants handled the matter. 
In the timetable drawn up by the Environmental Charge Secretariat in 
August 2003, it was assumed that a proposition regarding new legisla-
tion would be ready by February 2004.333 Magnus Carle found it very 
frustrating that it was impossible to extract any information or decisions 
from Lars Eric Ericsson about an agreement between Stockholm City 
and central government, or the role to be played by the Swedish Road 
Administration. Carle was not even aware of the size of the budget he 
had to spend, but reckoned that he would be able to retain the income 
the trial was calculated to produce – roughly 100 million kronor per 
month. He estimated the total costs to amount to 1.5 billion kronor, 
but those were very rough figures.334 It is also uncertain if his attempt 
to speed up the legislative work via his contacts with the Ministry of 
Finance had any effect.

The situation was considered to be increasingly worrying, even 
among City Hall politicians – as is clear from a consultation response 
from the City Executive Board about the congestion charge report in 
October 2003:

Very soon [we need to know] what the Swedish Road Administration 
and the City of Stockholm will be expected to be responsible for, to 
procure, to operate and to finance.335

Waiting for central government
The efforts of the Environmental Charge Secretariat were not suffi-
cient to set the Stockholm Trial in motion. What was needed was not 
simply the Stockholm City administration, but also Stockholm Public 
Transport and the Swedish Road Administration with their capacity for 
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operating the charging system. Even at an early stage the Stockholm 
County Council had made clear that it had no decision-making nor 
implementation role to play in the congestion charging trial, but ne-
vertheless an important role in its capacity as the authority responsible 
for public transport throughout the region via its wholly owned com-
pany Stockholm Public Transport, which was formally neutral. They 
made no comment as to whether congestion charging was a good or 
a bad project, but merely stated that provided the company was duly 
paid and was not damaged in any way, they were prepared to deliver 
increased public transport capacity. In February 2004 Stockholm Pu-
blic Transport drew up a preliminary proposal for increased capacity 
during the trial, but the County Council and hence also the company 
required the necessary funding to cover its additional costs.

The Swedish Road Administration was not prepared to shoulder extra 
costs either. In discussions with the Ministry for Industry, Employment 
and Communications they had been reminded of their responsibilities 
in the traffic sector, but their top administrators felt that the project 
was so big – both financially and administratively – that it was impos-
sible to cope with it as part of their routine activities.

The counter-offensive from the opposition
Of course congestion tax was not just a matter for citizens of the city 
of Stockholm itself, even if the majority of those directly involved lived 
there. Negative views were especially strong outside Stockholm. Twelve 
suburban municipalities arranged local referendums in the autumn of 
2003. The negative votes cast varied between 76 and 90 per cent.336 
Opinion polls took place in two more municipalities, and also produced 
a clear majority against congestion charges. In May 2004 the Liberal 
Party in the region urged the Stockholm County Association of Local 
Authorities (KSL) to co-ordinate referendums in the municipalities 
that had not yet voted.

In October 2003 the Board of the Stockholm County Association 
of Local Authorities commented on the preliminary report from the 
Stockholm Commission. It repeated its criticism from April 2003 to 
the effect that the government and Parliament ought not to cooperate 
in introducing congestion charges that were not based on joint regional 
discussions and decisions. The Social Democratic members also voted 
in favour of this pronouncement.337
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Referendums and opinion polls were an effective way of influencing 
opinion and bringing political pressure to bear against the trial, but 
the legal battle also continued. In December 2003 the Conservatives 
and the Swedish AA appealed against the judgment passed by the se-
cond court of appeal, and the next court up the ladder expressed its 
willingness to reconsider the matter.338

Senior officers in the City and County Councils at the time felt 
that representatives of the Conservative and Liberal Parties, together 
with the Swedish AA and the Stockholm Chamber of Commerce, 
were intent in various ways on sabotaging the implementation of the 
Stockholm congestion charge trial. However, this was not unique to 
this particular traffic project: it was a method that had become com-
mon in connection with controversial questions in Stockholm traffic 
politics. If the start could be delayed for long enough, there would be 
no point in implementing it.

The government’s handling of the matter
During this period there was fairly widespread dissatisfaction in the 
Stockholm City Council and the Stockholm County Council with the 
lack of information from central government – not least with regard 
to the cost of the trial. However, the role of the government negotia-
tor, Lars Eric Ericsson, was anything but straightforward. His remit 
seems to have been from the start to receive all proposals connected 
with the charging system emanating from the City of Stockholm. But 
there are those who thought, and perhaps still think, that Ericsson’s 
real task was to delay the trial and prevent it from taking place. Even 
if there were naturally people in high places who would have shed no 
tears if the trial had collapsed, there is a much more credible explana-
tion for Ericsson’s behaviour early on. Our hypothesis is that one of 
the reasons he was appointed was to parry and delay demands made 
by the City of Stockholm. Work in the ministries, the government 
and Parliament had not yet progressed to the stage where definite 
information could be given to Stockholm. Meanwhile Stockholm 
prepared for the signing of contracts by appointing Sundling, Söder-
holm and Carle to negotiate with Ericsson in order to clarify how 
procurement should be carried out. In the absence of any response 
from central government, the Stockholm City Council voted 980 
million kronor for the Environmental Charge Secretariat budget for 
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2004 – naturally assuming that the money would be recovered from 
central government.

Meanwhile, in the Government Offices preparatory work was begun 
for the legislation that needed to be introduced in order to enable a 
congestion tax to be levied. Responses to emergency consultation ini-
tiated by the Congestion Charge Inquiry were collated by the subject 
specialist Erik Bromander, specially recruited for the task and to con-
tinue to be Ericsson’s right-hand man. He kept a check on all contacts 
and details that must be followed up in order to produce a proposed 
bill on a matter such as congestion charging, which involved several 
ministries with their own interests to keep a check on.

In the Finance Ministry it seems to have been unclear just what sta-
tus and priority that matter actually had. A lot of people seem to have 
doubted whether the project would ever get off the ground. Similar 
projects had been investigated any number of times without ever being 
realised. Moreover it involved an unusual kind of tax which was de-
signed mainly to influence people’s behaviour and not, as was usually 
the case, to boost the central government coffers. In January 2004 the 
Government Offices announcd a bill proposing the introduction of 
the congestion tax as from 17 March that year.

Of major significance for work on the bill getting under way, and 
hence for the realisation of the trial, was the continuous pressure and 
threats to cease supporting the Persson government applied by the 
Green Party in the biannual budget discussions.

Legal conflict
In February 2004, the Ministry of Finance drew up a bill on congestion 
tax. It was different on several points from what the City of Stockholm 
had approved earlier. For instance, it was proposed that the central go-
vernment would recover most of its financial outlay before the income 
from the tax started to be channelled back to the region. ‘Government 
action has whiff of revenge. Steamrollered again!’ was one somewhat 
exaggerated newspaper headline.339 Annika Billström threatened repea-
tedly to cancel the trial if it did not turn out as Stockholm had decided 
it should, which gave rise to speculation that it was a manoeuvre on 
the part of the Social Democrats to avoid the introduction of conges-
tion charging.340

That central government should foot the bill for the trial had always 
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been the self-evident starting point as far as Billström was concerned. A 
particularly important point was that income from the charge should 
accrue to the Stockholm region in the form of subsidies for public 
transport. This had been laid down in the motion passed by the City 
Council in June 2003, which also insisted that income from the trial 
should not result in a corresponding cut in the government grant for 
infrastructure in the Stockholm region.341

Negotiations began between the top representatives of Stockholm 
City and central government, i.e. between Mayor Billström and Finance 
Minister Ringholm. It was especially difficult to agree on how the in-
come from the trial should be calculated. Since the investment in the 
system and the estimated running costs would amount to much more 
than would be recouped from the taxes paid, according to the Ministry 
of Finance’s way of looking at things, there would be nothing left over 
to return to the region. Billström could not accept this. However, she 
was criticised by party colleagues for her attitude. One view was that 
she ought to have checked with the Government Offices before the City 
Council passed the relevant motion.342 It was now a matter of political 
survival for Billström. In an interview with Svenska Dagbladet in the 
summer of 2004, she commented:

You can let people down once, but not twice – you might as well leave 
politics altogether if you do. That’s why it was so important to me last 
spring that Stockholm should retain the income from the environme-
ntal charges. And so I had to cross the bridge to Rosenbad and start 
flailing around with my handbag.343

What saved Billström, as she admitted on several occasions, was her good 
relationship with Göran Persson. The Ministry of Finance had to give 
way, but Billström was forced to compromise and renounce a fifth of 
the income. At the beginning of April the press was able to report that 
the government, the Greens and the Lefts had reached agreement and 
that the trial would proceed according to the Billström model. Billström 
commented as follows in an interview with Dagens Nyheter:

We’ve succeeded. What is important to me is that the trial goes ahead 
in the way we have decided it should in Stockholm, that Stockholmers 
can vote in a referendum coinciding with the 2006 elections, and that 
it is not a financial burden for Stockholmers.344
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However, no starting date had been agreed for the trial. Billström also 
announced that procurement would probably be handed over to the 
Swedish Road Administration, something that Magnus Carle appeared 
not to be in full agreement about.345

Recouping 80 per cent of the gross congestion tax was not the only 
thing Billström brought home, thanks to the Social Democrats in 
Stockholm having bailed out the Persson government earlier on. She 
estimated that the additional income Stockholm had received in the 
form of infrastructure investment and more favourable tax equalisation 
amounted to between 17 and 18 billion kronor.346

The length of the trial causes a political crisis
Another political crisis occurred in March 2004, when the timing of 
the trial had to be fixed in the bill to come before Parliament. Agree-
ment was urgent if the bill was to become law before the summer 
recess. Given all the delays that had taken place, it was clear that the 
earliest the trial could start would be the spring or early summer of 
2005, always assuming that procurement could be completed within 
the next few months. In order to last for the 18 months agreed, then, 
it would have to continue past the next election in September 2006. 
Negotiations concerning the national budget during March 2004 
progressed unusually slowly. The Green Party included the question 
of the length of the trial in the discussions, which also involved 
reductions in the military equipment allocation, measures to fight 
unemployment, Third World aid, and financial support for children 
and families with children. The Social Democrats and the Left Party 
were the first to reach agreement, as announced at a press conference 
on 3 April by Finance Minister Bosse Ringholm, despite the fact 
that the Green Party negotiators still objected. What irritated them 
most were delays in implementing earlier agreements they claimed 
the government was guilty of. Prior to the expected withdrawal of 
the Green Party from the coalition, the party’s negotiating specialists 
even removed their important documents and computers from the 
Government Offices. A breakdown was very close, which would mean 
a government crisis; but in fact, agreement was reached in the eve-
ning of the same day. The Greens managed to force through several 
of their demands, although the question of the duration of the trial, 
which had been the main stumbling block in the negotiations, was 
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still unresolved.347 ‘That question will be postponed for a few weeks, 
until the motion proposing the introduction of congestion taxes co-
mes before Parliament,’ announced the Green Party’s spokeswoman 
Maria Wetterstrand.348

The attempt to resolve the conflict shifted to City Hall. For Annika 
Billström it was extremely important for the trial to be completed in 
good time before election day. By then it would be clear that it had 
been a matter of a limited trial. Stockholmers would be able to expe-
rience the increased congestion that would occur when the charges 
were lifted, and a referendum would be held at the same time as the 
general election, which was considered crucial in order to achieve a 
high turn-out.

Billström was under pressure from several directions. The Lefts and 
Greens wanted a long trial so that long-term effects would also be no-
ticeable. Finance Minister Bosse Ringholm had similar ideas, but his 
motives were to do with the budget. For Billström the length of the trial 
was a matter of ‘pedagogy and credibility’. According to what she said 
afterwards, there would have been no trial. Bearing in mind Billström’s 
manifesto pledge, it could hardly have been an inviting prospect for 
the Social Democrats to enter the 2006 elections with the congestion 
charge system still running.

Billström was considered by her adversaries to be particularly stub-
born. The whole business was still very highly charged within the Social 
Democratic Party, and Billström’s position was not strong, neither in 
City Hall nor in the Stockholm Regional Office. So the probability 
is that she had only very limited room for manoeuvre.349 Billström’s 
willingness to grant all kinds of concessions in return for making sure 
the trial finished in good time before the election would seem to con-
firm this.

The crisis in the City Hall coalition in April 2004 very nearly led 
to the cessation of cooperation between the three parties. Those most 
closely involved, especially from the Green Party, explained afterwards 
how close they came to withdrawing their support for the trial. The 
question was resolved at a meeting of Green Party members in Stock-
holm on 20 April, at which the shorter time was approved.350 But the 
schism was not only due to the dispute about the length of the trial. 
The real reason was a deep-seated distrust from the Green Party, and 
also the Lefts, of Billström and the Social Democrats. The many chan-
ges in the design of the trial that the Social Democrats tried to force 



111

fabulous success or insidious fiasco

through were taken to be evasions, and signs that Billström and her 
party were not wholeheartedly behind the project. The Green Party’s 
representatives were afraid that the trial would eventually become too 
watered-down by compromises to achieve the intended result: a re-
duction in the congestion afflicting Stockholm traffic. In an interview 
with Svenska Dagbladet at the time of this conflict, the Green Party’s 
Åsa Romson stated that:

My interpretation is that the Social Democrats are trying to sneak out 
of the back door and avoid levying the congestion charges. They don’t 
seem to be interested in ensuring that the trial goes ahead.351

However, the knots were disentangled in the course of protracted ne-
gotiations that went on until two o’clock in the morning of 22 April 
2004. This was the last chance for the government to present a bill to 
the spring session of Parliament. The agreement confirmed that all 
parties involved had honest intentions (sic!) and the Lefts and Greens 
were compensated for their concession by a list of 26 measures, of 
which several had no direct link with the trial. One result was that a 
co-ordinating committee chaired by Bosse Sundling was set up. It com-
prised representatives of the three coalition parties in both the City 
Council and County Council. One of the main aims was to ensure 
improvements in Stockholm Public Transport’s regular operations, 
and to make sure the infrastructure and ticket systems were in line 
with the trial.

Once again, Annika Billström blamed the problems on shortcomings 
in the way central government had handled the situation:

At the end of April, when the bill landed on the government’s desk, 
Billström stated that she was happy with the fact that income from the 
trial would go back to the region, something which had only become 
clear within the last few days. She blamed the troubles on the lack of 
political leadership on the part of central government. She claimed 
that there had been nobody in the Government Offices with political 
responsibility, which had resulted in significant delays.352

Paradoxically, the coalition crisis in April 2004 seems to have resulted 
in closer cooperation between the three parties. Those involved, looking 
back, described what happened as a time when the coalition parties 
thought carefully and reconsidered their own position on the matters 
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central to the discussions, and also their image of the other parties. For 
instance, for the first time the Greens and the Lefts became fully con-
vinced that Annika Billström intended to fight for all she was worth to 
ensure that the trial would come off, and be successful. After April 2004 
the coalition parties made significant improvements to their mutual 
communications, and became much more united in their actions.

With over two years to go before the next elections, it was obvious 
that the coalition parties needed to make the congestion charging a 
success if they were to have any chance of retaining power. The 26-point 
list became a sort of receipt for their mutual commitment to stake eve-
rything on ensuring the success of the trial. This new mood of trust 
and confidence infused new energy into the implementation process 
during the period that followed.

Work on the bill was under extreme pressure, not only because the 
basic data from the congestion charge inquiry were insufficient. Con-
stant checking and the many proposals for changing details emanating 
from City Hall undermined the process. The understaffed Selective Tax 
Unit at the Ministry of Finance was overworked and had insufficient 
time. As far as the City of Stockholm was concerned, it was crucially 
important that the wording of the bill was no different from the formu-
lation they had produced themselves. To the very last, Bosse Sundling 
made sure that the wording of the text produced by the Ministry of 
Finance was as it should be.

During the spring and summer of 2004, discussions took place 
between various authorities in Stockholm and at central government 
level about the distribution of responsibilities.353 The Congestion Tax 
bill was presented to Parliament on 28 April 2004, with the recom-
mendation that the new law should come into force on 1 January 2005, 
with a special appendix spelling out the circumstances in Stockholm 
and when the trial was intended to begin.354 Parliament passed the 
bill on 16 June 2004, by 171 votes to 137. And so the form of the 
Stockholm Trial was fixed – it could not be changed except by a new 
act of Parliament. Another step forward had been taken on the road 
to implementation.
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Government enters the stage, and legal snags: 
May 2004–March 2005

A dramatic change took place in the Stockholm Trial during the summer 
of 2004. The congestion tax law was passed by Parliament, and there was 
no longer any excuse for the government to be passive. Three weeks before 
the new law came into force, the Swedish Road Administration was given 
the task of preparing for implementation. Shortly afterwards the Adminis-
trative Court of Appeal rescinded the City of Stockholm’s decision taken 
a year earlier authorising its procurement of the system, whereupon the 
final phase was promptly transferred to the Road Administration. Only 
a few days later IBM Svenska AB was appointed as supplier. For a brief 
time it looked as if the trial would be able to begin in accordance with 
the timetable drawn up previously, i.e. on 12 June 2005. The fact that 
the government and Stockholm Public Transport signed an agreement 
also boded well. But both the procurement decision made by the Swedish 
Road Administration and the City of Stockholm’s earlier deliberations 
and decisions were appealed against. The subsequent legal proceedings 
frequently brought procurement developments to a complete standstill and 
delayed the trial by more than six months. The Supreme Administrative 
Court’s final judgment was announced on 30 March 2005, with the result 
that procurement could be completed. Meanwhile, a further problem af-
flicted the leadership of the Environmental Charge Secretariat. The CEO 
Magnus Carle and all three project leaders resigned. Carle had fallen out 
with the political management, two of the project leaders protested against 
internal dissention and the other because the task had been transferred to 
the Swedish Road Administration.

Now that unity had been restored between the coalition parties, and 
the bill containing the necessary laws presented to Parliament on 28 
April 2004, the way was clear for the very necessary entry of central 
government onto the congestion charge stage. Parliament passed the 
congestion tax bill on 16 June 2004. The law would come into force 
on 1 January 2005; but the government acted long before that and 
even before Parliament passed the bill. Needless to say, the opposition 
protested. A motion put before Parliament by the Conservatives, with 
their new party leader Fredrik Reinfeldt to the fore, questioned the 
extremely hectic goings-on.

Another sign that the government was now beginning to take serious 
action was that the budget proposals in September announced a new 
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grant in the state budget to cover the costs of the congestion tax trial. 
It was passed by Parliament in the middle of December 2004.

The Swedish Road Administration takes over procurement
At the end of May 2004, three weeks before Parliament was due to debate 
the proposed laws enabling the introduction of the congestion tax, the 
Swedish Road Administration was commissioned by the government 
to ensure by 1 September that same year at the latest that agreements 
were in place to acquire the equipment needed to carry out the tasks 
assigned to it in the bill shortly to come before Parliament.356 In the real 
world, the only possibility was to transfer procurement from the City 
of Stockholm, which was the government’s intention. It was clear that 
this would be a difficult task for the Road Administration. Its General 
Director Ingemar Skogö appointed one of the Administration’s most 
experienced project leaders, Birger Höök, who had been responsible for 
the exceptionally large-scale extension of the Södra Länken bypass in 
Stockholm, to see through the procurement for the congestion tax.357 
Even as late as 3 June the general understanding was that the City of 
Stockholm would complete the procurement and then hand over to 
the Swedish Road Administration.358 But on 10 June the Appeal Court 
rescinded the City of Stockholm’s decision taken a year earlier authori-
sing its procurement of the system, and plans had to be changed. The 
essence of the judgement was that Stockholm’s proceedings had not 
been in accordance with the law. Barely two weeks later a preliminary 
agreement was reached between the City of Stockholm and the Road 
Administration. The Administration would take over the procurement 
currently under way, be responsible for the system of collecting the 
taxes and any other decisions that needed to be made regarding the 
charges, and also information about so-called ‘how-questions’, dealing 
with how the system would work, what rules would apply, and what 
methods of payment would be possible. The City of Stockholm would 
be responsible for assessment and the so-called ‘why-questions’, refer-
ring to why the trial was implemented.359

Stockholm reacted quickly to confirm this set-up. The City Coun-
cil approved the arrangement in a special emergency meeting at the 
end of June and beginning of July. Annika Billström maintained that 
switching parts of the project to the Road Administration corrected 
the error the Court of Appeal had clamped down on.360 The agreement 
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confirming this switch was signed on 5 July by project leader Birger 
Höök and City Chief Executive Officer Bosse Sundling. These two 
formed a small steering committee for the trial in which Sundling 
was replaced by Magnus Carle and, after his departure, by Gunnar 
Söderholm. The ‘reference group project congestion taxes’, which 
held its first meeting on 27 January 2005, comprised the city’s Chief 
Executive Officer and representatives of the Road Administration and 
the National Tax Board.361

The procurement had been more or less completed by the Environ-
mental Charge Secretariat, so that a mere four days after taking over the 
responsibility, the Road Administration was able to award the contract 
to IBM Svenska AB, for delivering this large project under severe time 
pressure. The only competitor, Combitech Consortium, had failed to 
fulfil certain so-called ‘must-requirements’ for procurement in their 
tender, nor was it as good overall as IBM’s.

The two tenders were roughly equal as far as the price was concerned, 
but they were not compared because one had failed to comply with the 
requirements. Presumably that bid would have been more expensive if 
it had been constructed so as to conform in all respects. The assessment 
of the tenders was made within the Congestion Charge Secretariat by 
comparing them with the design of the system that seemed to be most 
probable. But since changes had been made during the course of the 
process, not least as a result of political decisions, it was inevitable that 
the actual orders placed (sub-orders from the basic contract) would 
be different from the content of the assessment model. The latter was 
based on delivery within a year of the technical system, and purchase 
of services for technical operation during the planned 18 months of 
the trial. The cost of this was roughly 1.1 billion kronor. The cost of 
additions and changes was estimated to be 0.2 billion, and for an exten-
ded commissioning organisation until the trial actually began a further 
70 million kronor or thereabouts, i.e. almost 1.4 billion kronor in all. 
This calculation did not include the information activities, which were 
bought in separately. In addition to the compulsory part there was a 
possibility for the purchaser to sub-order various services of differing 
magnitude, such as customer services, the number of transponders, etc. 
However, it was preferable to link the services and technical aspects so 
as not to fragment the responsibility of the supplier.

When the project was transferred to the Road Administration in July 
2004, Birger Höök conducted a cost estimate into which he attempted 
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to factor a number of uncertainties. The contract contained flexible 
components in which the costs depended on precisely what charges were 
decided upon, how the taxes would be paid, and how great the need for 
customer services would be. Höök’s calculations amounted to 1,786.5 
million kronor for the years 2004–2006, and were given government 
approval. The difference of 30 per cent between the costs calculated by 
the Environmental Charge Secretariat and the Road Administration’s 
figures was due mainly to the fact that the Environmental Charge 
Secretariat had not included a number of extra services which would 
be sub-ordered. Furthermore, information activities – many of which 
were transferred to the Road Administration – were not included in the 
Environmental Charge Secretariat’s budget referred to above.362

The Combitech Consortium seems to have been surprised that they 
were not awarded the contract. To be sure, the dominant enterprise 
behind the consortium, Kapsch TrafficCom AB, was Austrian; but its 
subsidiary company Combitech was Swedish, and had given its name 
to the consortium. This fact seems to have contributed to false hopes 
of being able to land the contract without too much difficulty. More-
over, since January 2003 the company had been marketing its techni-
cal solution for a congestion charge system in Stockholm, including a 
seminar on 5 March that year ‘for politicians in Stockholm and others 
involved’.363 Whenever the planned congestion charge system was 
presented in the media, it was often the Combitech Traffic Systems 
images that were reproduced.364 The company was self-confident, and 
no doubt felt it had boosted its image by cultivating leading Stockholm 
politicians and civil servants. At one stage the Green Party in Stock-
holm had a link to the company on its website. Some observers think 
the consortium had overestimated the industrial-political aspects of 
the procurement, and – at least partly as a result of that – had failed 
to produce a competitive bid.

Two circumstances that almost wrecked the trial as a result of the 
time-consuming legal proceedings that followed were that only one 
submitter of a tender remained in the final stages, and that the local 
council had launched the procurement without authorisation from 
central government. This caused problems and exerted extreme pres-
sure of both time and quality when it came to procuring a complicated 
and politically controversial project, without clear support from central 
government from the start.
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Agreement on the bill
The increase in provision of public transport was an essential part of 
the Stockholm Trial. There was therefore an urgent need to clarify the 
division of responsibility between central government and the county 
council, and for the Ministry of Finance to be in agreement with the 
county council in its capacity as the authority responsible for Stockholm 
Public Transport. Negotiations were difficult and long-drawn-out. On 
21 June 2004 the government extended and made more precise the remit 
of the government negotiator Lars Eric Ericsson. He was to negotiate 
with both the City of Stockholm and the Stockholm County Coun-
cil about the conditions and the repayment of their costs incurred by 
the trial. A few weeks later he was also authorised to sign agreements 
between the organisations involved.365

The negotiations with Stockholm Public Transport were about the 
extent of the increased traffic, and paying for it. Among the costs in-
volved were the purchase of new buses, the creation of new parking 
bays outside the boundaries of the city, bus depots, running costs 
of the increased and extended traffic and, after the end of the trial, 
the winding up costs. The question of the quality of the increased 
traffic was also up for discussion. Lars Eric Ericsson, who was also 
supposed to be keeping costs down, proposed that the increased bus 
traffic should be provided by renting tourist buses. This was strongly 
opposed, it being pointed out that motorists who refrained from 
driving their cars should be offered the best quality as an alternative, 
and that the loyal users of public transport should not have to suffer 
because of the trial. Within Stockholm Public Transport, there was 
no interest in risking a loss of prestige by lowering the standard of 
the new buses used.

Those involved in the direct negotiations for Stockholm Public Trans-
port were the civil servants. There was a very clear resolve on the part of 
the politicians on the company’s board that this must not be a bad deal, 
from either the operational or the financial point of view. They claimed 
they did not have the money nor the public confidence to lose.

Earlier, or on 6 July 2004, the board had authorised the managing 
director in consultation with the county council to investigate gua-
rantees with leasing for the financing of new buses. It was stated that 
a condition of their agreement was central government guarantees that 
all extra costs incurred by Stockholm Public Transport as a result of the 
trial would be reimbursed.366 On 8 July, i.e. the day before the Road 
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Administration decided on the procurement of the technical system, 
an agreement was signed between the transport company and the 
government. According to the contract, Stockholm Public Transport 
would provide the extra public transport that the trial was expected 
to create a demand for, and the government pledged to reimburse all 
extra costs. However, no figures were given in the contract, and the 
preliminary estimates that had been made were in appendices marked 
Secret.367

In October 2004 the first meeting was held of the advisory group set 
up in accordance with the agreement. In order to implement the trial 
a collaborative committee was formed by Stockholm Public Transport, 
the Streets and Real Estate Administration and the Swedish Road Ad-
ministration in the autumn of 2004, in order to establish which street- 
and road-building projects were necessary for the trial. One problem 
that was solved in November was the financing of the buses. This was 
arranged in cooperation with the traffic company’s entrepreneurs. 
Handelsbanken (one of Sweden’s largest banks) would lease the buses 
to Stockholm Public Transport, and in turn they would rent them out 
to the private companies who would actually operate them. The vehic-
les involved were 197 buses from Volvo and 13 from Scania.368 It had 
taken a long time before an agreement was signed between Stockholm 
Public Transport and central government, but although time was now 
short, the company managed to have up and running all the material 
necessary for the starting date of the trial, 22 August 2005.

Appeal against the procurement 
The decision by the Swedish Road Administration on 9 July to award 
the contract for supplying the system to IBM was immediately appea-
led against by the Combitech Consortium and Efkon AG. The county 
administrative court in Dalarna ruled that the Road Administration’s 
procurement procedures should be suspended.369 On 13 August the 
court found that the shortcomings in the procurement were such that 
it must be done again. The somewhat surprising reasoning behind the 
ruling was that there were not enough tenders.370 At the same time, 
the court rescinded the suspension.

The congestion charge trial was now under serious threat. There 
would not be sufficient time to start again on the procurement, given 
the fixed finishing date for the trial. In a leading article Dagens Nyheter 
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announced the death of the project, and Svenska Dagbladet announced 
that it was bound to be delayed even if in fact the procurement did not 
need to be repeated.371 The Chamber of Commerce’s legal adviser, Ulf 
Franke, was surprised that the City of Stockholm’s lawyers had even 
entertained the idea of allowing the procurement to be transferred.372

The Swedish Road Administration appealed against the county 
court judgment in the Administrative Court of Appeal in Sundsvall, 
which agreed to take up the matter. The Road Administration asked for 
the judgment to be set aside and the case dismissed. Only one of the 
tenders had fulfilled all the ‘must-requirements’ and, according to the 
Road Administration, it was fully compatible with the law of public 
procurement to start negotiating with the submitters of that tender. 
The Administration also pointed out that the contract with IBM had 
become legally binding because the suspension had been rescinded and 
nobody had appealed against that decision within the statutory time 
limit of ten days. The appeal court agreed, and did not think the pro-
curement exercise needed to be repeated. The point at issue, i.e. whether 
or not the procurement procedures had been correct, was therefore not 
investigated.373 However, IBM’s rivals were not content with this and 
appealed to the Supreme Administrative Court, also requesting that 
the procurement should be suspended: the court rejected this appeal 
after just over a week. In other words, procurement could continue, 
and work on the system began in earnest.

After a further two weeks, on 13 October, the Supreme Administra-
tive Court gave leave to appeal to Combitech Consortium, but not to 
Efkon AG because that company had not tendered. Meanwhile work 
continued on various fronts, but nevertheless there was considerable 
interest in the court judgment. Gunnar Söderholm, who had succeeded 
Carle as manager of the Environmental Charge Secretariat (more on 
this below), thought that the decision of the Supreme Administrative 
Court not to suspend proceedings indicated ‘the way the wind was 
blowing’, and in the project’s reference group they discussed when a 
judgment could be expected – perhaps before Christmas, they gues-
sed in the middle of November.374 In fact it would be the beginning 
of February, almost four months since referral, before the Supreme 
Administrative Court announced its judgment: the case was referred 
back to the Administrative Court of Appeal in Sundsvall for expert 
examination, i.e. into whether the procurement had been conducted 
in accordance with the law.375
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A few days later, on 8 February, the director general of the Road 
Administration, Ingemar Skogö, described the practical implications 
of the judgment in a letter to the Ministry for Industry, Employment 
and Communications and the government negotiator. He confirmed 
that work on the contract with IBM could not proceed. The Supreme 
Administrative Court had ruled that the judgment of the county court 
should be regarded as an immediate ban on all work to do with the 
procurement process, despite the fact that, because of the appeals, it 
had not yet come into force. All cooperation with the entrepreneur 
ceased, but the contract had not been cancelled by the Administration. 
Skogö also pointed out that the starting date of the project would be 
affected.376

After just under a month the Administrative Court of Appeal in 
Sundsvall accepted the Road Administration’s appeal and rescinded 
the judgment of the county court. It would not be necessary to repeat 
the procurement process.377 But still Combitech Consortium refused 
to accept the judgment and appealed yet again to the Supreme Admi-
nistrative Court. The court immediately rescinded the judgment on 
procurement, and after a while – to be precise, on 30 March 2005 – the 
request for expert examination was also rejected. So the Administrative 
Court of Appeal’s judgment stood.

The stubborn attempts by the companies, especially Combitech 
Consortium, to carry on appealing against the courts’ judgments rai-
sed questions as to why they were doing this. They can hardly have 
entertained any hope of being awarded the contract. It was far too 
late for that. Was the intention to prevent a competitor from gaining 
a valuable advantage? Or were they simply following up their disap-
pointment at having failed to land an attractive contract that they had 
taken for granted they would be granted far too soon? Were they ho-
ping for damages? Or had they for some reason allied themselves with 
opponents of the project and done whatever they could to prevent the 
trial from going ahead?378

The decision by the Supreme Administrative Court not to allow 
an appeal meant that it was now legally possible to proceed with the 
Stockholm Trial. The legal shenanigans had lasted almost eight months, 
and the question now was whether it was worth the effort of launching 
the trial with so little time left. Was the supplier still prepared to fulfil 
its part of the bargain?

Obviously, for IBM and its ten to fifteen subcontractors, all the fits 
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and starts and the major uncertainties associated with the congestion 
tax trial were most unsatisfactory. Even without all these interruptions, 
it was a very big and complicated project, and an imposed stop did not 
mean that the project could simply be put on ice and later started up 
again exactly where it had been laid off. It was very tricky to keep all 
those involved at the ready, and the company was awarded compensation 
of 14 million kronor per week in order to keep the whole organisation 
ready to set in motion at the drop of a hat. All the delays increased the 
costs for the Road Administration, which requested and was granted 
by the government an additional grant of 140 million kronor. And 
of course, the longer the start was delayed, the less the income from 
the charges. One of the IBM personnel closely involved spoke later 
about how difficult it was at times to defend the project in the face of 
criticism from within the company, not least the extra costs incurred 
when the purchaser was having such major problems, not only with 
political stumbling blocks, but also with the courts. At times it looked 
as if the project would never get off the ground.

It cannot have been helpful for the legitimacy of the project to be 
faced with all the many and decidedly bewildering snags served up 
by the courts. For anybody unfamiliar with legal proceedings, it must 
have looked as if the trial had been prepared in a slipshod manner. 
But apart from the risks taken by the City of Stockholm when they 
set in motion procurement before central government had clarified its 
position, everything seems to have been conducted impeccably.379 The 
cost of all the delays in the procurement process has been estimated 
at 600 million kronor.

The communications plan
When the Swedish Road Administration entered the stage and Stockholm 
Public Transport committed itself to expand its services provided all extra 
costs were reimbursed, the conditions for the communications strategy 
devised by the Environmental Charge Secretariat were changed. It was 
revised in October 2004 to accommodate the new partners. In order 
to give the Environmental Charge Secretariat the right to disseminate 
information about certain aspects of the selective government tax, which 
was the legal status of the trial, the government produced a special bill 
which was passed by Parliament on 20 October 2004.380 The Environ-
mental Charge Secretariat tried to create a frame of reference internally 
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through which all information would have to pass. But things did not 
evolve as the Environmental Charge Secretariat had hoped. Stockholm 
Public Transport and the Road Administration issued information off 
their own bat, and under their own name. And so information about 
the trial emanated from three different sources, even if the Environme-
ntal Charge Secretariat still had overall responsibility. The special logo 
produced for the trial was not used as universally as the Environmental 
Charge Secretariat had envisaged. To be sure, a joint website was set up 
by the Environmental Charge Secretariat and the Road Administration, 
but it was never quite clear whose views were expressed there.

The Environmental Charge Secretariat’s information campaign 
started on 7 February 2005. It soon became clear that this was extre-
mely unfortunate timing. The very next day the Road Administration 
decided to suspend IBM’s work and put the contract on ice. Two days 
later the Environmental Charge Secretariat announced that this first 
stage of the explanation as to why the trial was taking place should 
continue nevertheless: it was only the technical preparations that had 
been temporarily interrupted. The Road Administration set out plans 
for a comprehensive information campaign aimed at both the general 
public in the form of all vehicle owners in the country, and also specia-
lised groups – local politicians, owners of hire vehicles, etc. The Road 
Administration arranged a meeting in December 2004 involving the 
chairmen of municipal executive boards and opposition leaders. That 
same month an introductory meeting was arranged together with IBM 
with the aim of answering the ‘how-questions’ of congestion charging. 
The Swedish Road Administration took its information responsibi-
lities extremely seriously, and at frequent meetings with politicians 
from the region’s municipalities, the top brass was wheeled out: the 
Administration’s director general Ingemar Skogö appeared alongside 
the director general of roads within the County of Stockholm, Hans 
Rode, and project leader Birger Höök.

No end to the fierce opposition
This period was also characterised by lively opposition to the trial. Fierce 
criticism was directed not least at the democratic aspects. The very day 
that Parliament voted for the new law authorising the congestion tax, 
the managing director of the Swedish AA, Maria Spetz, attacked what 
she called the dirty tricks used to get the law passed. She claimed that 
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78 per cent of the votes cast in the last election had been for parties that 
had declared themselves to be opposed to the tax.381 The opposition 
parties in City Hall lodged several appeals designed to block or sink 
the trial. The Conservatives appealed to the Supreme Administrative 
Court, demanding that the procurement being carried out by the Road 
Administration should be suspended, and in June all three opposition 
parties in City Hall appealed against the decision of the City Council to 
approve of the agreement with central government regarding the division 
of responsibilities and roles with the Road Administration.382 Shortly 
after Christmas 2004, Maria Spetz promised that the trial would not 
have an easy ride: the Swedish AA were determined to do all they could 
to compromise its implementation. In her opinion the congestion tax 
was an excuse to raise money for the City Council, at the expense of 
regional growth, freedom of movement, and the vulnerable in society. 
As usual, the motoring lobby regarded the building of ring-roads as the 
answer to traffic and environmental problems.383

The organisation of the project tends to unravel
However, it was not only legal problems and fierce resistance from 
the opposition parties and motoring organisations that the project 
had to deal with. The municipal project organisation began to wobble 
alarmingly, both at the political and the administrative level, and in 
relations between them. The continuing lack of clarity about the assess-
ment question and a heavy workload led to Joanna Dickinson resigning 
as a project leader at the Environmental Charge Secretariat in August 
2004. The tipping point was when a new post to ease the pressure on 
Dickinson was advertised but not filled, the motivation being that the 
politicians did not want to inflate the size of the secretariat, although 
this was denied by Åsa Romson.

Later, when Carle was looking for someone to replace Dickinson 
and had been recommended a candidate rumoured to have links with 
groups that opposed congestion charging, the politicians intervened – 
not least Maria Östberg Svanelind and Åsa Romson. As a result, Carle 
resigned. This conflict was the final straw – communication between 
the political leaders and those at the top of the Environmental Charge 
Secretariat was anything but satisfactory.

The project leader for the information group, Kai Honkonen, also left 
the secretariat a few months after Carle, partly for similar reasons. Another 
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reason was presumably the fact that Carle’s successor found it necessary 
to tighten up the work being done by the information group.

Finding a successor to Carle was of course a delicate matter. The trial 
was extremely controversial, its validity was seriously and persistently 
questioned by those opposed to it, and it was subjected to complicated 
legal proceedings. The extensive network of collaborative committees, 
political steering committees and reference groups, plus all the informal 
contacts that had been established in connection with the trial, were not 
easy for an outsider to penetrate. Annika Billström appointed Gunnar 
Söderholm, a choice which turned out to be a stroke of good luck. Sö-
derholm, who took up the post on 1 November, had been Deputy-Chief 
Executive Officer of Stockholm and been familiar with the project from 
the start, and was aware of the circumstances and problems. But the 
appointment was controversial. As a politically appointed civil servant, 
his political leanings were well known, and hitherto the majority had 
agreed that the head of the secretariat should be a politically neutral 
administrator. Söderholm was therefore regarded with suspicion by 
the coalition partners. To neutralise to some extent the political bias, 
environmental lawyer Oscar Alarik was appointed assistant head of the 
Environmental Charge Secretariat at the same time.

Even if it could be a disadvantage to have a politically appointed 
civil servant as the person in charge of the Environmental Charge Se-
cretariat from an outsider’s point of view, it was a definite advantage 
when it came to keeping control of the political and administrative 
goings-on. Carle had experienced problems with this, but thanks to his 
base in City Hall politics, Söderholm was in a much better position. 
To some extent there was still a genuinely unclear command structure 
in the secretariat. As mentioned above, Maria Östberg Svanelind was 
formally attached to the secretariat with Söderholm as its head. In 
fact she was Billström’s special lieutenant with the task of taking over 
control whenever the political leadership considered it to be necessary. 
And so she expected to be obeyed by Söderholm. Moreover, relations 
between Billström and Söderholm were not exactly straightforward, 
and later he said himself that he found it difficult to understand why 
she had picked him for the job. Nevertheless, and despite all the other 
duties he had as Deputy-Chief Executive Officer of Stockholm, thanks 
to his background in City Hall and his way of working to get results, 
he came to play an important role in implementing the trial.

Soon after the change at the top of the Environmental Charge Secre-
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tariat, Dickinson was asked if she might consider returning. She replied 
that she would give it a try. When she started work again in December 
she found that nothing had been done about assessment while she had 
been away. Especially worrying was the fact that the traffic measure-
ments the streets administration had been commissioning for decades 
had proved to be unreliable. At first it was difficult to get the different 
departments of the Streets and Real Estate Administration to work to-
gether so that shortcomings could be avoided in the measurements that 
were to take place before and during the trial. Attempts by the KTH 
researchers to control the measurements only added to the confusion. 
In the end it was established that the City of Stockholm, via the Streets 
and Real Estate Administration, would shoulder the responsibility of 
measuring the traffic for assessment purposes.

During his first few months at the Environmental Charge Secre-
tariat, Gunnar Söderholm spent little time on assessment and traffic 
planning, concentrating instead on the information campaign and all 
the duties he still had to perform as Deputy-Chief Executive Officer of 
Stockholm. Dickinson resigned on her own initiative at the end of her 
trial period. In her view there were still problems caused by understaf-
fing and unclear prioritisation.

Procurement was no longer in the remit of the City of Stockholm, 
and the system group had been wound up. And so, at the beginning 
of 2005, or after one-and-a-half years, the Environmental Charge Se-
cretariat had lost its chief executive and all three project leaders. New 
staff were recruited during the spring. The pressure on the secretariat 
was considerable, and the efforts of the new staff would be decisive 
for whether or not the trial could be carried out in the areas for which 
they were responsible.

At the same time as the leading personnel in the Environmental 
Charge Secretariat were coming and going, the leading political player 
in the trial, Annika Billström, as mentioned above, reinforced her con-
trol over the process by having Maria Östberg Svanelind as a full-time 
member with the task of ensuring that Billström got her way. But even 
as this was happening, Billström’s power base was being seriously wea-
kened. She had divided the Streets and Real Estate Administration into 
three sections at the turn of the year 2004/2005 – a move that aroused 
vehement protests from both administrators and her party colleagues.384 
The Deputy Mayor responsible, Roger Mogert, opposed the division. 
This and other questionable moves, such as the dismissal of a company 
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director with strong Social Democratic connections for embezzlement, 
put Billström into a very difficult situation. The conflict escalated, and 
in May 2005, after two months of internal squabbling, the situation 
was precarious. In an article in Dagens Nyheter, six Social Democratic 
women demanded that Billström should change her leadership style.385 
It was claimed that a majority in both the Stockholm Regional Office 
of the Social Democratic Party and in their City Council group were 
in favour of her tendering her resignation. She was accused of being 
incapable of delegating, and having a compulsion to crush anybody 
she perceived to be against her. For her part, Billström maintained that 
her opponents were using disgraceful methods of trying to get rid of 
her. She had strong support among grass roots membership, and was 
well on the way to delivering much of what had been promised in the 
party’s election manifesto.

According to one newspaper article, Göran Persson was furious 
about the conflicts in the Stockholm Regional Office, as they were 
causing such serious damage to the party.386 Given the situation, it 
would hardly have been a sound tactic to side-line Billström. Even if 
she was a controversial figure, not least in the context of the congestion 
tax trial, it would have looked very bad if the Social Democrats had 
embarked on a campaign of political assassination as a result of internal 
squabbles. It is likely that Göran Persson acted to prevent such a faux 
pas. The next election was only eighteen months ahead. The truce that 
was agreed meant that Billström survived as Mayor of Stockholm, in 
charge of the Social Democrats’ secretariat, negotiations with other 
group leaders and contacts with the press: but she was compelled to 
hand over other responsibilities to her opponents.387 The infighting 
within the Stockholm Social Democratic Party was reported in detail 
by the media, and there was also muck-raking that could hardly have 
increased confidence in Billström and her party.388

In November 2004 Göran Persson reshuffled his government. Bosse 
Ringholm was replaced by Pär Nuder as Minister of Finance. New 
State Secretaries were appointed, among them Magdalena Andersson. 
She immediately – partly in response to a demand from the Greens 
– created an informal committee to oversee the wayward congestion 
tax project, which at the time was characterised by a series of appeals, 
and doubts as to whether the technical system would work and if 
they would be precise enough to cope with the Lidingö exemption. 
The committee met every two or three weeks.389 The first priority was 
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to sort out a number of technical matters – keeping an eye on all the 
procedures in operation to make sure that they didn’t flounder. The 
committee co-opted various advisers, especially when it was suspected 
that something was about to go wrong. This could be negotiations bet-
ween central government, the City of Stockholm and the Stockholm 
County Council when Lars Eric Ericsson was called in. However, he 
was rather stingy with information and preferred to report directly to 
the Finance Minister. Sometimes Birger Höök commented on techni-
cal matters. On other occasions representatives from the parties in the 
City Council and the County Council would meet to untie knots 
encountered by negotiators. Specialists from the Ministry of Finance 
also took part occasionally. However, the major questions of principle 
were already resolved, and whether or not the trial would take place 
now depended on the courts.

The length of the trial is shortened
In the dramatic agreement that saved the bill before Parliament in April 
2004, the starting date for the congestion charge trial had been fixed 
as 12 June 2005. Soon after the Swedish Road Administration was 
given responsibility for procuring the system, it was declared that 15 
August was a more realistic starting date. However, after the Supreme 
Administrative Court had released them from the straitjacket of appeals, 
the Road Administration announced that they could not guarantee a 
start before 3 January 2006. Was there any point in going on? That 
was the question the Administration put to the government the day 
the Supreme Administrative Court published its findings.

Green light and renewed momentum: 
April 2005–2 January 2006

On 31 March 2005 the Supreme Administrative Court gave the green 
light for the Stockholm Trial, but was it worth starting when it would 
only last for barely seven months? The government’s reply to that question 
was yes, and a period of intensive action followed. The Road Adminis-
tration, IBM and its sub-contractors were working full out to ensure that 
the system was finished and fine-tuned in time. It was also a hectic time 
at the Streets and Real Estate Administration, and for Stockholm Public 
Transport. Big information campaigns were launched, and organisations 
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were built up to deal with the expected bombardment of questions, com-
plaints and charging decisions. Comprehensive evaluation exercises were 
prepared. The temperature of the debate rose higher, and opponents of the 
trial predicted utter chaos. It was a nervous time for supporters. There was 
a lot at stake, and nobody could be certain that the system would actually 
work from day one.

At the beginning of April 2005, after the go-ahead from the Supreme 
Administrative Court and with nine months left to a possible launch, 
it was up to the government to decide whether or not the Stockholm 
Trial would take place. The duration of the trial could not be longer 
than barely seven months, but the government gave the green light 
even so. On 7 April the Road Administration was once again given the 
task of ‘ensuring that the Administration would receive the equipment 
needed to carry out its duties in Stockholm in accordance with the 
law governing the congestion tax.’390 The following day the contracted 
work with IBM was resumed, and all the other authorities involved 
gave the trial top priority.

But the government could not decide on this question on its own. 
It was mainly the Green Party in Stockholm that asked itself if it was 
worth proceeding with the trial for such a short time, bearing in mind 
the enormous costs and the uncertainty as to whether the evaluation 
would be able to draw any clear conclusions on such an inadequate 
basis. They tried to have the launch brought forward to the half-term 
holidays in the autumn of 2005, but failed. Eventually they accepted 
the short duration.

Hundreds of people work on the trial
By September 2005 the Environmental Charge Secretariat had grown 
to a staff of 14, which was partly due to the fact that an increased 
number of queries were expected from the general public as the launch 
day approached. But to some extent it was also a strengthening of the 
secretariat which was having to deal with a very heavy workload.

The Road Administration’s project organisation comprised 30 people, 
but consultants were also used. In view of the complicated political and 
legal character of the project, especially early on it had been mainly 
legal expertise that had been called upon. Every measurement and 
every step taken since the Road Administration had become involved 
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had been scrutinised thoroughly from a legal point of view, often by 
several independent consultants.

It was an extremely busy time for IBM. At its peak some 200 people 
were working on the project, not counting all the sub-consultants.391 
The company could hardly afford to fail. The whole world was wat-
ching the trial, and if its contribution was a success it would open up 
enormous possibilities for the firm world-wide in any future similar 
developments; similarly, failure would have serious consequences for 
any future tenders it might make.392

In January 2005 Joanna Dickinson had set up a group of scientific 
experts chaired by Jonas Eliasson of Transek. Their remit was to scruti-
nise the results of the so-called pre-examinations. Gunnar Söderholm 
was sceptical about what they were doing, but they were allowed to 
continue even so and during the late autumn of 2005 they also became 
responsible for the monthly evaluations. On 1 April 2006 the group 
was given extra staff and charged with summarising all the evaluations 
made and validating their scientific quality.

Intensified information campaigns
As the starting date approached, the importance of disseminating 
information about the trial increased. As early as the end of April 
the Environmental Charge Secretariat, the Road Administration and 
Stockholm Public Transport called a press conference at which the 
resurrected trial was presented. In mid-May a special customer service 
centre was opened to answer questions about technicalities, charges and 
ways of paying. Later, the centre would also cope with complaints and 
check that the correct amount had been paid. More complicated ques-
tions were passed on to the authorities responsible: the Swedish Road 
Administration, the National Tax Board, the Enforcement Service or 
the City of Stockholm. By the time the trial started at the beginning 
of January 2006, staffing at the centre had increased progressively to 
approximately 400.

During this period the Environmental Charge Secretariat arranged 
a series of press seminars. In early summer the Road Administration, 
the City of Stockholm and Stockholm Public Transport set up a joint 
internet site, and the Administration launched a comprehensive ad-
vertising campaign aimed at the general public. As agreed earlier and in 
connection with the introduction of winter timetables on 22 August, 
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Stockholm Public Transport expanded its services and stepped up its 
information campaign. This date can be regarded as the beginning of 
the Stockholm Trial, even if the imposition of congestion taxes did 
not start for another four months or more. The Road Administration 
informed every vehicle owner in the country by post. In October, a 
press conference was arranged to inform about the customer service 
organisation and the trial. In early September the Road Administration 
organised a conference for leading politicians in the County of Stock-
holm with an impressive array of general directors, regional leaders 
and project managers, informing about all aspects of the trial thus far. 
The Enforcement Service also conducted an information campaign 
designed to enlighten those who failed to pay their congestion charge 
as to what would happen to them.

There was an obvious difference in the way the various authorities 
conducted their information campaigns. The Environmental Charge 
Secretariat used the radio, engaging professional and popular entertainers 
to try to capture the interest of listeners. Not having a transponder was 
suggested to be like trying to consume soup with chopsticks, or to go 
jogging in high heels, according to a sketch aimed at persuading mo-
torists to acquire the little box which would make collection of the tax 
cheaper for the government, but would also be easier for motorists.393 
This was very different from the line followed by the Road Adminis-
tration. Their representatives frequently stressed that they were only 
responsible for implementing the trial. They did not invite discussion, 
thus avoiding conflicts, and merely informed the general public about 
how the system was planned to function. The information campaigns, 
and especially the one conducted by the Environmental Charge Secre-
tariat, came in for a lot of criticism. The Stockholm Chamber of Com-
merce described the Environmental Charge Secretariat as a propaganda 
machine for the Stockholm Trial.394

An important information initiative started in December 2005, 
when the Environmental Charge Secretariat first published the results 
of the monthly traffic measurements that would make it possible to 
track the effects of the trial on road traffic. During the first weeks of 
the trial, daily measurements would be published for both vehicular 
and public transport traffic.
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The congestion charge system is adjusted
After the tentative introduction in the autumn of 2002, the system for 
collecting congestion taxes became increasingly clear in outline. The 
geographical area concerned was duly fixed, even if the Essingeleden 
question caused problems, as did also a possible inner charging zone. 
It was decided that the charge would vary according to the time of 
day, and that there would be a maximum daily charge. Regulations 
and routines for payment were also laid down. But although it was 
difficult to change the rules once Parliament had made its decisions, 
there was a degree of willingness to take into account belated criti-
cism and individual doubts. When Stockholm University proposed 
that the charging boundary that split its campus should be adjusted, 
this was taken seriously and the Ministry of Finance drew up a bill 
to change the law accordingly, which was passed by Parliament on 15 
June 2005.395 Adjustments to the maximum payment and different 
charges at different times of day were also accepted. The request from 
the Road Administration to extend the period of grace regarding pay-
ments was also agreed, although the change did not come into force 
until 1 June, when the trial was almost over. But when the Swedish 
Environmental Protection Agency asked for a change in the law to al-
low the imposition of charging on Essingeleden if congestion became 
too great, their proposal was rejected.396 This was hardly surprising 
given the ructions caused in Stockholm politics when the matter had 
been raised earlier.

In August 2005 it was established that cash payment of the conges-
tion tax could be made at Press Bureau and 7-Eleven outlets, and they 
also undertook to distribute the transponders that the more straight-
forward autogiro payments were based on.398 Thanks to IBM’s agree-
ment with the parent company of both chains, Reitan Servicehandel 
Sverige AB, it was possible to pay the tax over the counter at no less 
than 390 locations throughout the country, of which 178 were in the 
Stockholm region. Information about the precise charge owing could 
also be provided by these outlets.398 Motorists who took advantage of 
the improved public transport now available were able to park gratis in 
park-and-ride facilities provided by the City of Stockholm, as an extra 
benefit of their season’s ticket from Stockholm Public Transport.
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Overstretched finances
Ever since January 2003 representatives of the City of Stockholm had 
been seeking an accommodation with central government about the 
financing of the trial. Since then several proposals for an agreement 
had been delivered to the government negotiator Lars Eric Ericsson. 
The City of Stockholm’s financial input had decreased considerably 
when compared with the original plans, as a result of the Road Ad-
ministration taking over responsibility for the procurement and run-
ning of the system. The City of Stockholm would be reimbursed to 
the tune of 288 million kronor for information, inquiry, follow-up 
and implementation costs. The City Executive Board approved the 
agreement with central government on 15 June 2005.399 At the same 
time the National Judiciary Administration announced that its costs 
had increased to 62 million kronor. At the beginning of July the Road 
Administration admitted that the stand-still in its operations would 
result in a further charge of approximately 140 million kronor to the 
trial. So by now the total cost of the trial for the Road Administration 
amounted to 1,926.5 million kronor. The budget bill produced at 
the end of September included a total cost for the trial from 2005 to 
2007 of 3,811 million kronor. This amount was more than ten times 
as much as the sum submitted by Annika Billström to the Ministry 
for Industry, Employment and Communications and Ulrika Messing 
shortly after the turn of 2003.

The propaganda war intensifies
In the autumn of 2005, as the beginning of the trial came closer, mat-
ters became more tense. Opinion polls suggested that support for the 
trial had declined during the summer of 2005, after previously having 
shown a degree of improvement. In the City of Stockholm 33 per 
cent were in favour and 54 per cent against charging, and in the rest 
of the county the figures were 29 per cent for and 62 against.400 The 
politicians responsible for the trial admitted later that they felt under 
extreme pressure. They had to prove that the system would function 
well. Would the congestion taxes have the predicted effect? Would 
motorists pay the charges in time? Would public opinion change? 
People working in the Environmental Charge Secretariat described 
that autumn afterwards as a period of enormous interest in the trial as 
both a local and a national matter.
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The big Swedish dailies wrote diligently about the forthcoming 
trial, commenting not least on various practical problems such as the 
difficulty in mounting the transponders in the correct way, the short 
time in which payment had to be made (this was intentional, so as to 
have the maximum possible effect on travelling habits) and the high 
fines to be imposed on anybody who failed to pay. Another favourite 
topic was the cheating that was expected to occur during the trial. In 
an investigation which was anything but scientific, but was nevertheless 
published in Aftonbladet, 85 per cent of respondents claimed that they 
would be prepared to cheat.401 Another topic for discussion was the use 
of cameras, since according to some this was an invasion of privacy.402 
The vast cost of the trial – 3.8 billion kronor – was also a target for 
criticism, and the ongoing information campaign was described by 
some as ‘propaganda’, as mentioned above.403 A few days before the 
start of the trial, reports appeared of investigations showing a further 
increase in opposition to congestion charging among the citizens of 
Stockholm.404 One investigation initiated by the Stockholm Chamber 
of Commerce suggested that one in five of all companies were conside-
ring moving away from Stockholm because of the congestion taxes.405 
There were in fact some articles that were basically positive towards 
the idea of congestion charging, but unlike ones published earlier they 
were combined with clear scepticism regarding the design of the trial 
and the way it had come into being.406 In a letter to Dagens Nyheter in 
October 2005, traffic expert Per Kågeson stated that it would be ‘A pity 
if the clumsily designed and unnecessarily expensive Stockholm Trial 
were to give the method a bad name.’407 A leader in Dagens Nyheter, 
which had been more positive towards the trial earlier in the autumn, 
also declared on the morning of 3 January that

today probably marks the beginning of the end. What we are witnes-
sing is the anything but edifying story of how one of traffic politics’ 
most promising measures is made unusable.408

Even if some positive voices made themselves heard in the debate, 
pointing out the beneficial outcomes that could be expected, media 
coverage as a whole gave a negative picture of the background, design 
and consequences for Stockholm and its inhabitants of the trial that 
was about to begin.

An example of the many moves made by the opposition parties is 
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an early request to the City Executive Board to stop immediately the 
information campaign in favour of congestion charging. This was 
rejected on 20 April 2005. When the agreement was reached for the 
creation of 1,205 new park-and-ride places, the opposition parties 
commented that ‘park-and-ride places in connection with the car-toll 
experiment are poor compensation for the chaos this experiment will 
cause.’409 A motion put by the Liberal Party in City Hall demanded 
that the forthcoming referendum should include the whole county, 
something the party had already proposed in the Stockholm County 
Association of Local Authorities (KSL) as early as April 2004.410 They 
knew of course that to do so would increase the likelihood of a nega-
tive vote. The fact that the whole region was affected by the trial was a 
strong argument for broadening the scope. But the Green Party tried 
to weaken it by commissioning the consultancy firm Trivector Traffic 
to conduct an investigation into travelling habits. This revealed that 
only a minority of people living in outlying municipalities – between 
5 and 15 per cent – commuted to central Stockholm on weekdays.411 
A Conservative member of the parliamentary Committee on Taxation 
was one of the first to pledge that the non-socialists would not accept 
the outcome of the referendum in the City of Stockholm, despite the 
fact that the municipal politicians had said they would and had this 
acceptance confirmed by local politicians Sten Nordin (Conservative) 
and Lotta Edholm (Liberal). According to the committee member the 
outcome ought to be decided by the population of Stockholm County 
as a whole.412 What was the legitimate constituency to decide the fate of 
the congestion tax was a question that cropped up again in the debate 
after the elections in September 2006.

By continuing to send official communications to various authori-
ties, the antis tried to influence public opinion and if possible admi-
nister a knock-out blow to the trial. Leading Conservative politicians 
in Stockholm and Solna wrote to the government in November 2005 
with a request that the trial should be cancelled: ‘it is clear that Stock-
holm would not be able to stand the strain the trial would cause.’413 
The Stockholm Chamber of Commerce followed the same line in its 
report on public transport, and urged that the trial should be cancelled 
and the money used to improve public transport.414 Sten Nordin, the 
Conservative Shadow Deputy Mayor of Stockholm, demanded that the 
ongoing information campaign should be terminated because its aim was 
to persuade citizens to vote ‘yes’. A different strategy to oppose the trial 
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was evolved by the Solna municipal council, led by the Conservatives 
with Anders Gustâv at its head. Two bridges leading into Stockholm 
were owned jointly by the two local councils, and the Swedish Road 
Administration had built charging stations on both of them. Solna sent 
an official communication to the Administration requesting that the 
stations should be removed by the end of November at the latest. If 
this did not happen, action would be taken to ensure that the stations 
were dismantled at the Road Administration’s expense.415

All the political parties in City Hall agreed that a referendum in 
2006 would decide the question of congestion taxes. This had been 
decided as early as the autumn of 2003. In June 2005 the group leaders 
began discussions about how this would be organised. The intention 
was that even before the trial started, the City Council would establish 
the criteria for the referendum. Everybody agreed that the wording on 
the ballot-papers would have a significant bearing on the result. It was 
a matter of defining what voters should decide ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to. The ar-
guments between the ‘ayes’ and the ‘nays’, and within the ‘ayes’, were 
not easily resolved, and so it was very difficult to reach a compromise 
on the wording of the ballot slips. Eventually, agreement was reached 
that this should be the wording on the front of the ballot paper:

A trial has taken place in Stockholm involving environmental charges/
congestion taxes and expanded public transport. Do you think envi-
ronmental charges/congestion taxes should continue to be levied in 
the City of Stockholm?416

But the agreement collapsed right away because the ‘ayes’ wanted to 
add an explanatory text on the back of the ballot paper, which was op-
posed by the ‘nays’. When the majority forced through the reverse-side 
text, the opposition composed one of their own. One of the four points 
in their alternative said: ‘the fact that Stockholmers can only express 
their opinion after the trial has taken place is deeply undemocratic.’ 
They also recommended that the City of Stockholm ‘in conjunction 
with the Stockholm County Association of Local Authorities, should 
co-ordinate work to ensure a referendum on congestion tax in the 
whole of the Stockholm region.’417 The majority declined to go along 
with this wording as they considered it to be ‘outside the questions 
that ought to be asked by a ballot paper and queries the legitimacy of 
the referendum’.418 But by the time the question was due to come up 
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before the City Council on 21 November, the Green Party had decided 
that the ‘nays’ should be allowed to formulate their own text on the 
back of their ballot papers.

Faced with the risk of a humiliating defeat, Annika Billström with-
drew. She published an article in Dagens Nyheter a week later proclai-
ming the end of the Social Democrats’ cooperation with the the Left 
Party and the Green Party. According to Billström’s proposal, all parties 
should be completely free to decide upon the text printed on their bal-
lot papers. This was queried from many quarters, not least because of 
the problems it would create when it came to interpreting the results 
of the referendum.419 Only after the start of the trial was a decision 
made on the appearance of the ballot papers.

Increased tension before the trial begins
According to their contract, IBM should deliver a ‘ready for use’ sys-
tem by 5 December at the latest, but the deadline was extended to 
the 22nd of that month, leaving only a few days for the final checks. 
Would the various parts of the system really work in combination? 
Would the recognition and identification of individual vehicles really 
be as efficient as it needed to be if the Lidingö exemption was to work? 
Could sabotage at the charging stations be avoided? There were a lot of 
questions to be answered in the New Year of 2006, and on the second 
of January, the day before the trial was due to start, the Swedish Road 
Administration began to operate a traffic control system. The aim was 
to create smoother traffic flow on Essingeleden before the expected 
assault began.

Before the inexorable start of the trial, many observers went on the 
attack with more or less unbalanced diatribes.

Let’s not get too depressed. Let’s treat it with the scorn it deserves – the 
ridiculous result of grubby political horse-trading.

Robert Aschberg, television pundit420

This is one of the most terrifying species of capital destruction.  
A lunatic experiment.

Claes af Geijerstam, artist421

A gigantic didactic experiment forced through by the Green Party.
Carl Hamilton, economist and columnist422
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It is easy to understand why Annika Billström was feeling nervous in 
the days before the trial started, and it was obvious for all to see. She 
said she ‘shuddered at the thought of sabotaged cameras or computer 
systems, problems with public transport, or the auto-giro technology 
failing to work.’423 The Road Administration’s director general Ingemar 
Skogö joined in the clamour and voiced his apprehension: ‘We shall 
have to take things as they come, but I’m worried that this business will 
make things difficult for road-users.’424 There were also reports alleging 
that the Road Administration’s system had crashed.425

It was clear that supporters of the road tax had found it difficult to 
influence public opinion, despite the major advertising campaign.426 But 
there were those in favour of the trial. In a letter to the editor of Svenska 
Dagbladet it was stated that ‘without taking positive steps to curb the 
ever-increasing stream of motor vehicles, Stockholm’s city centre will 
become very inhospitable.’ The writer thought that Billström deserved 
a medal for the selfless courage she had displayed in standing up for her 
beliefs.427 Billström was also praised by Dagens Nyheter’s Hans Bergström, 
who also maintained that there had been no need at all of a change in 
constitutional law in order to make the tax a charge. He gave vent to 
a thinly veiled condemnation of excessively rigid legal interpretations 
that had produced such obviously absurd consequences. Even more 
encouraging for Billström was his view that she stood for the way for-
ward: both ring-roads and road charging.428 Another person who kept 
his head in the heated atmosphere during the days before the system 
was switched on was the head of the Environmental Charge Secretariat, 
Gunnar Söderholm. When he was confronted with the terrible opinion 
poll figures, he merely stated that attitudes were always likely to be at 
their most negative shortly before the trial was due to begin.429

The tax is levied: from 3 January 2006
The traffic situation on the approach roads to Stockholm was changed 
dramatically on 3 February 2006. A significant reduction in congestion 
could be seen with the naked eye. Measurements soon confirmed that ve-
hicular traffic had decreased by between 20 and 25 per cent, which was 
much more than the target. This reduction persisted, and public opinion 
gradually swung in favour of the trial. At the same time, arguments per-
sisted with regard to the wording of ballot papers. It was impossible to reach 
general agreement, and eventually the majority – i.e. the ‘ayes’ – decided 
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the format. The congestion tax trial came to an end on 31 July 2006. Six 
weeks later it was time for a general election and a local referendum on 
the congestion tax question. In the City of Stockholm the ‘ayes’ won the 
referendum, but the parties positively disposed towards the trial (Social 
Democrats, Lefts and Greens) suffered heavy losses and lost their majority 
in City Hall. The non-socialists also won in the County of Stockholm, and 
in the country at large. The political parties in City Hall had pledged to 
respect the outcome of the referendum, but it was not clear how much at-
tention the new majority group would pay to the result of the referendum 
in the surrounding municipalities. In 14 of the 25 municipalities that had 
organised a referendum, the ‘nays’ won easily. These results gave the new 
non-socialist government room for manoeuvre. Shortly after the election 
results had been declared, the new non-socialist coalition announced that 
congestion charging would be reintroduced. To placate the opponents, any 
net profit from the tax would be reserved for investments in the road net-
work. On 1 August 2007, charges applied once more to vehicles travelling 
into and out of central Stockholm. The question is: who emerged victorious 
from this complicated drama?

Every fourth car disappeared
The congestion tax system proved to work from the very start on 3 
January. Traffic volume fell by 20–25 per cent, which was significantly 
more than the 10–15 per cent aimed at, and the effect continued throug-
hout the whole of the trial. From a technical point of view the system 
also worked well. At first traffic data was reported every day, and subse-
quently monthly reports were issued by the group of experts appointed 
by the Environmental Charge Secretariat. The teething troubles that 
came to light were never of an order that affected the general public. 
The volume of questions about the trial and complaints about charges 
from the ordinary citizens was much less than had been expected, and 
as early as February the Road Administration announced a reduction 
in staffing at customer services from 400 to 270 full-time posts. The 
County Administrative Court in Stockholm also cut back on the extra 
staff it had taken on, and continued to do so as time went on.

The trial was evaluated in many different respects by consultants and 
researchers. No less than 230 variables were measured by the Urban 
Transportation Office, the Road Administration and Stockholm Public 
Transport.430 The Environmental Charge Secretariat’s group of experts, 
after being enlarged, was given the task of producing a general picture 
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on the basis of all the individual assessments. A first preliminary report 
was submitted in June, and a final one in August 2006.431

Those involved in the Stockholm Trial continued their information 
campaign even after the project had begun. For instance, Stockholm 
Public Transport ran a large-scale campaign with the motto ‘Choose 
smart. Choose Stockholm Public Transport.’ in January, in which the 
cost of journeys by car and by public transport were compared. In 
one of the adverts aimed specifically at motorists, Stockholm Public 
Transport’s managing director Lennart Jangälv appeared, saying ‘I really 
like my car.’ But in the accompanying text it suggested: ‘Perhaps it’s 
time to get some new, smarter habits? Why not try us a bit more of-
ten?’432 The Environmental Charge Secretariat’s campaign concentrated 
on publicising the reduced traffic caused by the trial, shorter journey 
times and improved air quality.433

Several international meetings were held in Stockholm during the 
trial. In the middle of May 2006, the International Public Transport 
Union arranged a workshop on congestion charges and the Stockholm 
Trial, in which Stockholm Public Transport, the Road Administration 
and IBM took part. Towards the end of the same month the Environ-
mental Charge Secretariat organised a seminar entitled ‘Transport and 
Urban Sustainability – Voices on the Stockholm Trial’, and a month 
later the City of Stockholm together with IBM and the Road Adminis-
tration hosted the international transport network Impact’s conference. 
The theme for one of the days was The Stockholm Trial.434 At the end 
of May 2006 the Environmental Charge Secretariat also invited foreign 
experts to the conference ‘Voices on the Stockholm Trial’ in order to pass 
judgement on the trial. One of the outcomes was a very positive article 
in The New York Sun by Katryn Wylde.435 Another participant was Iris 
Weinshall, the head of New York’s traffic department. Since then the city 
has introduced plans to impose congestion charging on Manhattan.

The successful start of the trial opened the way for a reconciliation 
between the different camps in the Stockholm Regional Office of the 
Social Democrats. This had not been possible with regard to traffic 
policies for many years. Annika Billström announced the traffic policy 
offensive at the end of January, and the programme was accepted by 
the Stockholm Regional Office on 21 February. It addressed problems 
unsolved for forty years by attempting to find the right balance between 
expanded public transport, ring-roads to divert through traffic away 
from congested commuter roads, and charges to impose environmental 
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control.436 This meant that the Social Democrats in Stockholm had 
defined their policy ready for the referendum. Congestion tax was now 
part of an overall strategy for traffic, the environment and growth.

The opposition parties also noted the successes achieved by the 
trial, and a non-socialist network in favour of congestion charging 
was formed in March. Anders Wijkman, a member of the European 
Parliament (Christian Democrats) and Gabriel Romanus, a member 
of the Swedish Parliament (Liberals) and others argued that a yes-vote 
for congestion taxes would prepare the way for a non-socialist victory 
in the September elections.437

Disagreement over the referendum lingers on
At the end of February, those in favour of a yes-vote came up with a 
new proposal for the wording on the ballot papers.438 The text on the 
reverse side, which had caused arguments when the matter had last 
been discussed in November 2005, had been dropped and the main 
text on the front had been modified:

Environmental charging/congestion tax involves the levying of charges 
on motor traffic with the aim of reducing jams and improving the en-
vironment. All income goes to the Stockholm Region for investing in 
public transport and roads. Do you think that environmental charging/
congestion tax should be imposed in the City of Stockholm?439

After repeated consultation and prolonged controversy, those in favour 
of a yes-vote succeeded in getting this wording approved in the City 
Council in April 2006. The parties were granted 15 million kronor 
each to conduct their campaigns.

The parties in favour of a no-vote recorded their dissention against 
the proposed text on the ballot papers. They found it unacceptable that 
citizens living in the suburbs outside the city would not be allowed to 
take part in the referendum, and argued that the ballot paper should 
contain just a simple question, i.e. without reference to the purpose of 
charging and how the income would be used. The Stockholm Chamber 
of Commerce tried to influence public opinion by asking the advice of 
eight professors of political science, who criticised the proposed wording 
of the ballot papers. From then on the Chamber of Commerce sup-
ported the alternative wording proposed by the non-socialist parties: 
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‘Do you think that environmental charging/congestion tax should be 
imposed in the City of Stockholm?’

The stand taken by those opposed to charging echoes what the re-
sults of research indicate: if the aim of the charges is not explained, nor 
what will happen to the income, there is less likelihood of the tax being 
accepted. Both the Conservatives’ and the Liberals’ shadow deputy 
mayors felt that opponents of the charges would be distributing ballot 
papers containing arguments in favour. As Sten Nordin (Conservative) 
pointed out, there was no law or guarantee ensuring that the income 
would be returned to the region; and Lotta Edholm (Liberal) claimed 
that the more text there was on the ballot papers, the more scope there 
would be for different interpretations. Anna Billström’s understanding 
was that her opponents simply had no desire to join a united front.440 
Billström also protested vehemently against the proposal by the Con-
servative leader Kristina Axén Olin and other non-socialist politicians 
to combine the votes cast both in the City of Stockholm and in the 
suburban municipalities.441

Remaining matters are resolved
Despite the comprehensive negotiations carried out before the trial 
began, not all questions had been resolved – for instance, how the in-
come would be returned to the region. And so Lars Eric Ericsson was 
given the extra task of drafting an agreement. His proposal resulted 
in the Stockholm County Council receiving 180 million kronor for 
dynamic notice boards with journey time information, CCTV cameras 
and emergency telephones at all underground and larger commuter 
stations. The City of Stockholm was allocated 20 million kronor for 
a boat service.442

Proposals for modifying the design of the system continued to be 
submitted even after the trial started. The Confederation of Swedish 
Enterprise, an organisation of interested parties, proposed that rebates 
of the congestion tax should be given to vehicles used for trade and 
industry purposes, and for the use of cars on business. The Post Office 
requested exemption for post office vehicles, and ferry companies wanted 
exemption for vehicles travelling to and from Finland and Estonia. These 
proposals were rejected with reference to the forthcoming evaluation 
of the trial. Nor was Annika Billström’s suggestion that the congestion 
tax could be collected as a local charge entertained by the government. 
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But a proposal from the Road Administration that the time limit for 
payment should be extended from five to fourteen days was accepted 
by Parliament. Another matter raised by the Road Administration was 
what would happen to the system during the autumn and after being 
switched off, until a possible re-commencement.

The opposition tones down its attacks
Criticism of the trial continued to be made, but was toned down so-
mewhat as the effects began to make themselves felt. On the first day 
of the trial the Swedish AA and the opposition parties had picketed the 
approach roads and urged motorists to toot their horns in protest against 
the congestion tax. County Council Commissioner Christer Wennerholm 
(Conservative) said he had never believed that Billström would be mad 
enough to go ahead with the trial.443 The Liberal Party in Stockholm 
warned in a statement made in January that the charges ‘had created a 
Berlin Wall between the North and the South of the city.’444 The local 
Liberal leader Jan Björklund addressed the city’s auditors and demanded 
an investigation into the appropriateness of the City of Stockholm, via 
the Environmental Charge Secretariat, making use of a PR company 
in its information campaigns. The Conservatives went even further and 
demanded that the Environmental Charge Secretariat should be closed 
down. They maintained that the responsibilities for information could 
be transferred to the Urban Transportation Office, and for assessment to 
the Road Administration. They considered ‘the Environmental Charge 
Secretariat’s double roles as the driving force behind the charging cam-
paign and the spreading of information about the trial, but also eva-
luating the project, [was] very serious’.445 The Svenska Dagbladet leader 
page also attacked the Environmental Charge Secretariat:

In reality, it is a propaganda centre for car tolls. Eight employees work 
on ‘planning, informing and evaluating’ the congestion tax trial. … At 
times the results are presented in so selective a way that it is justified 
to talk about pure manipulation.

During the election campaign, agitation against the congestion tax 
was not especially intensive, especially in comparison with the earlier 
no-campaign. Kristina Axén Olin said she wanted to be humble. She 
was convinced of course that the referendum would produce a no 
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vote. But she also thought the voters had different experiences of the 
trial, not least depending on where they lived. The most important 
point she selected for attack was Billström’s broken manifesto pledge 
in the previous election.446 The supporters of congestion charging were 
more intense in their campaigning. The Swedish Society for Nature 
Conservation in the County of Stockholm, one of the big players on 
the yes-side, distributed various types of campaign material – leaflets, 
posters and orange lapel-badges with the inscription ‘Yes to congestion 
charges’. In an advertising supplement to the free newspaper Stockholm 
City on 29 August 2006, the coming referendum was presented as a 
choice between congestion charging and chaos.447

Public opinion, the election and the sequel
A very large number of opinion polls were held both before and during 
the trial. It is difficult to compare them because both the questions and 
selection of respondents varied. But there is a degree of stability in the 
systematic attitude and knowledge measurements commissioned by 
the Environmental Charge Secretariat from 2003 onwards. Opinions 
throughout the whole of Stockholm County changed significantly from 
that year, when only 38 per cent thought it was a good idea to conduct 
a trial while 45 did not; a poll in 2004 suggested that 53 per cent were 
in favour, with 43 per cent against. The following year, when the trial 
was about to begin, those in favour had shrunk to 44 percent with 51 
per cent against, while in May 2006, after just over thee months of the 
trial, 54 per cent were positive and only 42 per cent negative.448

Voting intentions also changed. Of those questioned in the City of 
Stockholm in November 2005, 33 per cent intended to vote yes, and 56 
per cent no. Seven months later the corresponding percentages were 52 
and 40. In the rest of the county the majority against in the correspon-
ding poll in 2005 was even bigger (29 per cent yes, 62 per cent no); but 
in July 2006 voting intentions were level at 46 per cent each.

Several problems were raised before the referendum. Political scientist 
Tommy Möller pointed out the inconsistencies that can occur when the 
general public is invited to express its will. The result of a referendum 
can easily be in conflict with the result in a general election, and also 
the results in different areas – the City of Stockholm, the suburban 
municipalities and the country as a whole – can be at odds. According 
to Möller, the risk in such cases is that it becomes more difficult to 
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decide what the will of the people is, and the democratic process is 
damaged.450 Under the headline ‘This must never happen again’, Dagens 
Nyheter’s leader page suggested that a good idea had been kidnapped 
and used in a struggle for political power. According to the newspaper, 
voters had been placed in an impossible position because those who 
supported the idea of traffic control measures might have difficulty in 
accepting the way in which the trial was brought about. ‘If Stockholm 
politics had concentrated on practical solutions and cooperation instead 
of the conflicts we are now faced with, voters would never have needed 
to make this impossible choice,’ the newspaper complained.451

The parliamentary parties were asked how they would vote given 
different referendum results. It is interesting to note how they would 
react if there was a yes vote in the City of Stockholm, but a no vote in 
the suburban municipalities. The parties in favour of congestion char-
ging maintained that it should be the Stockholm votes that counted, 
while the Conservatives and Liberals thought that the votes in all the 
regions should have equal weight.452 But not everybody conformed 
to this pattern – for instance Carl B Hamilton (Liberal) intended to 
accept the result of the vote in Stockholm and Gabriel Romanus (Li-
beral), active in the above-mentioned network Non-Socialist Yes to 
Congestion Charging, pointed out that 50 per cent of his party’s sup-
porters intended to vote yes, and 44 per cent no.453 A few days before 
the elections, a group of Liberal politicians urged non-socialists to 
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vote against the Social Democrats in the general election, but to vote 
in favour of retaining congestion charging.454

The referendum result was not as positive for the trial as the opinion 
polls referred to above indicated. In the City of Stockholm the result 
was 51.3 per cent in favour, and 45.5 per cent against. Of the rest of 
the region’s 25 municipalities, only 14 had the opportunity to vote in a 
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referendum. On the whole these were more non-socialist than the rest, 
and the text on the ballot papers was worded differently from that in 
Stockholm. The average vote was 39.8 per cent in favour and 60.2 per 
cent against.455 If all the votes were added together, according to the 
press the overall result was 47.5 per cent in favour and 52.5 per cent 
against the tax.456 This meant that the most problematic situation pos-
sible confronted the new non-socialist coalition government that had 
been elected on the same day as the referendum was held, 17 September. 
Sten Nordin (Conservative), newly elected member of parliament and 
formerly an opposition councillor in Stockholm specialising in traffic 
matters and one of the leading opponents of the trial, announced that 
the non-socialist coalition agreed that all votes cast should carry equal 
weight. He therefore believed that congestion charging was a dead 
duck.457 Another leading opponent, Maria Spetz of the Swedish AA, 
reckoned the result of the referendum and election should mean the 
end of the road for congestion charging.458 The new mayor, Kristina 
Axén Olin, intended to put it to the government that the wishes of 
Stockholmers should be respected, but that attention should also be 
paid to the election results in the suburbs.459

However, eleven anonymous non-socialist members of parliament 
announced that they were prepared to respect the result of the referen-
dum in the City of Stockholm and vote in favour of the resumption 
of congestion charging – which would mean a majority in favour if 
it came to a vote.460 Dagens Nyheter’s leader page described the situa-
tion as ‘an opportunity to display statesmanship’ and suggested that 
the new non-socialist government at the national level should invite 
both party blocs in Stockholm County to discuss traffic solutions in-
volving expanded public transport, more and better roads, plus road 
charges.461 Before the new coalition government had taken office, the 
non-socialist politicians who believed that the result of the referendum 
in Stockholm itself should be what counted met to flex their muscles. 
They announce that they had every intention of voting for charging 
to be resumed. In an article in Dagens Nyheter, three members of the 
Centre Party indicated that they would be following the same line. Five 
non-socialist votes were needed to support such a motion in order for 
it to be passed by Parliament, and since it was now known that at least 
three Liberal Party MPs were prepared to vote in favour of congestion 
taxes, the new regime had no room for manoeuvre.462

Within two weeks after the elections, the new Conservative-led 
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coalition government had made up its mind. Congestion charging 
would be reintroduced. Once again it seems that the decision had 
been made without politicians in the suburban municipalities being 
informed.463 But neither had politicians in City Hall been involved. In 
order to appease the non-socialist local politicians who had been urged 
so fervently by national strategists to attack congestion charging in the 
election campaign, the system was to be modified in several ways, and 
it was decided that the proceeds would be used to invest in roads.464 
Ring-roads would be built, including the big new western bypass, to 
be known as ‘Förbifart Stockholm’. At the same time, the non-socialist 
party leaders, who published their policies in Dagens Nyheter, an-
nounced that the earlier decision to build an expensive railway tunnel 
under central Stockholm, known as ‘Citybanan’, would be scrapped 
and replaced by a cheaper solution. The current constitutional inquiry 
would be given the remit that the previous Social Democratic govern-
ment had denied Stockholm, namely to investigate the possibility of 
introducing regional and municipal charges instead of the clumsy ‘tax’ 
that had been deemed necessary. In addition, it was announced that 
the Stockholm region would be able to take part in negotiations with 
the government.465 There were many reasons for the decision being 
made quickly. Stockholm Public Transport needed to know if the 
expansion of their services would continue, and the deadline for the 
Road Administration informing IBM whether or not the trial would be 
continued was looming. In addition, it was no doubt prudent for the 
incoming government to be able to remove the complicated question 
of congestion charging from the agenda.

The politicians in City Hall reacted immediately. The day after the 
coalition government’s initiative in Dagens Nyheter, a letter was sent 
signed by all the party leaders in the City Council, making the fol-
lowing demand:

The City of Stockholm and all political parties in the City Council 
request that in view of the result of the referendum, the government 
appoints a specific negotiator to discuss with the City of Stockholm 
and decide how best the continued application of the congestion tax 
can be implemented, in accordance with the decision registered by the 
voters of the City of Stockholm.466
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At the beginning of November, Infrastructure Minister Åsa Torstensson 
(Centre Party) announced that Carl Cederschiöld (Conservative) would 
be nominated as the government negotiator; this was well received even 
by those on the left in City Hall. The decision to scrap Citybanan was 
eventually reconsidered after Hans Rode had investigated the matter 
at the government’s request. He concluded that the decision already 
reached in order to solve the shortfall of rail capacity in Stockholm 
was best. The bill to re-introduce congestion charging – incorporating 
Cederschiöld’s proposal – was submitted to Parliament on 3 April 
2007.467 It was proposed that the charge could be offset against tax, 
the fines for non-payment should be greatly reduced, and the income 
would be earmarked for a special road fund for the Stockholm region. 
Reactions were mixed. Among those supporting the proposal were 
motorists and regional authorities.468 The worry that there might be 
traffic jams on Essingeleden caused several of those contacted as part 
of the consultation exercise to propose that charging should be applied 
there.469 A large number of suburban municipalities, some motoring 
organisations and similar interested parties rejected the tax.470 The City 
of Stockholm supported the proposal, but had certain objections: for 
example, they argued that there should be more exemptions for trans-
portation services for disabled people. The councillor submitting the 
case, Kristina Axén Olin, maintained that:

In the referendum on congestion taxes held in the autumn of 2006, 
Stockholmers voted in favour. I have therefore asked the government 
to permit a system of congestion charging to be introduced in Stock-
holm.471

When the bill was debated in Parliament on 20 June, the yes-parties 
from the previous administration (Social Democrats, Lefts and Greens) 
criticised the changes made to the form of the tax. What annoyed them 
most was the fact that the income was to be earmarked for investment 
in roads. The Social Democrats went furthest and introduced a motion 
accusing the bill of being a betrayal of the referendum.472 110 Social 
Democratic MPs voted against the government’s bill to re-introduce 
the congestion tax, but all the other 185 MPs from the other parties 
voted in favour of a start on 1 August 2007.

The results of the general election and the referendum on conges-
tion tax in 2006 had led to a complicated situation in the congestion 
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charging question. But the attitude of the new ruling coalition, and 
the request by all the parties in City Hall for its re-introduction, me-
ant that the outcome was a foregone conclusion. From having been 
stubborn – not to say vehement – opponents of the congestion tax, 
several non-socialist politicians were now forced to change their tune, 
or at least to vote for the tax. Former local councillor Sten Nordin, 
who became a member of parliament after the 2006 election, said he 
could live with the compromise even if he wasn’t exactly overjoyed.473 
Previously he had maintained that:

The socialist majority in City Hall seems to think that it’s possible to 
solve the traffic problems by restricting traffic on Södra länken, on Es-
singeleden and in the inner city. Cars are not sudden whims of fashion: 
for many they are a necessity for carrying out everyday tasks such as 
work, shopping and delivering children to and collecting them from 
nursery school. It’s time this was realised.474

Another stern critic of the trial was local councillor Lotta Edholm (Li-
beral) who had called it a punishment tax on motoring. She had found 
it a terrible imposition, and said that it was beyond the imagination of 
the Liberal Party to introduce a congestion tax. But she claimed that the 
new ruling coalition’s announcement that the charges would be made 
permanent was not a betrayal, but a consequence of the outcome of the 
referendum.475 But many stuck fast to their critical attitude, such as Anna 
Wersäll at the Chamber of Commerce and several Conservative politicians 
in the suburban municipalities. From their point of view it is true to say 
that the congestion tax was introduced by means of a double betrayal: 
first when the trial received the go-ahead without attention being paid 
to the interests of the suburban municipalities, and then when it was 
decided to make the tax permanent, once again without any consulta-
tion with politicians from the suburban municipalities.476 On 1 August 
2007, collection of the congestion tax began once more.

Conclusion – how could it succeed?
The battles over congestion charging (or congestion tax) were waged on 
several fronts during the period studied, 2002–2006. It was basically 
about urban mobility, and the principles of access to parts of the network 
of streets and roads – about how costs should be shared and how use of 
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this service should be changed. At the same time there was a battle over 
decision-making. Who should have a say in the introduction of, rules 
for and the income from the congestion charges during the trial, and 
any possible continuation? This battle was made more critical because 
the attempt to introduce charging without changing the rules (i.e. in-
troducing new legislation) was foiled by the opposition of legal expertise 
(classifying the levy as a tax and not a charge). As a result, the conflict 
expanded to include the re-formulation of the constitution. There was an 
attempt to change the constitution so that it was possible to revise the law 
governing how congestion charging could be imposed in the future, after 
the 2006 elections – the earliest possible moment when the influence of 
municipalities could be increased by changing the constitution so that 
the tax was transformed into a charge. These battles were fought against 
a background of the tug-of-war concerning the role of congestion charges 
in traffic policies that had been raging in the Stockholm region and at 
national level since the 1970s. Election tactics have played a significant 
role, as has the dispute about central government investment in traffic 
measures, especially in new trunk roads. But needless to say, the battle 
also involved ways in which charging might influence future aspects of 
politics in general and traffic politics in particular, not to mention future 
investments and subsidies for these from central government. The vested 
interests that wanted continued and indeed accelerated expansion of trunk 
roads had good cause to worry that charging might ameliorate traffic pro-
blems, and mean less pressure to invest in multi-billion road projects as a 
likely result. Congestion charging was also one of the crucial components 
in the battle for political power in Sweden during the period 2002–2006, 
and power in the City of Stockholm during the same period.

The dynamics of policy changes and the Stockholm Trial
The five mechanisms for policy change identified by John, in his review 
of policy research referred to above, have all been applicable to the re-
vision of Stockholm traffic policies, albeit in varying degrees.477

Institutional circumstances, i.e. formal structures and in their establis-
hed norms, which influence how a policy is drawn up and implemented, 
usually in the direction of the status quo; but occasionally change might 
be favoured, purely by chance.478 These circumstances have influenced 
the possibility of introducing congestion charges in Stockholm to a 
very great extent. Precisely who has responsibility for and influence over 
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Stockholm traffic is far from clear, and this has made things difficult for 
those working for change. Many authorities and interested parties have 
been able to repudiate proposals and decisions in favour of introducing 
charges. Relations between central government and local authorities 
have introduced complications, as has the Government Offices’ way 
of functioning and reacting to initiatives from local government. The 
relationship between political and legal centres of power has led to 
friction. The Swedish electoral system, with its extreme version of pro-
portional representation and a relatively low minimum percentage vote 
required to qualify for seats in Parliament or on councils, means that 
many parties are represented in elected bodies. Proportional represen-
tation means that insignificant fluctuations in election results can lead 
to dramatic changes in policy due to new coalition governments, and 
the proliferation of parties tends to increase the cost of funding all the 
parties in the governing coalition.479 There have been several occasions 
when the small parties most in favour of charging – the Stockholm 
Party and the Green Party – have found themselves holding the balance 
of power between the socialist and non-socialist blocs, and as a result 
have been able to exert major influence on the traffic policies adopted, 
which has furthered the cause of charging.

Socio-economic changes can send shock waves through the political 
system and shake the foundations of an established policy. In Stockholm 
these changes have generally been gradual. A continuous growth in 
road traffic has been driven by an increase in car ownership, due among 
other things to higher real incomes, a decentralisation and spread of 
housing, workplaces and shopping centres, plus the gentrification of 
the inner city. All this has made cars more important to people, and the 
conditions for introducing congestion charges correspondingly worse. 
Sudden changes have sent only mild shock waves in the direction of 
Stockholm traffic policies. An early example was the Suez crisis in the 
1950s, when vehicles were forbidden at weekends and holidays; the 
stagnation of the economy, population and traffic in the early 1970s; 
the so-called oil crises in the same decade, with big rises in the price of 
petrol; and the economic crisis of the 1990s, with reduced traffic and 
a shortage of money available to the government.

Interested parties within an area of politics act strategically in relation 
to institutional circumstances and the rules of the game that these dictate. 
Their choice as to whether to cooperate or compete with one another is 
influenced by this and has great significance for how collective courses 
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of action such as social dilemmas can be dealt with.480 Several political 
game plans have influenced Stockholm traffic policies, as has the way in 
which various interested parties have acted strategically. For the political 
parties in Stockholm and the suburban municipalities, in the county 
council and to some extent also at national level, congestion tax has been 
treated as a problematic idea that has split the parties internally, been 
notably attractive, but has also risked being the bogeyman in election 
campaigns. Threats to form new parties, initiated by people linked to 
motoring organisations, have also affected party political standpoints. 
‘No to any more excessive taxation’ has been one of the motoring or-
ganisations’ most effective slogans against such a new development. 
Business and industry, with the Stockholm Chamber of Commerce 
as an effective and insistent spokesman, have consistently followed a 
negative line, despite the fact that some members, such as companies 
in the IT and transport fields, and those who receive deliveries in the 
inner city, would benefit from a charging system that would reduce 
congestion. One hypothesis is that the Chamber of Commerce links 
the prospects of expansive road-building in the Stockholm region with 
the congestion charging project. Big government investment in roads 
is naturally very attractive to several of its members, especially the large 
and influential construction entrepreneurs. Investment in infrastructure 
has also been regarded as especially important for stimulating economic 
growth in the region – something which is obviously of interest to the 
Chamber of Commerce.481 The sections of the trade union movement 
that represent building workers and their representatives in the Social 
Democratic Party have a similar attitude towards congestion tax, even 
if this faction has not been as influential in recent years as it used to 
be. One can also wonder to what extent the Road Administration is 
still dominated by vested interests in the road-building industry. As an 
organisation with considerable expertise to procure and be responsible 
for large-scale projects, it would be only natural for it to have a tendency 
to do what it can to ensure that such projects come about – and a cor-
respondingly negative attitude towards proposals that reduce the chances 
of such projects getting off the ground. It has to be asked whether the 
Road Administration’s opposition to applying the congestion charge 
to Essingeleden, with the argument that there must be a gratis route 
for through traffic passing but not stopping in Stockholm, might have 
such a background. It is not certain that approving of charging on Es-
singeleden would work against the Road Administration’s remit.
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In other words, interested parties with influence on Stockholm traffic 
policies have acted in connection with congestion charging with reference 
to a series of more or less clear secondary intentions – from attempts 
to gain a majority in City Hall to favouring construction companies, 
keeping the building industry buoyant and having an opportunity to 
make use of their expertise.

The network of interested parties, decision-makers and administra-
tors that exists in practically all areas of politics influences the stability 
of policies and the inclination to change. To simplify the situation 
somewhat, it is possible to talk about two competing networks within 
Stockholm traffic politics. On the one hand are the environmentally 
friendly and/or the believers in open markets, who have supported the 
introduction of charging. They include environmental organisations, 
notably the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation which commis-
sioned its own investigations and put forward proposals on the matter, 
but also the Green Party, the Stockholm Party, the Left Party and factions 
within the other parties, plus parts of the trade union movement with 
large numbers of female members. How tightly woven this network 
is, however, is difficult to assess.

Among those who have reacted more sceptically or even been down-
right hostile are the Stockholm Chamber of Commerce, most motoring 
organisations, the local Stockholm branch of the Confederation of 
Trade Unions and significant sections of the non-socialist and Social 
Democratic representatives. There has been close cooperation between 
the Stockholm Chamber of Commerce and the local branch of the 
Confederation of Trade Unions in matters of traffic politics. Several 
leading civil servants both nationally and within Stockholm have been 
sceptical, as have politicians in the suburban municipalities. Motoring 
journalists have also criticised the congestion tax. It is not clear how 
closely woven the network is among those opposed to charging, either. 
Among researchers, experts and consultancy companies active in traffic 
areas there have been both supporters and opponents. The fact that this 
has caused complications can be seen in such things as discord within 
the Environmental Charge Secretariat and its groups of experts.

The large number of suggestions continually being produced within 
various political fields as to how problems should be formulated, sol-
ved, and within which discourse or a framework of understanding they 
should be dealt with has in itself had an influence on the formation 
of policy. What ideas are being floated at times of lively disagreement 
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or when a current monopoly has broken down can be influential and 
dictate what new turn policies take. Supporters of charging have been 
present in all the political parties, even if the strength and extent of 
their attitudes have varied over time, as have suggestions as to what 
form the charge should take. Election tactics have played a major role 
in the attitudes taken up by the parties, and how they have reacted to 
one another. Charging proposals have generally been combined with 
other aspects of the city’s and the region’s traffic politics, and even 
played a role in overall agreements reached in forming coalitions to 
govern in various councils, especially the Stockholm City Council. The 
basic idea of charging has also been boosted by active campaigning and 
comprehensive research and investigation activities by academics and 
traffic experts, and also by practical examples, mainly Singapore and, 
more recently, London.

The three theoretical discussions presented above combine in dif-
ferent ways these five factors. Multiple Policy Streams assumes that 
there is a continuous stream from three allegedly independent areas: 
problem formulation, solutions (i.e. policy proposals) and political 
circumstances. The three streams can be identified in the battles wa-
ged in Stockholm. Various proposals for pinpointing problems raised 
by Stockholm traffic have constantly been formulated. The two main 
alternatives are that the capacity of the road network is too low, and 
that the price for using the network has been too low at certain places 
and at certain times. Other types of solutions have also been suggested, 
and political circumstances have changed. Immediately after the general 
election in the autumn of 2002, a so-called window of opportunity was 
opened, thanks to two sets of circumstances occurring at the same time 
regarding the problems faced: too low a price – policy proposal: conges-
tion charging; politics – the Green Party held the balance of power in 
Parliament, Stockholm City Council and Stockholm County Council. 
It was representatives of the Green Party and The Swedish Society for 
Nature Conservation’s expert Magnus Nilsson and others who acted as 
political entrepreneurs and managed to exploit the opened window of 
opportunity to achieve an agreement to introduce charging on a trial 
basis during the forthcoming term of office. It was only during the 
short period of time these negotiations were being conducted that the 
opportunity arose. The representatives of the Green Party themselves 
referred to the situation as a window of opportunity having opened. 
The introduction of congestion tax can be included under the Multi-
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ple Policy Streams heading, but it seems clear that policy formulation 
and policy proposals in particular are interdependent. Nevertheless, 
it provides an interesting frame of reference for the case in question, 
even if it hardly provides a totally satisfactory explanation. What is 
most unsatisfactory about this approach is the specification of the 
mechanisms at work.

Punctuated Equilibrium Theory assumes that in practically all areas 
of politics there are dramatic changes in the speed of change, from long 
stable periods to short intervals of fundamental reorientation.482 The 
theory is about what patterns policy changes follow, not when a single 
big change takes place or what it involves.483 In exceptional circumstances 
the political agenda can change very fast, mutual agreements collapse 
and a new monopoly be created. Political entrepreneurs are assumed to 
play an important role by formulating alternatives and leading the way. 
The media also have a key significance, since their coverage changes 
just before a policy change from comparatively sporadic and positive 
reporting to a display of intensive and negative scrutiny.484 When a new 
idea has achieved a significant advantage over its competitors – after a 
shift in political power, for instance – it is adopted by more and more 
people and becomes impossible to stop. One way of expressing op-
position to change in the policy-making institutions is to talk about 
friction. Punctuated Equilibrium Theory deals with the way in which 
policy decisions form patterns, and thus has no pretensions to explain 
individual cases. Nevertheless, on the whole, the tiny policy area that 
is Stockholm’s traffic politics seems to fit in with the pattern, with long 
periods of relative stability suddenly interrupted by significant changes. 
One of the things investigated over a long period as a part of this ap-
proach has been budget decisions within various political areas, and 
the aforementioned pattern, incorporating many small and just the 
occasional big changes, has been verified. With regard to Stockholm 
traffic policy, it has been possible to establish the fact of a big budget 
change in the mid-1970s; but no other aspects have been studied.485 
Before a decision was made on the congestion charge trial, there was 
no increased media criticism or attention. On the contrary, media co-
verage could be described as prolonged and continuing, albeit a little 
fluctuating in attitude. The fact that criticism increased significantly 
after an agreement had been reached is another phenomenon. Being 
able to force through the idea of congestion charging was not due to 
increasing support among the general public, and there was no unstop-
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pable surge in public opinion. It was only after the trial got under way 
that support for charging began to rally, and not even then was there 
an overwhelming majority in favour.

Even if the development of Stockholm traffic policies, including 
the role played by road charging within it, is broadly in agreement 
with the pattern Punctuated Equilibrium Theory has found in studies 
of a very comprehensive range of policy material, this approach does 
not claim to explain a specific case – such as the Stockholm Trial, its 
origins and its eventual fate.

Advocacy Coalition Framework is based on the premise that there 
is a constant struggle between a limited number of competing coa-
litions. These are formed in order to keep an eye on and to safegu-
ard certain interests. At bottom, the attitudes of those taking part in 
policy-forming processes are very stable, which makes it very difficult 
to change anything. It cannot be said that within Stockholm traffic 
politics any policy has had a firmly rooted monopoly position. For a 
long time there have been various coalitions which, although there 
have not been any real changes in the attitudes of those involved and 
with only small changes in voting patterns between the parties, could 
have resulted in different traffic policies. This is in agreement with the 
Advocacy Coalition Framework: a limited number of possible policy 
outcomes are nurtured, and they compete with one another. The policy 
that is dominant at a given point in time can be derailed by new poli-
tical coalitions, sometimes for purely tactical reasons. This approach, 
like the other two, can accommodate internal upheaval as an explana-
tion for why a policy changes. In the case of the Stockholm Trial it is 
obvious that the electoral system and the ways of setting up majority 
governments, experience of earlier attempts to introduce congestion 
charging, and previous coalition negotiations in Stockholm were all 
significant factors in the eventual agreement, as were the negotiating 
manoeuvres of the Green Party. What was crucial to the outcome was 
the fairly unlikely fact that the Green Party held the balance of power at 
three electoral levels: in City Hall, in Parliament, and in the Stockholm 
County Council. So the Advocacy Coalition Framework incorporates 
several phenomena that happen in the real world; but as yet it lacks a 
coherent causal core.
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Why were congestion charges introduced in Stockholm?
The decision to introduce congestion charging in the autumn of 2002 
was surprising; but even more astonishing was that it turned out to 
be possible to actually implement the trial. A new policy runs con-
siderable risks of being watered down, chronically delayed or even 
wrecked altogether – that is, undermined by opposition from sup-
porters of the old order, and because of legal, administrative, techni-
cal and other manoeuvres. Moreover, the Stockholm Trial was out of 
step with several of the recommendations advocated in the literature 
discussed above.

In order to succeed, especially in controversial projects, it is claimed 
that it is crucial to build up high levels of prestige, major positive ex-
pectations, an indisputably legitimate basis, and also the support of 
important centres of power. But the opportunities of doing all these 
things were blocked by the way in which the decision to introduce 
charging was made, and the polarisation of opinion this caused. For 
the same reasons, it was impossible during the preliminary period to 
persuade the mass media to present the question of charging (or tax) in 
a positive light. The trial was also subjected to very serious threat from 
the prolonged campaigns mounted by the general public and interested 
parties against the new policy, which were reinforced by intensive an-
tagonism from the opposition parties. In these circumstances it was 
impossible to make the trial credible and establish a situation in which 
it was clear that objections were being taken into account.

The mammoth organisation that supervises traffic in Stockholm 
made it impossible to set up an uncomplicated and efficient imple-
mentation organisation. A proliferation of authorities, administrative 
stages and various levels of responsibility were characteristic of the 
Stockholm Trial, which went against the recommendations of imple-
mentation research. Things were made more complicated by the fact 
that all leading personnel of the tiny secretariat set up by the City of 
Stockholm to implement the trial left and were replaced during the 
hectic preparation period.

For a long time the division of responsibility was not at all clear, es-
pecially between central government and the City of Stockholm, which 
resulted in the leaders of the City Council overstepping the mark and 
exceeding their legal authority. The appeals and legal proceedings that 
followed came close to wrecking the whole project. One reason for 
this was that the necessary legislation was not in place, but had to be 
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pushed through during the all-too-short preparation time. The result 
was lengthy delays, and almost total collapse.

Procurement was hindered by the time pressure and the controver-
sial nature of the trial. In more normal circumstances, it is likely that 
more competitive tenders would have been submitted. The fact that 
only one acceptable tender was received made criticism of the procure-
ment embarrassing.

From the functional point of view, and as far as the general public 
were concerned, it was a disadvantage that the trial could not be based 
on a charge. Defining the payment as a tax went against the widespread 
concept that access to the road network was a public service. This also 
made it more difficult to channel income from the trial back to the 
region. Every Parliament decrees what outlay will be sanctioned by the 
state, and cannot be pinned down on channelling of income from a 
congestion tax to wherever. This fact resulted in further undermining 
of the trial’s legitimacy. The procedure by which the system could be 
modified was extremely rigid, and even minor adjustments required 
decisions in Parliament.

Clear and very enthusiastic leadership backed up by active support at 
the highest level is maintained to be essential when it comes to forcing 
through controversial projects. There was never a clear leader for the 
Stockholm Trial. The person who came closest to this role was Annika 
Billström. Comparatively early on she recognised that making this project 
a success was the only way she and her party could regain the respect of 
the electorate and win the next election. She therefore supported the trial 
for all she was worth, but was hindered in her contacts with the media 
and the general public by the vehement campaign directed against her, 
alleging betrayal of her election pledge. Mistrust between the coalition 
parties during the first 20 months also undermined her leadership, as did 
the hard-fought internal battles within the Social Democratic Party.

At civil servant level, opportunities for the first head of the Environ-
mental Charge Secretariat to act were curtailed by the unclear relation-
ships with the top level of the politicians. His successor was in a better 
position because of his background in political circles, and once the 
trial got under way, the Road Administration’s project manager had a 
strong and authoritative position. However, both these administrators 
were appointed to their central roles in the project comparatively late 
on, and also had limited remits. And so they had no opportunities to 
play leading roles for the whole project, nor was that their job.
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The lack of leadership within the government with regard to the con-
gestion tax was surprising. No minister went out of his or her way to fight 
for the trial, even if the Prime Minister did support Annika Billström in 
her work on the trial, on other infrastructure matters and in the internal 
power struggles among the Stockholm Social Democrats. This lack of 
leadership had consequences for the Government Offices’ handling of 
the matter. It became a clear example of the friction the Advocacy Coa-
lition Framework presented above found in policy-making institutions 
when they tried to implement a new policy. One of the Government 
Offices’ main tasks is to protect the Government from what can be-
come an overwhelming excess of information. Their work follows strict 
routines and procedures, allocated in accordance with well-established 
rules – they have been called a sectorised fire brigade.486 Their work 
practices are decidedly reactive, and hardly strategic.487 Top priority is 
given to urgent tasks, which makes their work disjointed.488 Politicians 
are comparatively absent as far as the Government Offices’ routine work 
is concerned, and there is an acute requirement for political guidance.489 
The rarest commodity among the top management is time. 490 The most 
powerful tool they have at their disposal is control over the starting and 
breaking off of various tasks.491 There is nothing to suggest that the con-
gestion tax business was treated any differently from any other similar 
task. Its controversial nature and the fairly widespread premonition that 
the trial would not get off the ground probably prevented the ministers 
and secretaries of state responsible from committing themselves whole-
heartedly to the matter, and since no administrators seemed to regard 
it as their pet project, its future depended on how much pressure could 
be brought to bear on the Government Offices.492

In addition to the opposition registered by opinion polls and the 
formal attempts to stop the trial going ahead by political opponents, 
various interested parties among organisations, and firms that failed 
to land the procurement contract, the biggest threat was caused by the 
opposition and inertia in the Government Offices in the early years. 
Taken together, all the circumstances indicating that it would be im-
possible to get the project off the ground were overwhelming. How 
come, then, that it was successful nevertheless?

As time passed there were several strategically significant measures 
taken that were essential if the charge were to be tested during the trial 
– but not enough, of course. Some of these are discussed in the litera-
ture referred to above, and those working on the project may well have 
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learnt from them. The most important move was to place the congestion 
tax within the framework of a package of measures which also included 
improvements to public transport and a comprehensive information 
programme. The income was also channelled back to the region, albeit 
in a clumsy way. The referendum did not take place until the system 
had been tested and the tax levied on an experimental basis, possible to 
defend in view of the forthcoming referendum. The creation of a dedica-
ted project organisation, the Environmental Charge Secretariat, was also 
a significant step, important not least because it got things under way 
and sidestepped opposition from routine local council administration. 
An official assessment was made on the very first day of the trial, which 
was important to counter any possible incorrect reporting in the media. 
A large number of leading consultants were employed, all these things 
being in line with what was recommended by the literature.

The crucial steps in the chronological process were as follows: The 
Stockholm local council decided to go ahead with the trial and begin 
procurement without all the circumstances having been clarified, nor 
the necessary legislation passed, nor any pledges having been given by 
central government. Without this offensive, it would not have been 
possible to mount the trial. As explained above, the method of pro-
ceeding involved a partly conscious taking of risks that came close to 
scuppering the whole trial, because of the lengthy legal proceedings 
that ensued. If these had lasted one more month, the project would not 
have taken place. The procedure could be described as an uncoupling 
of local council and central government handling of the matter – or 
perhaps the two were never coupled together in the first place.

In the special project organisation, several project leaders fully com-
mitted to their work were appointed. It was very important for the 
work in the initial stages to be forcefully and enthusiastically carried 
out. Otherwise there was a risk of the timetable collapsing from the 
very start. The severe time pressure had a twofold effect. In certain 
circumstances the very tight schedules meant that transparency and 
involvement of the general public had to be sacrificed. High levels 
of stress meant that certain tasks were not carried out as well as they 
should have been. But on the other hand, the time pressure led to an 
atmosphere of imminent crisis, which fostered some extraordinary ef-
forts by those involved.

The pressure applied by the local council leaders on the administra-
tors involved was of great significance. It was only when the chain of 
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command had been established that work went ahead at full throttle: 
hitherto the Environmental Charge Secretariat had been trying to set 
things going ‘from the sidelines’.

The pressure exerted by the Green Party on the government was crucial 
in getting the congestion tax project pushed along at full speed in the 
Government Offices – better late than never. The tactic of requesting 
information about the state of play on agreed coalition programmes 
in connection with every budget debate was very effective. The Greens 
were prepared to withdraw their support for the Persson government if 
the congestion tax was not prioritised. This created the pressure neces-
sary to ensure that the Government Offices would apply themselves 
seriously to the charging project, and their work gave the impression 
of being very reminiscent of a fire brigade call-out. Needless to say, 
the skills of the relevant administrators in dealing with that kind of 
situation, despite the shaky foundations, were critical in ensuring that 
the necessary legislation would be in place in time.

The professionalism displayed by the municipal and Stockholm 
Public Transport civil servants once the decision-making procedures 
had been established was also a necessary element in ensuring the suc-
cess of the project. In several cases, normal routines were bypassed in 
order to speed up progress. Similarly, once the Road Administration 
was given the responsibility officially, they worked very efficiently. The 
project was subjected to severe time pressure and extremely uncertain 
conditions, due to a large extent to the legal wrangling going on at the 
same time. The fact that the Road Administration, as a government-
controlled authority, could state that it was merely implementing a 
political decision, improved its chances of being successful in circulating 
information about the trial. IBM also accepted the enormous challenge 
of delivering the system on time, despite the period of inaction and 
both political and legal turbulence.

Another factor that was crucial to successful implementation despite 
the extremely unfavourable circumstances was the generous budget that 
was made available. Without that the project would have been unable 
to keep going despite all the interruptions and delays. The government 
grants paid to Stockholm Public Transport were also a condition for 
the county council agreeing to the expansion of public transport. It 
was also crucial for convincing the political leaders in City Hall of the 
reliability of central government that the Ministry of Finance changed 
its mind and allowed most of the gross income from the charge be chan-
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nelled back into the region. The reason for this generous treatment of 
the Stockholm Trial was the government’s dependence on the Green 
Party. Göran Persson’s support for Annika Billström and the project 
was significant in making it a success, and should be seen in the light 
of this dependence.493

The circumstance which made a doubtful Social Democratic Party 
and passive Government Offices summon up enough energy to im-
plement the trial was the pressure successfully applied by the Green 
Party when budget discussions took place. Before Parliament voted 
twice a year on the government’s budget proposals, the Green Party 
demanded a report on progress made with regard to congestion tax 
and other matters in the agreement they had signed pledging support 
for the Social Democratic Government. The threat to overthrow the 
government was real, and decisive in ensuring that the ruling party 
did not allow the matter to lapse by default. Annika Billström also 
contributed to the pressure on the government. She was able to refer 
to the sacrifices she had made in order to keep the Social Democratic 
government in office, and hence had a unique opportunity to uphold 
the interests of the region in the face of pressure from the Ministry 
of Finance. As a result of this overwhelming pressure, the Social De-
mocratic government was shackled to its agreement with the Green 
Party and to the City of Stockholm, personified by Annika Billström. 
This succeeded in overcoming Catch 22: congestion taxes cannot be 
introduced without the support of the people, but unless the charges 
can be experienced in practice they cannot attract sufficient support. 
When a majority, albeit a narrow one, voted in favour of charging, 
the political and administrative circumstances were created enabling 
the project to tackle the social dilemma caused by road congestion by 
privatising (or really nationalising – since we are talking about a tax) 
parts of the road network and imposing a price on its usage.

Obviously there was another project running in parallel: putting a 
stop to the congestion tax trial. In order to investigate why this project 
failed, it would be necessary to impose a different focus on the story 
that has been told so far. Above all it would mean examining different 
organisations and persons. Such an investigation would make a useful 
contribution to the question of when radical changes succeed and when 
they do not. But in this investigation we have not taken this aspect of 
the congestion trial into consideration.

It goes without saying that the election results were crucial when it 
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came to the reappearance of the congestion tax. A sufficient number of 
Stockholmers changed their attitude once they had experienced the ef-
fect of the tax. But since the changes were not sufficient to bring about 
a yes-vote in the suburban municipalities where a referendum was orga-
nised, there was some room for manoeuvre for the newly installed non-
socialist government when it came to interpreting the election results. 
But there were two circumstances that indicated a continuation of the 
charge. One was that several non-socialist MPs stated that they would 
vote for the charge to continue, presumably enough to ensure that the 
government would be defeated if forced to ask Parliament to vote on the 
matter. The other was the responsible use of public monies. Unless the 
charging continued, the billions invested in the trial would have been 
wasted. Refusing to continue would no doubt have led to significantly 
more vehement protests than the somewhat apathetic objections that 
had been forthcoming from the most stubborn opponents of congestion 
charges when the decision had been made to reintroduce them. As far as 
the newly elected government was concerned, it was imperative to put 
this controversial matter behind it in the early days of its term of office. 
Besides, a concession had been made to critics, in that the income from 
the congestion tax would be earmarked for road-building projects.

The charging question fits naturally into an evolutionary perspective. 
If we look at the idea of charging traffic movement in Stockholm mainly 
as a way of managing the social dilemma associated with congestion, 
one could say that it was considered and at various stages discarded 
on a large number of occasions after the policy change around 1970, 
when the hegemony of the predict-and-provide concept was broken 
and limiting motorised traffic appeared on the political agenda. The 
idea has been kept alive, and on two occasions it was even accepted 
by a majority of the Stockholm City Council. They were 1988, when 
vehicles had to display a monthly public transport season ticket on 
their windscreens, and 2002 as an experiment – the Stockholm Trial. 
In between those dates road charging won majority support as a means 
of raising money in 1991, as part of the so-called Dennis agreement. So 
the idea has been adapted and in various ways incorporated into other 
traffic and general political battles. In other words, it has undergone 
a series of mutations. But the social dilemmas of urban traffic have 
been very difficult to master. Previous attempts to solve them have met 
with too much resistance from institutions and opponents of charging 
acting strategically for them to be both accepted and implemented. In 
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the past, without too much effort opponents have succeeded in pre-
venting the idea from being tried out in practice. This has sometimes 
appeared to be coincidence. Political settlements concerning quite 
different matters have blocked the introduction of charges that had 
already been agreed; but ultimately the fundamental reason has been 
the controversial nature of road charging.

The stream of proposals involving charging that have been put forward 
in a global perspective is impressive. From that perspective one could say 
that the policy coalitions that have been in power in cities the world over 
have been successful in maintaining their positions and rejecting pro-
posals to introduce charging. After the failed attempt to introduce road 
charging in Hong Kong, it was even predicted that this was an idea whose 
time may never come.494 But one could also regard the many attempts 
made to introduce charging as a series of proposals to create a new kind 
of traffic policy for cities, and the more attempts that are made, the bet-
ter the chances of eventually succeeding. Every proposal put forward in 
any city in the world is potentially the beginning of a process that could 
result in a new traffic policy. In some respects the process goes ahead 
irrespective of what happens in other cities because each of them has its 
own set of circumstances in the form of political coalitions, constellations 
of interests, decision-making processes and previous experience. What 
happens in one city is not affected to any notable extent by the conflicts 
that take place in another. There is a similarity here with so-called allo-
patric speciation in biology. Because parts of a population are separated 
geographically, for instance by some physical barrier which prevents genetic 
exchange, a new species eventually develops. But the simile falls down 
in that there is an exchange of ideas between cities with regard to their 
experience of different kinds of charging proposals. There is also the fact 
that the pleading that has emanated from the theories of traffic economy 
is and has always been to a great extent an international movement.495 
But the critical implementation phase – overcoming the Catch-22-type 
blockage: without widespread support no charges, but without expe-
rience of charges no widespread support – is very much local. Perhaps 
one could therefore say that implementation takes place in accordance 
with allopatric principles, i.e. is dictated by local circumstances, but that 
the chances of succeeding are influenced by the inter-urban exchange 
of experiences. The more generally approved charging systems that are 
introduced, the greater the chance of other cities daring to examine the 
promise presented by the theory of traffic economy.
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If, and in that case when and where charging is successfully intro-
duced, it can be seen as partly due to coincidence. In the case of the 
Stockholm Trial, there was the unique election result in 2002 when 
the Green Party held the balance of power in three different assemb-
lies. This opened the door for the crucial linking of charging with the 
question of who was going to govern both the country and the City 
of Stockholm. Another coincidence, at least from a non-legal point of 
view, was what happened in the courts when appeals were heard against 
charging decisions, and judgments were made before the length of the 
trial had been definitely fixed. But, of course, also important are the 
special circumstances applying, and the skill with which supporters and 
opponents of charging went about their business. One of those special 
circumstances was the Green Party’s method of putting pressure on the 
government during negotiations concerning forthcoming budgets, and 
by threatening to cause a crisis by withdrawing support, managing to 
lock their Social Democratic partners into a position where they were 
forced to implement the agreement reached over congestion charging. 
One could say that a pattern of increasing pressure was established in 
the implementation process.

In order to implement congestion charging, it was necessary to modify 
the proposal to make it adapt to the circumstances. In order to make it 
more palatable to the Stockholm Regional Office of the Social Demo-
cratic Party, the term congestion charge was changed to environmental 
charge. In order to pass through the eye of the legal needle, the charge 
needed to be called a tax. Opposition from the suburban municipalities 
and the governmental authority responsible for roads, the Swedish Road 
Administration, necessitated the exclusion of Essingeleden from the 
tax, and similar attitudes made it necessary to make a complicated and 
expensive exemption for the suburban municipality of Lidingö. When 
the tax was reintroduced after the trial, the net income was earmarked 
for investments in roads, in order to go some way towards reconciling 
the powerful opposition from motoring interests.

The qualities necessary for an evolutionary understanding of social 
change can thus be applied to efforts to introduce congestion charging. 
They can be described as on-going processes with elements of both 
selection and mutation. They are influenced by complex and variable 
factors, many of which are based in institutional circumstances and 
also evolve from conscious action strategies. Considerable adaptation is 
required in the realization process if the new policy is to have a chance 
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of being implemented, and both coincidence and the application of 
pressure affect the outcome. It could therefore be said that an evolu-
tionary approach can assist the understanding of the many attempts to 
introduce congestion charging. It opens up opportunities to specify in 
detail the mechanisms at work in the development of a policy.

Who won the battle for the congestion tax?
It was the Green Party that ensured the implementation of the conges-
tion charge trial, and invested in it a considerable portion of the power 
the party acquired thanks to its position as holder of the balance of 
power in both Parliament and the Stockholm City Council. The Green 
Party was also the only political party to be rewarded by voters in the 
Stockholm local elections of 2006 for its stand on congestion charging: 
it increased its vote by over 70 per cent – much more than at national 
level. The Left Party supported the trial, but had no significant influ-
ence in bringing it about. The situation was complicated for the Social 
Democrats. They were split on the matter, and starting the trial despite 
a manifesto pledge by the party’s leader in Stockholm not to introduce 
charging during the imminent term of office created significant ‘bad-
will’.496 Social Democrats in the County of Stockholm (excluding the 
city itself ) opposed the congestion charges. The party was split on the 
matter at national level, but it is unlikely that the Prime Minister and 
Finance Minister, who negotiated with the Greens regarding the sup-
port they needed in order to form a government, were opponents of 
the charge. Finance Minister Bosse Ringholm, chairman of the Social 
Democrats’ local decision-making committee in Stockholm and with a 
past as a leading member of the Stockholm County Council, had earlier 
supported the introduction of congestion or environmental charging. 
Prime Minister Göran Persson in turn was committed to realising his 
vision of a green Sweden, and would most probably have appreciated 
the environmental advantages that the charges would bring about. If 
Ringholm and Persson had been outright opponents of congestion 
charging, they would surely have offered the Green Party some different 
but attractive concessions in the negotiations to retain power and form 
a government. As far as the Social Democrats were concerned, the trial 
opened the door for an internal agreement on long-term traffic policies 
within the Stockholm Regional Office. This was a big step forward for 
the party organisation that had been deeply split on this matter for se-
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veral decades. But it is difficult to find any corresponding unity in the 
party’s county organisation.

The congestion tax proved to be a good thing for many companies 
and workers in the transport sector.497 The distribution of goods in 
the inner city became easier, and paying the charge was offset by the 
fact that more deliveries per hour could be achieved, and the working 
environment was improved for several professional groups. For trade 
and industry in general, and especially perhaps for retail business, it 
is not so easy to discern the big advantages that the tax brings with it. 
Nevertheless, the reduction in journey times and easier distribution 
in the inner city must have been advantageous for the companies 
concerned. The extremely determined opposition from the Stockholm 
Chamber of Commerce is therefore surprising, and can hardly be a 
fair reflection of its members’ transport interests. But for the big entre-
preneurial companies it can be rational to be in favour of congestion 
if this leads to the mobilisation of public or private funding for large-
scale road-building.

Environmental organisations have supported the tax and highlighted 
it as a victory for the environment in Stockholm, as well as a way of 
improving such things as air quality, even if emissions naturally vary 
considerably from place to place. Some of the changes that took place 
when charging was restarted have reduced somewhat the positive ef-
fect on the environment, which has been criticised.498 These include 
the right to offset payments against tax, and the fact that net income is 
earmarked for road-building. It is possible that the reduced fines when 
the charge has not been paid might also reduce the effect slightly.

The non-socialist politicians in the Stockholm region who severely 
criticised the trial have had to face up to a degree of lost prestige, and 
may also have lost a trump card in future negotiations to find solu-
tions to the region’s traffic problems. But one should not lose sight 
of the fact that to a large extent the attitudes struck were dictated by 
electioneering tactics, and although the trial was successful, the voters 
did not punish the parties opposed to it for their hard-fought cam-
paigns. The politicians and organisations that opposed the tax on the 
grounds that is was yet another punishment imposed on Stockholm 
motorists received a consolation prize in that future net income will 
be earmarked for investment in road-building. But this income is not 
reckoned to come close to covering the total investment needed for 
the road-building envisaged. For instance, it has been calculated that it 
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would take 100 years of congestion tax to raise enough money to pay for 
‘Förbifart Stockholm’, the new bypass which is currently being planned 
in the western outskirts of Stockholm. It is still not clear how and if the 
government-imposed congestion tax will be converted into a local or 
regional charge. It could be that municipalities and regions will be able 
to decide for themselves whether development should be concentrated 
on public transport or private and commercial road traffic.

Needless to say, it is difficult to predict what effects the re-imposed 
congestion tax will have in the long run. It could be that the growing 
realisation that road traffic can be controlled by differentiated charges 
opens up the possibility of more sophisticated systems that make it 
possible to delay or even abandon plans to build more trunk roads 
costing many millions of kronor. Such a development would mean a 
fabulous success for those who have fought for the imposition of con-
gestion charging in Stockholm – not least the Green Party. But another 
possible scenario is that the Social Democrats and the Conservatives 
can agree on a combination of road-building, congestion charges and 
other similar taxes, plus investment in public transport. The big losers 
in such a ‘more-of-everything-policy’ with the long-term expansion 
of vehicular traffic that such a policy implies would be above all the 
Green Party, the environmental organisations and the Left Party, and 
all the interested parties they represent. These organisations are not 
averse to bucking the trend leading to even more traffic on the roads 
and causing even more problems for the environment, and instead 
pressing for an expansion of public transport and other ways in which 
travelling can become more environmentally friendly. So the extension 
of the fabulous success of the Stockholm Trial could in fact result in 
a long-term and insidious fiasco, not least for the Green Party – the 
player that more than any other staked its political capital on ensuring 
that the congestion tax came about. But as Stockholm’s traffic policies 
always seem to have unexpected twists and turns in reserve, the future 
of traffic in Stockholm is still very much an open question.
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certain geographical area, is sufficiently specific for it to qualify as a charge. It is 
also difficult to decide which costs affecting the general public are to be covered 
by the charges, whose level is supposed to be linked to what can be considered 
as appropriate from the point of view of journey times. The streets and roads in 
question have already been paid for through previous taxation, and a municipal 
charge may not be aimed at recovering costs incurred by central government – 
nor vice versa. But there are exceptions to the rule that a charge must be linked 
to a specific service. For instance, for regularisation purposes, companies in a 
particular field may be charged and subsequently recompensed, but in a different 
proportion: the purpose would have been based on economic policies, and in 
the case of road charges the purpose is environmental consideration. Since it is 
considered that one should be restrictive when it comes to permitting charges 
without specific and individually prescribed services in return, the principle has 
not been considered appropriate. 

		    In the proposals for road charging discussed, the idea is that persons other than 
inhabitants of the municipality would have to pay, which excludes the possibility of 
it being classified as a municipal tax. Municipalities are only allowed to tax people 
living within that municipality. This kind of argumentation has led all authori-
ties of significance that have investigated the matter since 1990 to conclude that 
there is no obvious reason why the congestion charge should be classified, from 
a constitutional point of view, as anything but a tax imposed by central govern-
ment. The fact that the system arrived at after the agreement reached in 2002 also 
involved payment on leaving the inner city was another argument in favour of 
it being a tax. What advantage was gained by drivers in these circumstances? the 
legal experts asked. This summary is based primarily on SOU 2003:61, 101–110 
and SOU 2006:109, 107–132. Cf. also SOU 1989:43, 108–115.

	37	 The collapse became public knowledge on 21 September 1990. As compensation 
for the car charges which would not be applied, the government pledged to pay a 
subsidy to public transport. Mats Hulth announced that as the Stockholm Party 
had left the coalition, the Social Democrats were free to build the controversial 
Österleden ring-road; but it never happened. Svenska Dagbladet, 22 September 
1990. See also Premfors, Rune, et al: Demokrati i Storstad (Big-City Democracy), 
1994, 50.

	38	 Directive to the committee 1990:21, from the cabinet meeting on 5 April 1990, 
1. See also Isaksson, Karolina: Framtidens trafiksystem? (Traffic systems of the fu-
ture?) 2001. Parallel processes were initiated in Gothenburg, where Ulf Adelsohn 
was the negotiator, and in Malmö, where Sven Hulterström was the negotiator.

	39	 SOU 1994:142, 21.
	40	 Ibid. 79.
	41	 Ibid. 55. Eriksson, Gunnar: Istället för biltullar (Instead of road tolls) 1994. Details 

of the amounts can be found in the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation’s 
advertising folder for the report.

	42	 Ds 1993:52.
	43	 As it was the intention to levy the tolls only when all road-building was complete, 

there was a risk that delays and price rises might lead to debts so large that they 
could not be paid off by income from the tolls. This was a recurrent theme in the 
criticism directed at the Dennis Package. For more on this, see Isaksson 2001.
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	44	 The Social Democrats’ coalition partner, the Centre Party, needed to show posi-
tive returns from their cooperation at a time when their standing in opinion polls 
was low, and the abandonment of the Dennis Package, which the Centre Party 
had opposed, was a feather in their cap. The Social Democrats’ agreement in City 
Hall with the Greens and the Left-Communists was based among other things 
on not building Österleden during the current term of office. On the basis of 
this agreement the two parties could make sure that a city plan necessary for the 
building of Södra länken in the Dennis Package was not accepted by the council, 
even if that was not the intention.

	45	 Isaksson 2001. Cf. also Ahlstrand 2001. Ahlstrand’s and Isaksson’s analyses show 
that the increasing criticism of the road taxes in the Dennis Package during the 
summer of 1996 was an important explanation for why the Dennis Package was 
abandoned in the spring of 1997. Opposition to the tolls came not only from the 
usual vested interests but also from the environmental movement. One way in 
which the opposition manifested itself was the emergence of a new political party 
whose main aim was to use the 1998 election to stop the road tolls in the Dennis 
Package. Faced with this threat, the previous unity in favour of the Dennis tolls 
between the Conservatives, Liberals and Social Democrats, at both regional and 
national level, began to fall apart. When support for the road tolls decreased, the 
backbone of financial support for the Dennis Package also collapsed. For more 
detailed analysis of this, see Isaksson 2001. See also Malmsten, Bo and Persson, 
Magnus: Dennispaketet (The Dennis Package) 2001.

	46	 SOU 1997:35, 30. Cf. Hörman, Maria: Trafikpolitik (Traffic politics) 1999, 17 & 
Melin, Carl: Makten över trafikpolitiken (Power over traffic politics) 2000, 155.

	47	 Directive to the committee 1997:98, 28 August 1997.
	48	 In order to meet the directive from the inquiry requiring the introduction of 

such charges to be an initiative from the local council, investigations were made 
to discover what possibilities there were of transferring the execution of an act 
of parliament to the local council in question. But this area of law also proved 
to be unclear, with experts divided in their opinions. The conclusion drawn was 
that there was very little chance of satisfying the requirement of a local initiative 
in this way. SOU 1998:169, 69. 

	49	 Supplementary directive to the Stockholm Commission (N 2001:02), Dir 
2002:3.

	50	 Ibid.
	51	 An example is Peter Gorpe, former Conservative politician and regional plan-

ner within the Stockholm County Administrative Board, who returned from 
a study trip to Singapore and raised the question of introducing road charges 
in Stockholm. Gorpe, Peter: Singapores modell för trafikstyrning (The Singapore 
model for controlling traffic) 2000. Another example from the same time is 
the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation: Så kan trängselavgifter avskaffa 
bilköerna i Stockholm (This is how congestion charging can abolish traffic jams 
in Stockholm) 2000, www.stockholm.snf.se/biblioteket/rapport/trangselavg.htm. 
See also Eriksson 1994.

	52	 The type of charges the Conservatives accepted were those to finance new roads. 
They opposed paying for roads that had already been built. 

	53	 For more positive attitudes towards road charging among Conservative politi-
cians, see under the heading ‘Charging as an issue in the election campaign of 
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2002’ in the section on the Stockholm Trial below. The comparatively recently 
formed Stockholm Motorists protest movement decided in 1990 to found the 
Motorists’ Party. Its leader was Charlie Magnusson and its chair Britt-Marie 
Johansson, both of them linked with The Swedish Association of Auto Dealers 
and Service Shops. Their main policies were opposition to road tolls and strong 
support for ring roads. Both the Conservatives and the Social Democrats were 
worried about the formation of this new party. It attracted thousands of votes in 
the local elections, but fell far short of the minimum necessary to be allocated 
even one seat. Information from the Stockholm County Administrative Board.

	54	 The Independent Young Conservative’s magazine published an article by their 
former vice-chairman that was very critical of what he called the Conservative 
Party’s ‘opportunistic and unsubtle negative approach to congestion charging’. 
Jordahl, Henrik: ‘Tid är pengar’ (Time is money) 2004.

	55	 ‘Road charging and environmental zones are a good way of limiting traffic in 
heavily used areas. It should therefore be possible for local councils to introduce 
charging in large towns: this is justified not only by the necessity of raising funds 
for new investment in traffic improvements, but also for environmental reasons. 
New IT techniques that are already available will make very adaptable systems 
possible. The Government should introduce bills that make road charging possible 
in large towns.’ En liberal miljöpolitik (Liberal environmental policies), Motion 
1996/97:Jo759 by Lars Leijonborg et al. (Liberal), 3 October 1996.

	56	 Förslag till natur- och miljöprogram för 2000-talet (Proposals for nature and en-
vironmental programmes in the 21st century), 2001, point 69. Protokoll från 
Folkpartiets landsmöte i Lund 2001 (Proceedings of the Liberal Party Congress 
in Lund 2001).

	57	 Dagens Nyheter, 15 February 2006.
	58	 NU no. 6 2006, 18.
	59	 Dagens Nyheter, 30 January 2006.
	60	 Ahlstrand 2001 & Isaksson 2001.
	61	 In 2002 regional collaboration of the type established in Västra Götaland and 

Skåne was very close to coming into being in the Stockholm region. All munici-
palities apart from Stockholm itself had accepted a reorganisation. But after the 
Stockholm Regional Office of the Social Democratic party rejected the proposal, 
the City of Stockholm followed suit. Lindstenz, Bernt: Samspel (Teamwork) 2008, 
165.

	62	 Stockholm politicians have occasionally been able to unite in joint actions against 
what they call the government’s anti-Stockholm policies. 

	63	 Melin 2000, 46, Vaverka, Joakim: Demokrati i förändring (Democracy changing) 
1996.

	64	 Behind practically every political standpoint for or against charging it is possible 
to detect a crucial tactical line of argument, which means that the main point 
can easily be pushed into the background. 

	65	 It is true of course that Pigou uses an example of road charging (Pigou, Arthur: 
The Economics of Welfare 1920, 168, 194) that Knight criticises; Knight, Frank: 
‘Some fallacies in the interpretation of social cost’ 1924. But the main point of 
their discussion is certain aspects of external effects, and not specifically the roads 
question. Which is not to say that their exchange of opinions is irrelevant to this 
matter. One of the few who really describe what their discussion was all about 
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is Jan Owen Jansson 1971, 19ff. See also Lidsey, Robin ‘Do economists reach a 
conclusion on road pricing?’ 2006, 300f. According to Pigou, in certain cases a 
selective tax on one of two alternative roads can create a situation that is better 
for motorists on both roads, compared with the situation that arises ‘naturally’. 
Knight comments on this by pointing out that a tax would not be necessary if the 
roads were privately owned. Readers interested in an account of and commentary 
on their exchange of views are referred to these texts. An even earlier text that is 
frequently mentioned is by the French engineer Jules Dupuit (1804–1866). See 
for instance Eliasson, Jonas: ‘Expected and Unexpected in the Stockholm Trial 
– The Views of a Transport Researcher’ 2009.

	66	 Walters, Allan: ‘The theory and measurement of private and social cost of high-
way congestion’ 1961; Ministry of Transport: Traffic in towns 1963 (the so-called 
Buchanan-Report); idem: Road pricing – the economic and technical possibilities 
1964 (the so-called Smeeds Report), but with Buchanan, James: ‘The pricing of 
highway services’ 1952 as a predecessor. See also Jansson, Jan Owen: Transporte-
konomi och livsmiljö (The economics of transport and the environment we live 
in), 1996, 155 and Santos, Georgina: ‘Urban congestion charging’ 2005, 512f. 
For Washington, Vickery 1959 proposed a road charging plan with the aid of 
electronic and photographic technology enabling charges to be collected without 
the need for vehicles to stop or slow down. Vickery, Willaim: ‘Statement on the 
pricing of urban street use’ 1994. For comments on this see Hepburn, Cameron: 
‘Regulation by prices, quantities, or both’ 2006. For a comprehensive and pen-
etrating survey of road charging from Adam Smith onwards, from the point of 
view of the history of ideas, see Lidsey 2006.

	67	 In addition to those already named, the following places occur in the literature 
on road charging: Amsterdam, Auckland, Bergen, Bristol, Brisbane, Cambridge, 
Dublin, Durham, Gothenburg, Hong Kong, California, Kristiansand, Copenha-
gen, Leeds, Lyon, Melbourne, Oslo, Paris, Ranstaad, Rome, Rotterdam, Santiago, 
Stavanger, Stockholm, Stuttgart, Sydney, Tokyo, Toronto, Tromsö, Trondheim 
and Utrecht. Trondheim is the first example in modern times of a town where 
a system that had been working well for several years was dismantled. This hap-
pened in 2005. Ieromonachou, P. et al: ‘Norway’s urban toll rings’ 2006, 373.

	68	 Some examples are: effects on the retail trade inside and outside the charging zones; 
effects on income distribution; the significance for regional economic growth; what 
differentiates supporters and opponents of road charging; particularly attractive 
and off-putting qualities of charging; how much congestion decreases and jour-
ney times are faster given different designs of the charging system; comparisons 
between road charges and parking fees in order to achieve reduced congestion 
and more efficient use of the road network; the effect of starting times on various 
types of journey; principles for drawing up the optimal geographical borders of 
charging zones; what alternative possibilities are acceptable from the point of 
view of effectiveness when a charging system based on optimal and theoretically 
established grounds cannot be implemented; and to what extent marginal pricing 
with optimal exploitation of road capacity can carry the costs of the road system. 
A large part of this literature has been published in the form of journal articles 
and most of it can be tracked down with the aid of the Social Science Citation 
Index. There are also several collections of articles and a considerable number of 
official publications. A survey especially appropriate to Swedish circumstances is 
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Eliasson, Jonas and Lundberg, Mattias: Vägavgifter i tätorter (Road charging in 
urban areas) 2003.

	69	 E.g. Oberholzer-Gee, Felix and Weck-Hanneman, Hannelore: ‘Pricing road use: 
politico-economic and fairness considerations’ 2002, 359 & Giuliano, G: ‘An 
assessment of the political acceptability of congestion pricing’ 1992.

	70	 The first policy change took place at the beginning of the 1950s when the principle 
of ‘predict and provide’ was adopted. But it was assumed that the investment in 
the Stockholm underground going on at the same time would reduce car usage 
somewhat, especially commuting to work in the city. Great efforts were made 
to ensure that approach roads and inner city streets would be big enough for 
the predicted increase in traffic. But it was accepted that parking fees would be 
a control measure. On parking policies see Gullberg, Anders and Lundin, Per: 
‘Bilparkering i Stockholm’ (Car parking in Stockholm) 2007. Another breach 
took place around 1970 when the negative side of urban motor traffic came under 
increasing scrutiny. Some new road-building was prevented by protesting citizens, 
Stockholm’s major traffic plan was scrapped and all political parties agreed that 
traffic in the inner city should be reduced. That demolished the monopoly held 
thus far by the ‘predict and provide’ regime. The aim of restricting traffic, in the 
first place in the inner city, became more widely accepted; but the result of chan-
ged values and power shifts meant that an enforced ‘laissez faire’ attitude gained 
ground. In subsequent years it was difficult to implement major road-building, 
but at the same time no method of charging became accepted. To a large extent 
road traffic was left to fare as best it could, without increased capacity or price 
controls. When congestion charging was introduced, provisionally in 2006 and 
then for the foreseeable future in 2007, the privatisation and pricing principles 
were added to the two previous ones, and a new phase in traffic politics was a 
fact.

	71	 Various spaces are reserved for specific purposes: parking places for stationary 
traffic and lanes for moving traffic. Various kinds of traffic are allocated to spe-
cific spaces: pavements, cycle tracks, bus and tram lanes, etc. Sometimes roads 
are reserved for a particular kind of traffic: motorways, arterial roads, and roads 
or streets reserved for buses, bicycles or pedestrians. There are also regulations 
regarding noise, emissions, and the design and state of vehicles (to reduce the 
risk of accidents among other things). There are also speed limits, weight limits 
and bans on large and heavy vehicles in heavily populated urban areas. 

	72	 Unlike private goods such as bread or cars, and so-called club goods such as ca-
ble television, where it is easy for a provider to limit access to the product. Club 
goods differ from private ones in that they can be enjoyed without reducing the 
possibility of others from doing the same. For a survey of economic theories in 
this field see Cornes, Richard and Sandler, Todd: The Theory of Externalities, Public 
Goods and Club Goods 1996.

	73	 It would be possible for those living in a city street with heavy traffic to club to-
gether and pay an amount sufficient to deter enough motorists from using that 
street in return for the money they would receive, thus making life tolerable for 
the residents. But the cost of such a transaction, even if it were possible, would 
be prohibitively high. Cf Werin, Lars: Ekonomi och rättssystem (Economy and 
legal systems) 1982, 55f.

	74	 Economists are unanimous in believing that the positive effects of road traffic 
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are minimal. Supporters of motoring, however, claim that these positive effects 
are wide-ranging and roughly equal to the negative ones. They refer above all 
to the contribution motor traffic makes to economic growth. But the question 
is whether road traffic should be subsidised in order for it to realise its positive 
effects. That is hardly the case.

	75	 But it is not usual to define streets and roads as common land. However, see 
Coughlin, Joseph: ‘The tragedy of the concrete commons: defining traffic con-
gestions a public problem’ 1994, and more fundamentally Gustafsson, Bo: ‘Hur 
vägarna blev en kollektiv nyttighet’ (How roads became a public utility) 1987.

	76	 When it comes to restoring these common lands, there is an important difference. 
The resources provided by nature, such as fishing waters and pasture land, can 
take a very long time to recover, and in some cases the damage can be irreversible. 
When congestion occurs in the road network, when the traffic flow is reduced, it 
can take a few hours before jams become disentangled. More permanent damage 
cause by excessively heavy vehicles can always be repaired eventually, since the 
road network is a man-made product. 

	77	 See for instance Dawes, R.M: ‘Social dilemmas’ 1980.
	78	 Users can easily avoid paying for the service delivered by a lighthouse. Whoever 

provides the light is not paid for the benefit – the positive external effects – that 
‘free passengers’ enjoy, and hence is not inclined to offer the service at as high a 
level as would be provided if everyone paid according to the extent they made 
use of it.

	79	 Of course there is also the problem of free passengers in road traffic, e.g. people 
driving uninsured and without paying their road tax. The latter was even more 
marked during the years 1924–1979 when road tax was paid into a special fund 
earmarked for investment in streets and roads. 

	80	 For example, roughly every other vehicle in the County of Stockholm was calcu-
lated to have been held up by traffic jams in 1998. Nilsson, Michael and Tegnér, 
Göran: ‘Produktionseffekter av vägträngseln i Stockholmsregionen’ (The effects 
on productivity of road congestion in the Stockholm region) 2000, 11.

	81	 Ibid. 16.
	82	 E.g. by possessing a monthly season ticket for public transport use, as was previ-

ously proposed in Stockholm.
	83	 In Hardin’s classic text these are the only alternatives to the tragedy of the com-

mons. Hardin, Garrett: ‘The tragedy of the commons’ 1968. See also Dietz, 
Thomas: ‘The Darwinian trope in the drama of the commons’ 2005, 206.

	84	 E.g. Ostrom, Elinor: ‘Governing the commons’ 1990 & Agrawal, Arun: ‘Com-
mon resources and institutional sustainability’ 2002, 46ff.

	85	 Circumstances that favour cooperative solutions are that: (1) precise cheap in-
formation is accessible about the resource and its expected benefit and cost; (2) 
those taking part share an understanding of potential risks and benefits if the 
status quo continues compared with those of a possible new order; (3) those ta-
king part share norms on mutuality and trust that can be used as social starting 
capital; (4) the group using the resource is relatively stable; (5) those taking part 
intend to be in the area for a long time; (6) those taking part follow decision-
making principles somewhere between unanimity and autocracy and so avoid 
frustration and high transaction costs, and (7) those taking part can develop 
relatively expedient and cost-effective policing and sanctions systems. Ostrom, 



congestion taxes in city traffic

178

Elinor: ‘How type of goods and property rights jointly affect collective action’ 
2003, 257. Thomas Dietz thinks in connection with Elinor Ostrom’s work that 
the important questions to ask are: ‘When do narrow self-interest models apply? 
What contexts favour such behaviour, and what contexts favour other forms of 
behaviour that include longer time horizons and/or consideration of the welfare 
of others?’ Dietz 2005, 211. Urban traffic, as it is usually organised, is a context 
that favours selfish behaviour. 

	86	 The expansion of the road network has in fact tended to attract a higher volume 
of traffic and also, in the long run, stimulated a less dense urban structure that 
requires more transport. Despite the fact that only a limited section of the road 
network is usually afflicted by traffic jams, for purely physical reasons it is often 
difficult and expensive to make room for sufficient capacity in these locations, 
which are frequently heavily used. 

	87	 The difficulties involved in excluding are relative and of different kinds. To use 
the lighthouse example again, a sufficiently efficient boat patrol armed with ap-
propriate legal back-up should do the job. The difficulties involved in excluding or 
collecting payments for a benefit can be political and depend on it being acceptable 
to the population, and what legislation protects it. Various types of difficulty are 
also interdependent and can change in different ways. Privatisation, if accepted, 
generally leads to lower costs for exclusion and policing. In many cases technical 
developments can affect the possibilities of privatisation and controlling. Electronic 
registration and payment systems have increased the prospects of marketing the 
road network, i.e. the possibilities of levying a charge on a service being offered 
in relation to demand in time and space. These systems also make it possible to 
attach a price to external effects such as noise, air pollution and the risk of death 
or accidents. The low level of acceptance for road charging means high political 
costs if it is introduced. Successful arguments against electronic registration on 
such grounds as invasion of privacy increase these costs still further. The legal 
interpretation of road charges as a tax is another way of increasing the political 
and administrative costs for pricing road space for moving traffic. 

	88	 The reluctance to pay for using a road network that has previously been free has 
been massive. For motorists stuck in traffic jams, the suggestion that paying a 
higher price would reduce congestion seems to be far-fetched. The phenomenon 
of congestion is interpreted as a shortage of capacity, not as the result of too low 
a price being paid. Nor does awareness of the risk of accidents, damage to health, 
and the noise caused by traffic in urban areas seem to be particularly high among 
motorists. The view that motorists are highly taxed is widespread, and the suspicion 
that a tax will soon be raised and thus be unfair to vehicle owners is a common 
argument in favour of not introducing one at all. For those who want even more 
use of motor vehicles than we have already, expansion of the road network is 
preferable to pricing which would reduce demand. This applies to the individual 
motorist just as much as to the trades, vested interests and authorities involved 
in the construction of roads, bridges and tunnels. For them reduced congestion 
is not a desirable state of affairs, at least not in the short term, as it reduces the 
need for more road-building. 

	89	 Where regulations have been introduced that restrict entry into the inner city 
to alternate days, according to the final digit on the registration plate, it has led 
to households acquiring two cars. The proposal by the Left-Communists in the 
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1970s to ban vehicles from entering the centre of Stockholm – but with the pos-
sibility of exemptions – received no support outside the party. It is difficult to 
have adequate precision and flexibility with that kind of regulation. 

	90	 Carlsson, Lars: ‘Policy networks as collective action’ 2000, 503. The concept of 
policy as distinct from politics – often understood as party politics – has a broader 
meaning in that it includes processes outside the party political sphere. It can 
mean idea, and also process. Policy as an idea can be defined as ‘an exposition of a 
programme, i.e. the establishment of specifically defined guidelines for an activity’ 
Palm, Jenny: Makten över energin (Power over the energy) 2004, 41. Policy as 
process means ‘the process [which] includes the creation and implementation of 
an idea’. Ibid. 41. This process is under constant change. So policy is not merely 
about decisions and standpoints, but also about dynamic patterns of action. Ibid. 
43.

	91	 Kingdon, John: Agendas, Alternatives and Public Policies 1984 & Tarschys, Daniel: 
‘Hur mycket regerande behöver vi?’ (How much government do we need) 1998, 
23.

	92	 This pattern has been discussed within punctuated-equilibrium theory and re-
gime theory. The former, via very comprehensive investigations into American 
and West European politics, has shown that the amplitude of annual political 
change is not randomly distributed. Baumgartner, Frank and Jones, Bryan: 
Agendas and Instability in American Politics 1993 and True, James, Jones, Bryan 
and Baumgartner, Frank: ‘Punctuated-equilibrium theory’ 2007, 171. The really 
small and the really big changes are over-represented in comparison with a normal 
distribution. Regime theory searches for explanations in coalitions in networks 
that are maintained as long as investments made (in contacts) produce better 
results than any available alternative. 

	93	 John, Peter: ‘Is there life after policy streams, advocacy coalitions, and punctua-
tions’ 2003. For a more detailed discussion, see also idem: Analysing Public Policy 
1998.

	94	 John 2003, 483f. The recommendation to create a new institutional order when 
a political change takes place is a way of trying to counter this conservative 
force.

	95	 The popular protest movements in the early 1970s and the simultaneous economic 
crises were important contributory reasons why the ‘predict and provide’ regime 
broke down in Stockholm traffic politics. About this phenomenon at national 
level, see Falkemark 2006, 401.

	96	 See John 1998, 122ff.
	97	 John 1998, 195.
	98	 Multiple policy streams are often referred to, but research in this area is very 

limited. 
	99	 The punctuated-equilibrium theory was formulated in arguments against the idea 

that policy changes only happen gradually (incrementalism). By means of com-
prehensive empirical investigations of American and also European politics, it has 
been shown that periods of little change are followed by sweeping changes. For 
a concentrated presentation of this, see True, Jones and Baumgartner 2007.

	100	 Schlager, Edella: ‘A comparison of frameworks, theories and models of policy 
processes’ 2007, 297.

	101	 John 1998, 177.



congestion taxes in city traffic

180

	102	 Ibid. 179.
	103	 John 2003, 489.
	104	 True, Jones and Baumgartner 2007, 177.
	105	 Ibid. 179.
	106	 Sabatier, Paul and Weible, Christopher: ‘The advocacy coalition framework’ 2007, 

190, 204ff.
	107	 This proposal is based on John 1998, 182–188 and John 2003, 491–494. John 

1998 is commentated upon by Kerr 2002, 345–347. John 2003 digs deeper and 
develops the reference to the concept ‘mem’, which refers to units of cultural 
heritage or ideas. The concept became widespread after being coined by Richard 
Dawkins. Dawkins, Richard: The Selfish Gene.1976. It attempts to fill the role of 
being a social equivalent of biology’s ‘gene’.

	108	 John 2003, 493.
	109	 Within biological evolutionism there is an ‘allopathic theory’, according to which 

a population that is divided into two parts isolated from each other tends to 
develop into two independent species. According to one variation of the theory, 
called peripatic, it is often in peripheral areas that new species develop where a 
small population has been cut off from the main population. There is less risk 
there of new combinations of genes drowning in the big population’s sea of genes. 
New species that are competitive can be consolidated in peripheral environments 
which usually impose harder demands on individuals than the core area, so that 
they then proliferate and force back the original species. 

	110	 It should perhaps be pointed out that within an anything but generally accepted 
development in modern biology known as Neo-lamarckism, there are those who 
maintain that in some circumstances the environment can influence the genes 
that are passed on to progeny, not least in the case of single-cell animals. Within 
evolutionary economy, institutional changes have been characterised as lamarc-
kian. However, it has been shown that this is based on a misunderstanding of 
Lamarck and modern biology. Sandberg, Mikael: ‘The evolution of IT innova-
tions in Swedish organizations’ 2007.

	111	 Kerr, Peter: ‘Saved from extinction: evolutionary theorising, politics and the state’ 
2002, 334ff. In his analysis of the growth in car ownership in Sweden, Gunnar 
Falkemark identifies two crucial events which, independently of each other, were 
the starting point of the path dependency that had long been the main influence 
on development. These are the act of parliament in 1906 allowing motor vehi-
cles to use public roads, and Henry Ford’s mass production of cars. Falkemark, 
Gunnar: Politik, Mobilitet och Miljö (Politics, Mobility and Environment) 2006, 
211.

	112	 John 2003, 491.
	113	 A theory that has attracted much attention, but also vehement criticism, with 

regard to local power bases is regime theory. It was developed originally to ana-
lyse international relations, and has also been applied to areas such as industrial 
politics in the USA. Campbell, John, et al. (ed.): The Governance of the American 
Economy 1991. The urban variant has been used primarily to analyse cities in 
the USA, but in recent years it has also been applied to European equivalents. 
It has been used to analyse urban building policies in Stockholm, for instance. 
Gullberg, Anders: City, drömmen om ett nytt hjärta (City – Dreaming of a new 
heart) 2001 & Gullberg, Anders and Kaijser, Arne: ‘City-building regimes in post-
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war Stockholm’ 2004. However, this theory applies to various forms of alliances 
between the local political and economic spheres, and since that dimension was 
not significant in connection with the introduction of congestion charging in 
Stockholm, the approach is hardly appropriate in that context. For an analysis 
of the theory, see Mossberger, Karen and Stoker, Gerry: ‘The evolution of urban 
regime theory’ 2001.

	114	 For a discussion of problems associated with the concept of a project, see for in-
stance Engwall, Mats: Jakten på det effektiva projektet (The search for the effective 
project) 1998, 123ff and Blomberg, Jesper: Projektorganisationen (Project organi-
sation) 2003, 27ff. How the definition of a project varies between different areas 
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Jonas Eliasson

Expected and Unexpected  
in the Stockholm Trial

The Views of a Transport Researcher

On March 5, 2003, a meeting took place between Mattias Lundberg, 
Marika Jenstav and myself – all from the consultancy firm Transek – 
and a group of politicians and officials from the City of Stockholm to 
discuss how best to arrange a congestion charge system for Stockholm. 
All questions were on the table: technical aspects, legal implications, 
evaluation, level of charging, what area to charge, plus who might 
possibly be exempted from the charge. It would have been possible 
to spend months analysing each one of those questions, but a basic 
document was required by March 31 at the latest, with analyses and 
recommendations, so that the City Council could take decisions before 
their summer recess.

On my way home from the meeting I was in quite a daze. I told my 
colleagues it felt like one of those scenes in a Hollywood movie when 
US marines are about to launch an attack, and a deep voice off-camera 
says to them: ‘This is not an exercise. This is what you have been trai-
ned for. Make us proud.’

Transport economists had been waiting 
for a hundred years

In order to appreciate the mixture of nervousness and euphoria any 
transport economist would have felt in the face of such a task, it is 
necessary to go back in time – to 1849, to be precise. That was the 
year the French economist Dupuit published the first transport eco-
nomic analysis, concerning tolls levied on a bridge in Paris.1 The main 
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conclusion of his paper was that road charges were not a good idea 
unless the bridge was congested – the term ‘socially unprofitable’ had 
not yet been coined. At the beginning of the 20th century, the econo-
mists Pigou and Knight went on to demonstrate that, if correctly set 
up, road charging could be socially profitable if the roads in question 
were congested.2 Ever since then, generations of transport economists 
have devoted themselves to further development and tweaking the 
theory of ‘congestion charging’, as it eventually came to be known.3 
As well as the charges themselves, countless other practical questions 
have been researched and resolved: technical aspects, acceptance, legal 
implications, institutional framework, etc.4 It was also demonstrated, 
on the basis of both theoretical calculations and practical experience, 
that in the longer term it was not possible to eliminate congestion 
by extending the road network or expanding public transport.5 Even 
if costly measures naturally had to be taken as populations grew and 
new specialisations and economic activities proliferated, it was not 
even theoretically possible to eliminate congestion in the centre of 
large cities by such means. 1964 saw the publication of a renowned 
British report, the so-called Smeed Report, which came down heavily 
in favour of congestion charging as a (partial) solution to congestion 
problems in big cities.6

As far as transport researchers were concerned, the problem was sol-
ved. Congestion charges were necessary to facilitate the efficient use of 
road networks, and had the additional advantage of generating funds 
that could be used to make various necessary investments. ‘Case closed’, 
as they might say in Hollywood films. All that still needed to be done 
was to iron out a few tricky theoretical special cases, then we could all 
sit back and wait for the politicians to take heed of the experts’ advice 
and introduce congestion charges.

But what happened in fact? Not a lot. To the increasing dismay of 
transport economists, not a single trial run of congestion charges was 
set up. Then, in the middle of the 1970s, Singapore broke ranks and 
established a sort of road pricing system; but no other city followed 
suit. Several others made attempts to conduct serious trials, but for 
various reasons all of them came to nothing.7

On the other hand, several countries established toll roads – as 
far as transport economists are concerned, toll roads are almost the 
polar opposite of congestion charging: tolls are levied on big, new 
roads capable of carrying heavy traffic, but no charges are made for 
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using the dangerous, narrow old country lanes alongside! It was no 
doubt logical from the point of view of politics and finance, but as 
far as traffic-actuated control was concerned, it was pure Alice in 
Wonderland. Transport economists sighed and threw up their hands 
in horror. Around 1990, Norway introduced road pricing in the form 
of cordon tolls round a number of cities, including Oslo, but this 
had little to do with congestion charging. The interesting aspect of 
the Norwegian project was that it showed it was technically possible 
to establish automatic payment systems in urban areas. Also – and 
not least – that it was possible to achieve quite high levels of public 
approval of road charges if the payments were linked to something 
that was clearly perceived as being ‘useful’ – in Norway’s case, new 
road-building programmes. Interestingly enough, it was considered 
totally unacceptable to use the payments in order to reduce congestion. 
On the contrary, the Norwegian systems were configured specifically 
not to affect traffic levels.

The Dennis package 
– road pricing as a source of income

The logic of the Norwegian toll roads was in the back of people’s minds 
when agreement was reached in Stockholm at the beginning of the 
1990s on how to solve the increasing needs for transport investments in 
the city.8 Investments were needed in both roads and public transport, 
but as well as divided opinions with regard to priorities, financing the 
project was always going to be difficult. Road charges were intended 
first and foremost as a means of paying for it; but there were also those 
who saw the traffic-regulating effects of the charges as a goal in itself.

But the latter group were not too happy about the Dennis-charges, 
as the charges were not especially well-devised from the point of view 
of traffic regulation – not as bad as they were later painted, but not 
particularly good. But in spite of being primarily designed with finan-
cial aims in mind, they were to a large extent publicly promoted using 
arguments about improving the environment and also traffic flow. 
Among other things, the system of tolls was criticised because the toll 
booths were located outside the planned ring of motorways round the 
city centre – once the toll had been paid, there was nothing to pre-
vent vehicles travelling through the city centre instead of taking the 
Essingeleden and Österleden motorways, which was the point of the 
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exercise. And so it was predicted that the Dennis-tolls would have no 
traffic-reducing effect at all.

Interestingly enough, later analyses showed that this claim was wrong. 
The Dennis-tolls would in fact have reduced the level of traffic in and 
around the city centre. A very large proportion of traffic on the approach 
roads and inside the city centre either starts out from or is heading 
for the city centre itself, and hence is not through traffic. For vehicles 
starting out from or heading for the city centre, it makes no difference 
whether the ring of toll booths is located inside or outside the ring of 
motorways – such traffic is affected just as much by the charges either 
way, and hence a reduction in its volume was to be expected.

But the analyses showing that the Dennis-tolls were not quite as 
flawed as had first been thought did not come until later. By then, the 
media battle had been more or less lost. ‘Everybody’ seemed to dislike 
the Dennis-tolls, some because they disapproved of road charging of any 
kind, others because they were the wrong sort of charges, and others still 
because they were designed to finance projects they disapproved of.

Two lessons can be learned from this; things that are in fact acknow-
ledged in the scientific literature on the acceptance of road pricing.9 
The first is that the way in which the charges are applied must be in 
accordance with the arguments used to justify them. For instance, if it 
is claimed that the charges will result in a better environment, it must 
be apparent that the system has been devised to produce that very ef-
fect. The Dennis-tolls were devised in order to finance investments in 
traffic-actuating projects, and in addition to reduce levels of traffic in the 
city centre. It was clear from the way tolls were applied what the main 
purpose was. But when attempts were made to ‘sell’ the charges using 
the secondary argument – improvements in the environment and in the 
level of traffic flow – they did not seem credible. 

The second lesson is how important it is to have demonstrably solid 
grounds for the decisions taken, supported by credible figures. The 
debate over the Dennis-tolls could have taken a rather different course 
if the forecasts of traffic reductions had been available from the begin-
ning. In fact, by the time those predictions were published, decisions 
had already been made and debating positions already established, and 
so it was too late.
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The significance of figures
It is worth commenting on the significance of figures used to back up 
claims made. The media love figures. Figures suggest credibility, and 
the fact that research has been carried out. There is nothing wrong 
with that, as it is surprisingly often true: someone who has taken the 
trouble to go through the data and make calculations often has more 
soundly based opinions than someone who merely makes general 
assertions without checking them against reality – figures, in other 
words. ‘Road charging reduces traffic levels’ is a trivial assertion, and 
hence nothing new. ‘A road charge of 15 kronor reduces traffic by 20 
per cent’ is far from being a trivial assertion. It also makes it possible 
to answer really interesting follow-up questions, such as: How high 
must charges be in order to reduce jams significantly? How much 
will the revenues be? And finally, it is at least probable that somebody 
who makes a statement of this type has bothered to check his facts in 
terms of traffic volumes, cost sensitivity and so on. It is not surpri-
sing that the media give preference to somebody who can produce 
figures. That the figures are not always published, or that they can be 
misunderstood, is another matter. Figures are a means of establishing 
the credibility of the person making a claim in the eyes of journalists, 
and the chances of being quoted as a traffic expert rather than a mere 
pundit are increased.

However, a problem in this connection is that journalists often lack 
the time, the possibility or sometimes the knowledge to check the 
figures. As a result, incorrect figures can become accepted and cited 
over and over again. They attain mythical status and can be impossible 
to correct. This is why debates in which figures play a central role are 
often characterised by what specialists in game theory call ‘first mover 
advantage’ – whoever is the first to publish a figure often acquires a 
long-standing advantage in the debate.

Instead of the Dennis-tolls
It was obvious that the Dennis-tolls were not constructed in the best 
possible way; but what should have been done instead? Several of the 
interested parties began to examine that question. The first proposal 
came from The Swedish Society for Nature Conservation, who advo-
cated traffic regulation as the main aim. Their main conclusion was 
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that if existing roads could be used more efficiently, it would not be 
necessary to build new ones. Organisations which had nothing against 
investment in new roads in principle also had their say. Both the Swe-
dish Institute for Transport and Communications Analysis (SIKA) 
and the Regional Planning and Traffic Office for Greater Stockholm 
produced several reports showing, on the one hand, how various con-
gestion charging systems could be set up and what effect they could 
be expected to have, and on the other that even very large investments 
in roads and public transport would not be sufficient to keep abreast 
of increasing congestion.10 While this development work was taking 
place, the Dennis agreement collapsed. It is true that the straw which 
broke the camel’s back was tactical deliberations on the part of political 
parties at national level, but what made the project vulnerable was the 
inherent contradictions concerning such things as tolls.11

The question of road pricing was off the agenda for the time being, 
but many – perhaps even most – traffic planners were convinced that 
this was only temporary. As a result, research and development work 
on congestion charging continued, albeit out of the media spotlight. 
The National Environment Protection Board presented proposals for 
congestion charging. The Transport and Communications Research 
Board (which was later replaced by Vinnova) funded research into 
congestion charging and study visits to Singapore. The National Road 
Administration developed its competence, especially on the technical 
side – technical systems for toll collection and so on. The Swedish Society 
for Nature Conservation, the Regional Planning Office and SIKA also 
continued their investigations. The list could be made much longer.

The Stockholm Commission and the long wish list
Once the dust had settled after the collapse of the Dennis agreement, 
a new attempt was launched to reach agreement on Stockholm’s traffic 
problems, in the form of the Stockholm Commission, set up in the 
year 2000. The Stockholm Commission was a parliamentary committee 
with several tasks. The most difficult one would be prioritising between 
various possible investment plans, and preferably also an attempt to 
produce a realistic funding strategy. Not only Stockholm was included, 
but also the rest of the Lake Mälaren valley (Mälardalen). 

Eventually the commission produced a pecking order from the list 
of possible investments, topped by the City Line (a tunnel under cen-



211

expected and unexpected in the stockholm trial

tral Stockholm for commuter trains), followed by the Western Bypass 
(‘Förbifart Stockholm’) and the Eastern Ring Road (‘Österleden’). The 
whole list of measures and investments would cost almost 100 billion 
kronor – quite a lot more than half the government’s investment budget 
for rather more than the next ten years.12 Only the measures envisaged 
for Greater Stockholm given the very highest priority were calculated to 
cost 45 billion kronor.13 That is a quarter of the budget for investments 
in road and rail developments for the whole of Sweden for a ten-year 
period.14 That might in fact be a reasonable proportion – Greater Stock-
holm has one fifth of the country’s population, almost one third of 
total incomes, and produces almost half of Sweden’s tax revenues. But 
it did not seem all that likely that the state, which has been cautious 
about granting investment monies to Greater Stockholm in recent years, 
would be prepared to foot the bill for the whole amount.

 Funding was once again the stumbling block. Hardly surprisingly, 
the idea of road tolls cropped up again. Not only would they contri-
bute to the funding of the project, but the possibility of using them 
as an environmental and traffic-regulating device had found favour in 
more and more quarters, even if that was still like a red rag to a bull for 
many people. The Stockholm Commission was given broad terms of 
reference by the government and asked to come up with proposals for 
road pricing. This was shortly before the 2002 general election cam-
paign started in earnest, and the Moderates (the Swedish Conservative 
Party) saw an opportunity in the terms of reference given to the Stock-
holm Commission: they could claim that the Social Democrats were 
going to impose road charging in Stockholm! A vigorous advertising 
campaign was launched suggesting that this was the hidden agenda of 
the Social Democrats.

In fact the Social Democrats – unlike the Liberals (Folkpartiet), 
for instance – had never been especially interested in road charging. 
While the Dennis negotiations were taking place, the party had been 
divided on that point, and there was no party line now either. The Li-
beral Party in Stockholm had gradually changed its mind and, having 
been in favour, was now against (although it was not clear what their 
policy was at national level), and there was suddenly an opportunity 
to make road pricing a matter distinguishing political blocs: the So-
cial Democrats could be painted into a corner alongside the Greens 
(Miljöpartiet) and the Left Socialists (Vänsterpartiet) as ‘the gang that 
secretly intends to impose road charging’.
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This led to Annika Billström’s widely discussed election pledge made 
in a television programme: no road charging would be introduced 
during the next parliament. This pledge was not Billström’s own idea, 
incidentally: it was the regional party organisation that had made the 
decision.

It is not clear what tactical considerations by the various parties 
lay behind the Conservatives’ ‘anti-road-charging campaign’ and later 
on the Social Democrats’ manifesto pledge of ‘no road charges’. One 
might speculate that the Social Democrats wanted to deflate the matter 
until the 2002 election was out of the way, so that they could then use 
the Stockholm Commission to put together a package of investments, 
funded in part by road charging, that they could offer to the electorate 
in the 2006 election for putting into practice during the subsequent 
parliament. That might have been a way of persuading voters to swal-
low the bitter pill of congestion charging with the aid of commitments 
to invest in measures they would not otherwise be able to afford. The 
non-socialist parties might have had a similar plan. Nobody who knew 
anything about the subject could seriously believe that the state would 
be able to fund the whole of the Stockholm Commission’s wish-list – 
other sources of funding would have to be found, and the region would 
be forced to bear a proportion of the cost itself. This was fairly obvious, 
whether you were in favour of road charging or not, and whether or not 
you thought it was fair for the state to pay for the whole caboodle. It is 
actually normal practice for the state, not the region concerned, to fund 
large-scale road and rail investments in other parts of the country.

A ‘full-scale trial’
However, something unexpected happened after the general election. 
The Green party managed to get included in the policies agreed by the 
governing coalition of which they were a part ‘a full-scale trial, lasting 
several years, of congestion charging for Stockholm’. During the win-
ter of 2002–2003, negotiations took place in the Greater Stockholm 
Council regarding when and how. Meanwhile, I and many other trans-
port researchers worried that the mistakes made in connection with 
the Dennis package would be repeated – that a fully negotiated and 
politically acceptable package would be produced without due consi-
deration having been given to the many difficult questions concerning 
techniques, design, acceptance and evaluation.



213

expected and unexpected in the stockholm trial

And then it happened: we at Transek were contacted by the Executive 
Office of Stockholm, which had been given the task of producing a 
proposal for how the project should be carried out. And there was no 
time to be lost. Not only did the basic design of the project need to be 
drawn up urgently, but the whole system should preferably come into 
operation by the autumn of 2004. The problem with a timetable like 
that is that it takes time to evolve such a complicated system – and to 
make matters worse, the Swedish method of procurement and legal 
scrutiny before a start can be made often takes several years. More-
over, there was no relevant legislation as yet. In London, they had been 
preparing for their congestion charge system for approaching ten years 
(or for forty years if you take the Smeed Report as the starting point), 
and that was considered to be fast.

A full-scale trial – not just one single road or a few hundred cars – 
was that really necessary? It was hardly justified from a strictly scientific 
point of view. But perhaps with hindsight one can say that it was in 
fact the right thing to do from a political point of view, assuming it was 
considered from the start that congestion charging was a good idea. 
When we worried about the trial being too big, too expensive and too 
hurried, we didn’t appreciate that only a full-scale system would be able 
to demonstrate clearly the advantages of congestion charging: reduced 
journey times. That was due in turn to the fact that we – and, I think, 
practically all other traffic experts – didn’t expect the reduction in traf-
fic levels would be visible to the naked eye. We had underestimated the 
visibility of the effects of the charge.

Transponders, the charging zone and the 20-kronor toll
The first basic proposal submitted by Transek in April 2003 suggested 
that the technology used should be similar to that applied in the Nor-
wegian systems.15 Transponders carried inside the vehicles could be 
linked directly to bank accounts, so that the charge could be collected 
automatically when the vehicle passed through the charging cordon. 
Unlike the Norwegian system, it would not be possible to pay manu-
ally – there was no room to build manned toll booths. That was one 
of the reasons why the transponder principle should be supplemented 
by cameras recording the registration numbers of vehicles without 
transponders. We thought that if the vehicle in question did not have 
a transponder, the driver would have the opportunity to pay the charge 
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using some customer service organisation, or over the counter in a shop, 
or by SMS, more or less as in London. The big difference compared 
with London was (and is) that the Swedish system was based on the 
registration of passing vehicles (using transponders or video), whereas 
the London system merely checks (by video) that vehicles passing th-
rough the charging zone have paid. In London it is the responsibility 
of the driver to pay the correct sum in advance (or on the same day 
at the latest) – London does not have anything corresponding to the 
Swedish system’s ‘tax demand’ telling you on the spot what you have 
to pay. The key argument in favour of (transponder-)registration rather 
than simply (video-)checking – as in London – was that it made it pos-
sible to apply different charges according to the time of day. Another 
hefty consideration in favour of the Stockholm system was the lower 
operating costs in the long term. From a political point of view, it was 
important that the system should not simply be an experiment or a 
technical cul-de-sac: it really did have to be a full-scale trial system that 
could be made permanent if the results justified it.

In our very first proposal (April 2003), we at Transek recommended 
that the toll system should be based on a cordon around the inner city, 
with charges varying according to the time of day – 20 kronor during 
the morning and evening peak hours, 10 kronor at other times, with 
the charging levels to be ‘phased in’ over time. The charge levels were 
based on earlier analyses of various principles for the way in which 
prices should be fixed – there was no time for new experiments in this 
respect: they came later. As we were not well versed in the machinations 
of the media versus the politicians, we were not aware of how deci-
sive the proposal for a specific charge level would be. Once a specific 
amount has been mentioned, it is difficult to change it even if it was 
only intended as a rough guide. We did not intend from the start that 
20 kronor should be anything more than an approximate figure, but 
as the weeks passed it became accepted in the media that 20 kronor 
was the definitive sum – that was the amount the ‘experts’ had come 
up with, and the politicians had more or less accepted it. It would not 
have been easy to change that figure afterwards to, let us say, 15 kronor 
or 25 kronor, even if it had turned out to be desirable. A general pro-
blem seems to be that if politicians discuss various different proposals, 
or change their minds in the light of new evidence (in this case traffic 
forecasts), words such as ‘confused’ or ‘indecisive’ start cropping up 
in the media.
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During the autumn a large number of traffic forecasts were made 
in order to prepare the way for a sensible system design. Luckily, the 
forecasts showed that the ‘guesstimates’ we had made during spring, 
shooting from the hip as it were, turned out to have hit the target rea-
sonably well. According to the traffic forecasts made in the autumn 
of 2003, the reduction in traffic levels in and around the inner city 
would be more or less what we considered to be ‘satisfactory’ – even if 
we did not manage to spell out as scientifically stringently as we would 
have liked what was meant by a ‘satisfactory’ reduction in traffic. It was 
a strange feeling, having so little time to make decisions on such an 
important matter, especially as a great deal of research had taken place 
in the field of ‘optimal congestion charges’ – how to design optimal 
congestion charges with various aims and restrictions in mind. What we 
were concerned with was more of an effort to produce quickly a system 
that seemed to work reasonably well, while not being too complicated 
and more or less acceptable politically. What ‘working reasonably well’ 
actually meant was never spelled out – or at least, not in sufficient detail 
to satisfy a transport economist with theoretical interests. We were a 
long way away from the seminar room’s theoretical discussions on op-
timal charging systems. The aim was to reduce congestion as much as 
possible with charges as low as possible. Needless to say, it is possible 
to reduce traffic as much as you like by charging extremely high tolls. 
However, balancing charges that were not too high against as much 
reduction in congestion as possible was a problem we had to solve by 
gut feeling rather than with the aid of theoretical assessment criteria. 
It is true, of course, that we had the benefit of being familiar with large 
numbers of theoretical and model-based studies and investigations. In 
other words, it was not just a question of plucking figures from thin 
air; but it has to be said that it would have been desirable to have a 
little more time.

One or more charging zones?
An important political restriction was that there should be no tolls 
on the Essingeleden bypass – that was a demand made by the Social 
Democrats. As a result, care was taken not to ‘press out’ too much 
traffic from the inner city and onto the Essingeleden. There was also 
a political request to set up charging zones inside the inner city – at 
least an additional charge for passing the the Saltsjö-Mälaren border, 
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i.e. the bridges linking the southern part of the inner city (Södermalm) 
with the northern part of the inner city. The motion passed by the 
Stockholm City Council in June 2003, which contained a preliminary 
proposal for how the charging should be set up, included such charges 
despite the fact that we and the Executive Office advised against it. 
Further work on traffic forecasts during the autumn of 2003 showed 
that it was not a good idea to combine charges in the inner city with 
no charge on Essingeleden, since to do so would result in a big increase 
in congestion in the Södra Länken bypass tunnel and on Essingeleden 
itself. If such charge ‘spokes’ were introduced inside the cordon ‘wheel’ 
around the inner city, but the Essingeleden ring outside the cordon 
was free of charge, it would be advantageous for motorists heading 
for the inner city to drive round outside the charging cordon as far as 
possible. The more we studied the forecasts, the more convinced we 
became that the combination of a charging zone in the inner city but 
not on Essingeleden would be fatal. It seemed more than likely to create 
more congestion than it relieved. But this was difficult for politicians 
to swallow. Several of them were afraid that if there were no charges 
inside the inner city, there would be a debate about them creating ‘a 
sanctuary for rich inner city dwellers’. This fear was clearly not justified 
by the facts – calculations showed that, beyond doubt, people living in 
the inner city would on average pay considerably more in congestion 
charges than motorists from all other geographical areas, even without 
an ‘inner city zone’. But even so, it could be a political problem. 

It transpired eventually that the politicians had been absolutely 
right in their fears: a criticism constantly made of the charging system 
was precisely that it favoured inner city dwellers. I was often asked 
if I thought it was fair that ‘people living in the suburbs had to pay 
while those living in the city centre could drive for free’. I replied over 
and over again in various contexts that, generally speaking, inner city 
dwellers make many more car journeys out of the city centre than su-
burbanites make into it, and hence that, if anything, we ought to feel 
sorry for the inner city dwellers. Every time the questioner (often a 
journalist) was surprised, and mentioned what I had said in the sub-
sequent article. Nevertheless, on the next occasion another journalist 
would stand up and ask the same question – or (which was worse) try 
to create ‘an angle’ and feature ‘the unfairly favoured inner city dwel-
lers’ without checking the facts. Perhaps the reality is that journalists 
do not read one another’s articles. What happened was exactly what 
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the politicians felt was likely (from bitter experience, I suspect): you 
can refute certain misunderstandings more or less as often as you like, 
but they will continue to crop up in a slightly different form. 

The Lidingö exception
Special problems were caused by Lidingö, an island with only one road 
connection to the rest of Sweden – which incidentally goes through the 
inner city of Stockholm. With a charging cordon round the inner city, 
Lidingö residents who commuted to Greater Stockholm (or anywhere 
else but Lidingö) would have to pay twice for a single journey. The pos-
sibilities of using public transport for journeys between Lidingö and 
other suburbs are very limited, so for most people it would mean gre-
atly increased journey times to avoid the double charges. The problem 
was mentioned in the motion passed by Stockholm City Council in 
June 2003, which said that: ‘The system ought to be designed in such a 
way as to ensure that residents of Lidingö should not be affected more 
adversely than residents of similar areas’. The resolution proposed that 
the charge between Lidingö and the inner city should be 10 kronor 
at peak times, instead of 20 kronor. We had suggested that the charge 
between Lidingö and the inner city should be dropped altogether, ma-
king Lidingö part of the inner city, as it were. But that was politically 
impossible. Instead, during the autumn, the idea was floated of creating 
a ‘Lidingö exception’. At first we wrote the plan off as being far too 
complicated technically; but after some discussions with the experts, 
it turned out to be a possibility, albeit a complicated one.

It was only later that it became clear just how expensive this excep-
tion was. Not primarily because it is complicated to program a system 
that makes exceptions of certain vehicles: what really raises the cost 
is that it becomes necessary to identify literally all vehicles, because if 
one doesn’t, a Lidingö exception might be missed. Without a Lidingö 
exception, it doesn’t much matter if the detectors miss, say, one per cent 
of vehicles. Few people are going to be upset if they are lucky enough 
not to have to pay the congestion charge on a particular day. But with 
the Lidingö exception in operation, every vehicle missed might be a 
furious Lidingö resident who has wrongly been made to pay the charge. 
Even a small number of such cases per day can become a major pro-
blem. And it is much more expensive to identify, say, 99.5% of vehicles 
than to identify 98% or 95%, for instance. In order to gain the extra 
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few per cent in efficiency, the images need to be checked manually in 
some way or other, and that soon becomes expensive. Had we realised 
just how expensive the Lidingö exception would be, it is unlikely that 
it would have been adopted – there were other options, after all. But 
it is easy to be wise after the event.

Efficient or understandable?
There is a conflict between making congestion charging ‘efficient’ in 
the theoretical sense, and making it easily understood. The system we 
designed was, I believe, relatively easily understood: one single charging 
cordon round the inner city, with the same charge at all points of entry, 
the same in both directions, and the same for both the morning and 
afternoon/evening peak periods. For instance, we discussed different 
charges in opposite directions: it could be justified to have a lower charge 
for leaving the city in the morning than the charge for entering, and 
vice versa in the afternoon; but it was considered to be too complicated 
to explain, and in addition there was a worry amongst politicians that 
it would make the system appear to be favouring inner city dwellers 
– it was bad enough to make the general public accept that it was not 
practicable to have charging inside the inner city.16

Would the trial take place?
By February 2004 the design of the system was more or less complete.17 
The original timetable, envisaging the commencement of charging in 
the autumn of 2004, was unrealistic from the start as there would be no 
time to clear the legal obstacles and complete procurement. But now 
a serious political battle broke out over the timetable, which seemed 
to be due to suspicions on the part of the Greens in particular that the 
Social Democrats were deliberately delaying the process. What made 
the suspicions worse seemed to be the extremely slow way in which 
the government managed their legal and administrative process. When 
it was finally decided in the summer of 2004 that equipment supplies 
would be the responsibility of an IBM-led consortium, the process was 
delayed even more by an official objection from the losing party. As 
late as the spring of 2005, nobody knew if the trial would be able to 
take place at all. The starting date was first fixed as August 2005, but 
such matters as the legal proceedings in connection with the objection 
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forced a postponement until January 3, 2006. However, that change 
came so late that the developments concerning public transport had to 
take place in August 2005, in accordance with earlier plans. This caused 
in turn problems in certain areas of assessment. Several of the ‘before’ 
measurements, of which the most important was the investigation 
into travelling habits, had been made in the autumn of 2004 so that 
they could be compared with the ‘afterwards’ habits in the autumn of 
2005. Now we found ourselves, instead, having to compare the way 
people travelled in the autumn of 2004 with the way they travelled in 
the late winter and early spring of 2006. This is not so easy, as preferred 
travelling habits and the choice of means available are rather different 
in early autumn and late winter. 

However, in the spring of 2005 the last of the objections were over-
ruled, and the implementation process began. The new starting date was 
designated January 3, 2006. During the autumn newspaper headlines 
appeared in bolder and bolder print, and Sweden braced itself for what 
was expected to be a congestion charging catastrophe. 

Personally, I became increasingly worried that not all the compa-
rison data would be in place, namely the traffic data from 2005 (and 
earlier) that we needed to compare with the data from the trial. I had 
been asked to be the convenor and spokesperson for the group of 
experts, comprising leading transport researchers, who were charged 
with noting the effects of the trial and coming up with a report every 
month. I wanted to be in a position to say what had happened from 
the very first day. Even if the results from the first few days of the 
trial would be insignificant for the long-term effects, I wanted to be 
able to demonstrate that we – the Congestion Charging Secretariat, 
the group of experts and the Stockholm Traffic Office – knew exactly 
what was happening. Otherwise, it seemed to me, the media would 
fill the information vacuum with the subjective experiences of jour-
nalists and more or less haphazard measurements of journey times. 
Anything could happen. The media image of how the trial was going 
and how the evaluation process was being handled would presumably 
be established at an early stage – during the first few days – and our 
obligation was to give the general public, who would eventually vote 
on the outcome of the trial, as objective and factually based a picture 
of the effects as possible.

The problem was simply that the measuring equipment and routines 
were not designed to produce data after a delay of only a few hours. This 
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was not eyebrow-raising as they are normally used for measurements 
that form the basis for long-term planning. In such circumstances it 
does not matter if data gathered in October can only be presented af-
ter Christmas. But we needed to produce data from the previous day, 
with analyses and press releases every day during the first few weeks. 
Thanks to heroic efforts in December and January by all concerned, 
all the basic data and evaluation procedures were in place by January 
2. Then all we could do was to hold our breath.

‘This is no exercise’
January 3 arrived, the system started, measurement data began rolling 
in, politicians and demonstrators stood at charging points and gave 
interviews in the freezing cold. On the very first day, one of the two 
things that surprised me most was apparent: that the effects could 
actually be seen. Practically all the experts were convinced that traffic 
would decrease, but few – and certainly not me – had expected that 
it could be seen with the naked eye. In normal circumstances, queue 
lengths and journey times vary considerably from day to day if the 
roads are congested. It is true that the number of vehicles on the road 
from day to day only varies by a small percentage, but as a result of 
small, random variations, such as the time one has to wait at junctions, 
there is a knock-on effect with the result that the variation in queue 
lengths and journey times can become very large.18 When driving into 
town on a very congested route, journey times can be four or five times 
as long on a bad day as on a good day – simply because of random 
variations, without anything special having taken place. That is why 
I never expected the effects on traffic flow to be visible to the naked 
eye, but thought they would be lost in the mass of hold-ups, accidents 
and coincidences. Especially in view of the fact that most commuters 
only see their little portion of the overall picture – a particular journey 
between a few places at a particular time on a particular day – I did 
not expect drivers to be able to notice the change so clearly. I thought 
it would be a bit like trying to assess climate change by looking out of 
the window to observe the weather for a few days on end.

How wrong I was became clear from the classic headline in Metro 
on the second day of the trial, based on the traffic figures we had provi-
ded them with – they were available and they were used! The headline 
‘Every fourth car disappeared’ was accompanied by two photographs 
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side by side: the Klarastrand arterial the day before congestion charging 
came into operation, with a long, slow-moving queue of vehicles, and 
the same stretch of road the following day: an empty road with only 
a handful of cars clearly moving with no sign of any queues. I gaped 
in astonishment. We had all the figures – journey times, traffic flows 
– that said the same thing; but the pictures made the point so much 
more clearly.

And I was not the only one to be surprised. As the weeks passed and 
the effect remained constant, more and more people were surprised. I 
had expected our figures to be challenged, but if anything the opposite 
was the case. When we announced that our measurements showed that 
traffic levels inside the charging zone had dropped by about 25% – an 
enormous decrease – the reaction of most journalists was ‘yes, that’s 
obvious’ or even ‘really, is that all? The roads seem empty’. It was not 
only in various places in the inner city that the effects could be seen. In 
the western suburbs, for instance, the reduction in traffic removed the 
bottleneck to the east of the Tranebergsbron bridge on the route from 
Bromma to the inner city, which had been causing jams that brought 
traffic in that area of the suburbs to a standstill. Now it had suddenly 
become possible to drive there in the middle of the peak period and 
find hardly any queues at all.

The wind turns
Quite soon the other surprise became apparent: public opinion began to 
change. After only a few weeks, P.M. Nilsson, writing the leader in the 
national evening tabloid Expressen, stuck his neck out and announced 
that he had changed his mind: this congestion charging business had 
turned out in fact to be a good idea. Many others followed P.M. Nilsson’s 
lead. The media image changed more or less overnight – from ‘Con-
gestion charging: even more chaos for road pricing’19 to ‘Stockholmers 
love congestion charging – People have realised the advantages – The 
dirge has turned into hymns of praise.’20 Public opinion continued to 
change gradually until by the end of the spring there were more or less 
as many people in favour of congestion charging as against.

Why was it so surprising that public opinion changed? Well, accor-
ding to current transport-economic theories, most motorists would 
not believe that the time saved was worth the charges they had to pay. 
In other words, most motorists would think that congestion charges 
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caused more problems than advantages for them personally – their 
journeys became faster, but the value of the time saved (which can be 
worked out with the aid of the central transport-economic concept of 
‘time value’) was lower than the charges they had to pay, and hence 
most people concerned would regard themselves as ‘losers’. The reason 
why transport economists, despite this, think that congestion charging 
is a sound idea in principle is that the income from the charges is suf-
ficient, generally speaking, to compensate the losers. So the net effect 
for society is advantageous – even if some categories gain and others 
lose. Who gains and who loses depends on how the income is spent. 
That is why the recommendation made in the research literature over 
and over again is that congestion charges must be part of a ‘package’, 
within which it is clear how the income is going to be spent for the 
advantage of the general public, if it is going to have any chance of 
being accepted.21

In the case of the Stockholm Trial, however, virtually none of the 
income would be used for the direct benefit of motorists. It is true that 
some of the income was used to improve public transport during the 
course of the trial, but not very many would be able to take advantage 
of that. So the majority of the citizens of Stockholm ought to have 
believed that, on the whole, they were losers.

But that is not how things turned out. To my astonishment (and I 
think the same applied to most of my colleagues) more and more people 
came to support the congestion charges. Of course, they had to pay: 

Figure 1. The proportion of residents in various areas that answered ‘yes’ to 
the question ‘Do you consider that congestion charging should be made per-
manent in Stockholm?’ (Byström and Vagland, 2007)
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but in return, they were able to get to where they wanted to go much 
more quickly. And many, albeit by no means all, seemed to think that 
the saving of time was worth the charges they had to pay – exactly the 
opposite of what the standard theory said.

The standard theory versus the real world
What exactly was it that the standard theory missed? I think there were 
three things. In the first place, so many people found their journeys 
easier to make without having to pay anything at all, because traffic 
flow improved both inside and outside the inner city – not only on 
the roads affected by congestion charging. Anybody travelling by car 
from Kista to Solna, from Vällingby to Bromma or from Södermalm 
to Kungsholmen would have saved a lot of travelling time without ha-
ving to pay a penny – their journeys did not pass through the charging 
zone. Secondly, the standard theory took no account of pedestrians or 
cyclists, or people simply wandering around Stockholm – what might 
be called ‘the urban environment effect’. It is possible that reduced 
exhaust emissions played a part in this ‘urban environment effect’, 
although it was hardly of such magnitude that it could be appreciated 
without measuring equipment.

The third fault in the standard theory is more technically compli-
cated. To oversimplify somewhat, the standard theory assumes that 
all motorists value their time in the same way. But the whole point of 
congestion charging is that it ‘sorts’ motorists into a group with high 
time values and poor alternatives22 (the ones who continue driving and 
pay up), and another group with low time values and attractive alter-
natives (those who change their travelling habits in order to avoid the 
charges). It follows from this – something that is not taken sufficiently 
into account by the standard theory – that the ones who continue to 
use the roads will have higher-than-average time values, and hence will 
consider themselves to be ‘winners’ to a greater extent than the theory 
anticipates, because they regard the time saved as more valuable than 
the charges paid. The ones who no longer use their cars will consider 
themselves correspondingly less ‘losers’, as they do not assess the change 
from car to some other means of transport as negatively as the standard 
theory anticipates. 

What the standard theory fails to take into account, above all else, 
is that individuals can belong to different ‘groups’ on different days, 
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or different journeys. A lot of the car journeys that ‘disappeared’ were 
the kind that the motorists concerned did not even notice that they 
had cancelled. The fact is that when motorists were asked if the con-
gestion charging had made them change their travelling habits, there 
were too few answering ‘yes’ to correspond with the actual reduction 
in traffic density according to the measurements made.23 About half 
the ‘vanished’ car journeys were shopping trips, leisure activities and 
other journeys that could be changed to different times or places, or 
suspended for some other reason.24

The effects stabilised
As time passed it became increasingly clear that the effects were stable. 
After an initial period of two or three weeks, when people were getting 
used to the charges and traffic levels reduced enormously, the reduction 
settled down at between 20 and 25% across the cordon during charged 
hours. Just like everybody else, we in the group of experts were curious 
to see if the effects would begin to die away as people became used to 
the system, but there was never any sign of this.

But to those people who did not study the percentage figures week 
by week, and merely looked around to see what the traffic was like, the 
picture seemed to be different. The fact is that traffic increases as spring 
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Figure 2. Reduction in traffic passing over the charge cordon during the char-
ging period in per cent. (Data from Stockholms stads trafikkontor [City of 
Stockholm Traffic Office], 2006 and 2007.)
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proceeds and early summer approaches, and there are often sudden 
marked increases when the weather is warm and fine. Nobody knows 
for certain why. No doubt part of the explanation is that people start 
driving out to their summer cottages, and that motorists use their cars 
more often during the summer. Going out more often every day in-
creases not only the number of journeys made, but also the number of 
car journeys. Moreover, traffic congestion increases because cars have to 
negotiate larger numbers of pedestrians and cyclists. The overall result is 
that traffic queues are always much longer in May and June than they 
are in the winter and early spring. It is a well-known phenomenon, 
but there was a risk that a lot of people would misinterpret the natural 
increase in congestion at certain times of year, and assume that the ef-
fects of charging were steadily decreasing. We did whatever we could to 
minimise that risk. As early as March, the group of experts forecast – it 
was not exactly difficult to do so! – that traffic density would increase as 
spring progressed into summer and would reach a peak shortly before 
Midsummer. Sure enough, when the weather turned out to be warm 
around May Day, queues started to lengthen again. ‘It’s just as bad as 
it was before congestion charging started,’ some people maintained – 
which shows how short people’s memories are. In fact there was much 
less traffic than on a normal late spring day, and very much less than 
on a normal May Day. 

Evaluation showed reductions 
in traffic density almost everywhere

The Stockholm Trial was also special in that virtually no other traffic 
investment or regulation had ever been evaluated so thoroughly. Some 
30 aspects were followed up – everything from vehicle movements to 
the urban environment. I was the chairman of the so-called Analysis 
Group, whose task was to scrutinise and summarise all the evaluation 
reports.25 What were our conclusions following the trial, then? Much 
of what happened had been expected. There was less traffic and hence 
fewer queues. The predictions had been correct in most important 
aspects.26 Throughout the charging zone, traffic density decreased by 
an average of 20 to 25 per cent during the trial period – slightly less 
during the morning peak, slightly more during the afternoon/evening 
peak period. 
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Figure 5 shows the average reductions in traffic volumes on different 
kinds of roads and streets. In each category there were some roads where 
traffic decreased by more than the average, and certain roads where 
the decrease was less than the average (and in a few cases actually in-
creased). The number of vehicle kilometres driven in the inner city, i.e. 
the number of kilometres driven, decreased by rather more than 15 per 
cent. The fact that this decrease was less is only to be expected because 
traffic in the inner city also includes journeys made by residents of the 
area and other drivers who do not leave the charging zone but use their 
vehicle to move around inside the inner city. Studies of driving habits 
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Figure 3. Reduction in traffic density during the charging period in per cent. 
(Data from Stockholms stads trafikkontor [City of Stockholm Traffic Office] 
2006.)

Figure 4. Average traffic flow per weekday on the E4 in 2005 and 2006. (From 
the summary of the analysis group in July 2006.) [The names on the diagram 
are of parts of the E-road 4 (E4) through Stockholm.]



227

expected and unexpected in the stockholm trial

suggest that drivers who had no need to cross the charging cordon took 
advantage of the decrease in congestion and used their vehicles more. 
This could be another part of the explanation as to why traffic density 
in the inner city decreased less than in the charging zone as a whole. 
Outside the inner city, on the outlying approach roads and outlying 
streets, traffic volumes fell by just over 5 per cent.

Figure 5. Increase in journey time during the morning and afternoon/evening 
peak periods in per cent. (Data from Stockholms stads trafikkontor [The City 
of Stockholm Traffic Office] 2006.)
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The problems on the Essingeleden and Södra länken bypasses 
that several of us had feared turned out to to be less than predicted. 
Average daily traffic volumes increased by a few percentage points, 
mainly outside the rush hours. Journey times on the Essingeleden at 
peak times was more or less as bad as in the previous spring – some 
days worse, other days better. The shortage of road capacity between 
the northern and southern parts of Greater Stockholm is a strategic 
problem for the development of the area – but that was hardly a new 
discovery.

More dramatic than the reduction in the number of vehicles was 
the reduced time spent in queues, especially on the approach roads but 
also in the inner city. During the morning peak, the queue time, i.e. 
the extra travelling time caused by the queues, fell by about a third. 
During the afternoon/evening peak the reduction was even greater – 
about fifty per cent.

The reduced congestion also meant that journey times became more 
predictable, i.e. the time spent in the car varied less from day to day. 
The black lines in the diagram above show the variations in journey 
times: the upper end shows the 90-percentile of the journey time, i.e. 
90 per cent of the days the journey time is shorter than that; and the 
lower end shows the 10-percentile of the journey time, i.e. on 10 per 
cent of the days the journey time is shorter than that.

The reduction in vehicle kilometres travelled meant that dangerous 
exhaust emissions were also reduced. In the inner city, where exposure 
is at its height since it is so densely populated, the reduction was most 
marked, at between minus 10 and 15 per cent.27 Carbon dioxide emis-
sions also fell, albeit only by a few per cent of the total emissions in 
the county of Stockholm. 

What lessons did we learn?
The fact that motorists were influenced by costs was hardly surprising, 
even if there were in fact those who maintained in advance that con-
gestion charging would make no difference to traffic volumes. What 
were the surprises? I have already mentioned the two biggest ones: that 
journey times decreased by so much, over such a large area, that it could 
be seen by the naked eye; and that public opinion changed from solid 
opposition to a slight majority in favour of congestion charging.28 Those 
of us in the group set up to analyse the results were also fascinated by 
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the fact that the effects made themselves felt so rapidly, and that they 
were stabilised in such a short time.

In a way we were also surprised by the fact that it was difficult to 
discover where the vehicles had ‘disappeared’ to. I suspect that we, 
like most people, were stuck with the assumption that the number of 
journeys would remain constant. But the way people travel is much 
more complicated than that – there are so many ways of adapting to 
circumstances.

One interesting observation was that the comparatively simple char-
ging system worked reasonably well. It is true that the way in which 
the toll varied according to the time of day was quite advanced, but 
the system was simplistic compared to the theoretically optimal system 
normally used in transport-economic theory, in which charges vary 
not only according to the time of day but also each specific stretch of 
road. The reason why the system’s effects could be seen so clearly over 
such large areas was that many of the journeys that pass through the 
charging zone are so long that if they ‘disappear’ from the charging 
zone, they also ‘disappear’ further out, partly because of the network 
effects I have already referred to: if you uncork a bottleneck close to 
the inner city, queues are likely to disappear over a wider area as well. 
Nevertheless, a number of refinements would be desirable. I think the 
most important one is to vary the congestion charges according to the 
time of year, with low charges or even none at all during high sum-
mer, and higher charges between May Day and Midsummer than for 
the rest of the year.

One important conclusion, admittedly nothing new, was that con-
gestion charging is very effective in reducing traffic congestion when 
compared with other, much more expensive measures such as road and 
rail developments, or reduced fares on public transport. New roads and 
rail tracks are needed for many reasons – there is insufficient capacity 
with regard to both road and rail in the regional centre – but to invest 
in them would not be a long-term way to reduce significantly conges-
tion in and around the inner city. The Eastern and Western bypasses 
(Österleden and Förbifart Stockholm) are predicted to reduce traffic 
in and around the Stockholm city centre by between 10 and 15 per 
cent – that is about half the effect of congestion charging – and cost 
about 15 and 25 billion kronor respectively to build.29 Zero fares on 
public transport have been calculated to reduce the number of vehicle 
kilometers driven by only one or two per cent, and would cost about 
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5 million kronor per year. Citybanan, the inner city railway incorpo-
rating a tunnel for commuter trains under central Stockholm is costed 
at 18 billion kronor, and predicted to have virtually no effect at all on 
road congestion.30 Strictly speaking, comparisons of this sort are unfair 
, as the motive for these investments are not primarily to reduce road 
congestion, but to improve accessibility between the various parts of 
the region. Nevertheless, it does illustrate how difficult it is to invest 
in transport developments designed to reduce congestion in the inner 
city and on the approach roads. As investments in road and rail pro-
jects are charged to the public purse, while congestion charging yields 
an income of 500–600 million kronor per year (after reductions for 
running costs), it is unreasonable to compare such investments with 
congestion charging, as if they were substitutes for each other. As far 
as costs and the effect on traffic movements are concerned, it makes 
more sense to think of them as being complementary.

A more depressing conclusion was that the substantial extensions of 
public transport did not succeed in wooing over many motorists. This 
does not mean that there was no point in trying. It was necessary to 
do so in order to win over motorists prevented from using their cars 
– overcrowding on public transport was not much worse than it had 
been before congestion charging was introduced – and the passengers 
who used the new direct buses were very satisfied. Public transport that 
works satisfactorily is naturally a must if a big city is going to function 
properly, and develop. But if it were to be regarded as the only way of 
reducing the volume of traffic to and from the inner city, this measure 
was – as expected – more or less useless. 

One thing that fascinates me is how many people admit that they 
have changed their minds. As a general rule that applies to the man 
in the street, as well as leader writers and politicians, the norm is that 
people do not usually know, or at least do not usually admit (perhaps 
not even to themselves) that they have changed their minds. Every-
body tends to claim that ‘that’s what I’ve always thought’, be it about 
important or insignificant matters, or to themselves or others. But in 
the case of congestion charging, a strikingly large percentage of people 
– roughly 35 per cent – responded to the direct question ‘Have you 
changed your mind during the trial?’ by answering ‘Yes, I’ve become 
more positive towards it.’31 It is in this connection that I consider P.M. 
Nilsson to be a model. How often nowadays does one hear intellectuals, 
leader writers or politicians admitting that they were wrong and have 
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changed their minds? I only wish that everybody had the courage and 
ability of P.M. Nilsson to reflect and face up to their inner thoughts 
– at all levels of society. 

I never thought I would read anything like what appeared in Da-
gens Nyheter when the general assessment of the Stockholm Trial was 
published at the end of June: ‘At last the experts have come to the 
conclusion that the citizens of Stockholm know already. Congestion 
charging has been a success.’ Every part of that sentence was a surprise: 
the fact that the experts had actually managed to ‘come to a conclusion’ 
about something, given all the difficulties faced during the assessment 
process; that the trial could be designated a ‘success’, at least assuming 
that by ‘success’ they meant that congestion was reduced much more 
than had been expected; and finally that Dagens Nyheter could write 
that ‘the citizens of Stockholm know already’ – in other words, that 
the effects of congestion charging were so obvious to the naked eye 
that even without access to the technical measurements, the man in 
the street could see that there was far less traffic on the roads. 

There is enormous international interest in the Stockholm Trial. In-
vitations have been sent and visits made from cities all over the world 
to find out more about the Stockholm experience, and many of them 
are contemplating the introduction of a similar system. Most publicity 
has been given to new attitudes in the USA. The US government’s 
transport strategy refers to ‘the successful outcomes of congestion 
charging in London and Stockholm’ as a model for American cities, 
and the intention is to set up a large number of trials. New York has 
begun planning a system of congestion charging, with Stockholm na-
med specifically as the model. San Francisco is considering something 
similar, as are Seoul, Jakarta and many more cities.

Good or bad?
So, is congestion charging a good thing in all respects? No, certainly 
not. Even if the overall effect is good for the city in question, many 
individuals have to make sacrifices. This is especially true in the short 
and medium term, when a lot of people are forced to change their 
travelling habits and everyday activities as a result of the congestion 
charges. These sacrifices have to be weighed against the positive effects 
of the charges on the environment and accessibility. And, of course, 
there is no such thing as a free lunch. The investments and measures 
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that have to be taken to adapt public transport in Stockholm have to 
be paid for somehow. As far as I am concerned, it makes more sense to 
raise the necessary money in a way that makes places more accessible 
and improves the environment, than simply to raise income tax.

Having to pay for something that used to be free is never popular, 
and some people will be worse off – especially in the short term, un-
til new travelling habits gradually become adopted. And we do not 
know very much about what is going to happen in the longer term. 
It is likely that traffic volumes will continue increasing, just as they 
have done to date, decade after decade. But the anticipated overall 
increase in traffic makes me even more convinced that congestion 
charging, all things considered, is a useful and perhaps even neces-
sary way of ensuring that a big city’s transport systems continue to 
work reasonably efficiently. That is not a controversial opinion among 
transport researchers. What is unique about the Stockholm Trial is 
that this view appears to have taken root outside such a relatively 
small circle as well.
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Greger Henriksson

What Did the Trial Mean  
for Stockholmers?

New measures for controlling traffic arouse reactions. During the seven 
months of the Stockholm Trial, more than a million residents were af-
fected. Congestion charging gave rise to anger, astonishment and other, 
often contradictory, emotions. This was the reaction of  Tina, a middle-
aged civil servant who lives in Täby and works in the city centre:

Tina: As far as I’m concerned there has been a distinct improvement.1 
It takes me 25 minutes to get to work instead of 45–50 minutes. So 
the reduced congestion has made it even more attractive for me to go 
to work by car, and that’s actually a contradictory statement. It’s only 
because I can afford to pay the charge! Mind you, I suppose most 
people can afford to pay. So I’m a bit surprised to find that traffic 
density has fallen by so much.

But I can tell you what I thought before it even occurred to me 
that I ought to continue driving and pay the charges. I’d more or less 
made up my mind to leave the car at home and use public transport. 
And then I remember saying to my husband ‘I’m a bit worried about 
how long it’s going to take and what effect that will have, especially 
as I often work late’. It’s just not possible to get home from Friham-
nen in the late evening. ‘Yes, I suppose you’d better pay up, then,’ he 
said. ‘Really, do you think so?’ ‘Yes, that’s what I reckon,’ he said. ‘If 
you think it’s important to get to work and back home again quickly, 
the best thing for you to do is to pay the congestion charges.’ And he 
was quite right, of course. But that wasn’t the way I was thinking to 
start off with.
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Interviewer: But why were you thinking of a different solution to begin 
with?

Well, I don’t really know. I suppose it was the general reluctance to 
pay in order to drive a car. But that reluctance has vanished into thin 
air because the effects of the trial have been so positive.2

Tina maintains that congestion charging resulted in advantages for her 
as a car driver: reduced congestion and reduced journey times. She is 
surprised that traffic density decreased by as much as it did, because in 
her view most people could afford to pay. Tina also said that she discer-
ned a general reluctance to pay, a reluctance that was evidently due to 
more than just the expense involved. Later in this paper I shall present 
the varying and complex reactions of local residents to the Stockholm 
Trial based on some seventy oral interviews, and fit them into a broader 
perspective. But first I shall provide a background to show how traffic 
and people were affected, and how this was investigated.

Reactions to what?
The trial was not merely a neutral experiment that would be evaluated 
in order to create the basis for decisions to be made. The traffic resear-
chers Olle Hagman and Håkan Andréasson have written that the trial 
can also be seen as a demonstration.3 Demonstrations are generally 
conducted in front of an audience – unlike experiments, which are 
generally performed with no spectators, such as in laboratories. In a 
strictly scientific context, the aim of an experiment is to isolate reality 
in order to reveal causes and effects, if possible. A demonstration on 
the other hand aims to show how something works. The intention is 
often also to convince the spectators and win them over as supporters. 
Indeed, it might sometimes also be an attempt by whoever is responsible 
for the demonstration to restrict the interpretations available to the 
spectators when they come to assess the result.4 

Mathematical predictions forecast that traffic to and from the inner 
city would decrease by 10–15 per cent, given the design of the trial. 
The interview with Tina took place in February 2006, when the charges 
had been in effect for just over a month. By that time she had already 
been convinced of its effectiveness. If Tina is regarded as a spectator 
and the trial as a demonstration, then it was successful. It worked, and 
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she had seen that it worked. But it is also interesting to note the touch 
of scepticism when Tina says that travelling by car has become even 
more attractive as far as she is concerned. Only because I can afford 
to pay, she says, and does not appear to be totally convinced that the 
outcome is entirely positive. Perhaps she is thinking about the effect on 
those who cannot easily afford the charges. Tina points out that there 
is something contradictory about the whole business. 

Seen as an experiment, the official aim was to evaluate the effect of 
the charges from practically every aspect one could think of. Neverthe-
less, some new questions had arisen by the time all the results from 
the mass of evaluations had been received. This included traffic counts, 
emissions measurements, studies of travelling habits, social-economic 
calculations, knowledge and attitude investigations, and also studies 
of the effects of the trial on business and commerce.

Congestion charging cordon is the accepted term for the boundary 
running round the inner city which links the control points, where ve-
hicles entering and leaving the inner city are recorded. The area inside 
the charging cordon, i.e. the inner city, is called the /congestion/ charging 
zone. The traffic counts and studies of travelling habits indicate that 
90,000 of 400,000 car journeys past the 18 control points along the 
charging cordon, i.e. just over 20 %, ‘disappeared’ after the introduc-
tion of congestion charging.5 This was rather more than expected. /
Congestion/ charging cordon is the accepted term for the boundary run-
ning round the inner city which links the control points, where vehicles 
entering and leaving the inner city are recorded.

Just over two million car journeys are made in the Greater Stockholm 
area every weekday. About two thirds of them do not cross the charging 
cordon but take place outside the charging zone. The number of such 
journeys also decreased in number, but not in the total distance travel-
led. This did not surprise the traffic experts; but they were surprised 
by some of the other effects.

The reduction in traffic per calendar month was surprisingly consis-
tent when compared with the figures for the corresponding month the 
year before. In the so-called comprehensive assessment of the trial, the 
experts seemed to be pleasantly surprised by the consistency of these 
data, and also that to a large extent the knock-on effect that had been 
feared did not occur.6 For instance, the increase in traffic using the Es-
singeleden bypass, which runs just outside the charging zone, was not 
as great as had been feared. And the expected increase in traffic density 
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The Stockholm City Museum’s Ethnological Field Survey
The Stockholm Trial has been documented by collecting material, and an ethno-
logical field survey conducted by the Stockholm City Museum and commissioned 
by the Environmental Charge Secretariat. The ethnological study is presented in 
this chapter. It is based on detailed interviews with 20 people, travel diaries com-
pleted by 15 of them one day before, one day during and one day after the Trial, 
plus short interviews with 50 people in connection with the traffic.

The short interviews were conducted at park-and-ride sites, underground stations, 
commuter railway stations, taxi queues and cycle lanes. They took place over a 
total of about ten days in all, at the beginning, middle and end of the Trial. Short 
interviews were also carried out at polling stations in the City of Stockholm in 
connection with the referendum on the congestion tax on 17 September 2006.

The choice of persons for the detailed interviews was made mainly at the turn 
of November/December 2005. Account was taken of place of residence, sex, age 
and type of travelling habits. The informants kept a record of their travels one 
normal day before the Trial started on 3 January 2006. The travel diaries make 
it possible to compare how each person interviewed actually changed his or her 
travelling habits. 

Of the 20 people interviewed in detail, 17 lived outside the charging zone and 
three inside it. Of the 17, five lived in suburbs within the City of Stockholm. And so 
eight of the informants were entitled to vote in the referendum on congestion taxes 
held after the Trial. Of the 17 living outside the charging zone, 13 worked mainly in 
the inner city. Ten of these commuted by car before the Trial. One of them changed 
to public transport during the Trial. Five people both lived and worked outside the 
charging zone. Four of them travelled mainly by car, one commuted by moped. 

Of the three who lived inside the charging zone only one commuted exclusively 
by car every day (to his workplace in Solna, outside the zone). One person travelled 
by public transport to her workplace just outside the inner city. Another commuted 
inside the charging zone, sometimes by car, sometimes by public transport. 

The study included two professional drivers (one worked in distribution, the 
other as an undertaker), and three other people who travelled on business every 
day (an artisan, a salesperson and a person in the film industry). They were asked 
questions about their views on how the traffic situation developed.

Many of the informants were habitual car drivers, a handful were habitual pubic 
transport users, and three used both private and public transport. When it came 
to changing travelling habits, there were three persons who announced that they 
would stop commuting by car and go over to public transport instead. Two of 
them chose to continue using their cars even so. Overall, with the exception of 
the man who changed from private car to public transport, the interviewees made 
only small changes to their travelling habits as a result of the Trial.

The 20 informants were between 25 and 60 years of age; ten were aged between 50 
and 60, which means that this group is over-represented. The following 20 people, nine 
women and eleven men, were the ones who took part in the longer interviews.
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Cover name, approximate age, do-
mestic arrangements, place of resi-
dence, occupation – workplace 

Place of residence (type) Commuter route Travel habits
(recorded in travel 
diary)

Change in travel 
habits
(Change in at-
titude)

Tina, 50, married with children, 
Täby, administrator – Frihamnen

Inner suburb Commutes th-
rough zone to 
inner city

Car
(yes)

No
(yes)

Björn, 50, single, Sundbyberg, 
professor – Östermalm

Inner suburb Commutes th-
rough zone to 
inner city

Usually car, someti-
mes public transport
(yes) 

No
(yes)

Måns, 55, cohabitee, Mariefred, 
museum curator – Gärdet

Municipality outside 
the County of Stock-
holm

Commutes th-
rough zone to 
inner city

Car
(yes)

No
(yes)

Karl, 60, married, Täby Kyrkby, 
civil servant – Skeppsholmen. 

Outlying suburban 
municipality

Commutes th-
rough zone to 
inner city

Car No

Kerstin, 55, married, Täby Kyrkby, 
administrator – Hallonbergen. 

Outlying suburban 
municipality

Commutes outside 
zone

Mainly car No

Rita, 55 år, cohabitee with child, 
Brottby, local government officer – 
Södermalm and other places

Outlying suburban 
municipality

Commutes th-
rough zone to 
inner city

Public transport, 
sometimes travels 
with partner

No

Maria, 35, cohabitee with children, 
Mariefred, PhD student – Kungs-
holmen

Municipality outside 
the county of Stock-
holm

Commutes th-
rough zone to 
inner city

Car No

Sune, 50, single, Solna (two child-
ren not living with him), profes-
sional driver

Inner suburb Commutes th-
rough zone to 
inner city

Public transport or 
motor cycle

No

Henrik, 55, cohabitee, Hässelby, 
administrator – Kista

Suburb inside the City 
of Stockholm

Commutes outside 
zone

Car No

Hanna, 55, cohabitee, Hässelby, 
administrator – City

Suburb inside the City 
of Stockholm

Commutes th-
rough zone to 
inner city

Public transport 
and car

Yes, to some 
extent

Elvira, 55, married with child in 
Enskede, consultant – home/City/
various

Suburb inside the City 
of Stockholm

Commutes th-
rough zone to 
inner city several 
days/week.

Public transport 
and car

No (perhaps 
slightly?)

Greta, 25, single, Gärdet, student 
– Skeppsholmen 

Stockholm’s inner city Commutes inside 
the zone

Car Perhaps slightly?

Helena, 25, single Södermalm, 
designer – Hägersten

Stockholm’s inner city Commutes th-
rough zone out of 
inner city

No

Sven, 60, married, Södermalm, 
professional driver – Solna/various

Stockholm’s inner city Commutes th-
rough zone out of 
inner city

Probably slightly

Bernhard, 30, cohabitee, Hagsätra, 
freelance in the media industry 
– various

Suburb inside the City 
of Stockholm

Commutes th-
rough zone to 
inner city several 
days/week

No (perhaps 
slightly?)

Hans, 45, married with children, 
Haninge, salesman – home/various

Outlying suburban 
municipality

Varies Car No (perhaps 
slightly?)

Lars, 50, married with children, 
Långbro, artisan – Högdalen/
various

Suburb inside City of 
Stockholm

Commutes outside 
zone

Moped and car Probably slightly

Nils, 50, married with children, 
Nacka, health service worker – Sö-
dermalm

Inner suburban muni-
cipality

Commutes th-
rough zone to 
inner city

Car No

Nina, 50, married with children, 
Nacka, administrator

Inner suburban muni-
cipality

Commutes outside 
zone

Car No

Dennis, 55, married with children, 
Djursholm, administrator

Inner suburban muni-
cipality

Commutes th-
rough zone to 
inner city

Public transport 
and car
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on several of the outer city link roads did not materialise. Moreover, the 
experts were surprised to find that bottlenecks in certain areas outside 
the inner city – e.g. in an area including Drottningholmsvägen and 
parts of Bromma – melted away. Those in charge considered that the 
failure to anticipate the reduction in traffic in this area was a shortco-
ming of the predictions.7

Traffic measurements show where and by how much the number of 
car journeys changed. The study of travelling habits provides information 
on how residents adjusted their travelling habits.8 Did they transfer to 
public transport, change their time of travel, or make fewer journeys? 
One striking outcome was that while there was no reduction at all in 
commuting – for instance, people did not start working from home or 
sharing cars – quite a lot of journeys made for pleasure were abandoned. 
This effect was anticipated to a certain extent, but it was not something 
anybody could be certain about. Journeys to and from work are in a sense 
obligatory, while journeys made for private purposes are often merely 
desirable. So the journeys Stockholmers chose not to make, or changed 
in some way or other, were those made for private purposes. 

According to the study of travelling habits, it was not only the number 
of car journeys that fell: the number of journeys using public transport 
for such purposes as entertainment, sport and shopping also decreased 
somewhat. In other words, changes in habits were not restricted to modes 
of transport. People changed the destination of journeys they made in 
their leisure time, or rearranged their travelling in various ways, such 
as making fewer of them. The comprehensive evaluation confirmed 
that what reduced the number of car journeys was not the expansion 
of public transport, but the system of congestion charging. 

As a corollary of the effects of the Stockholm Trial on traffic and 
travelling habits established by the statistics, it is also important, of 
course, to investigate why people changed their travelling habits. This 
kind of questions was answered by means of a quantitative study, na-
mely the major investigation into attitudes and awareness carried out 
in connection with the Stockholm Trial.9

Distribution effects
Who was affected negatively by the trial, and who benefited from it? 
That is how the distribution effects were formulated in discussions 
of the Stockholm Trial.10 Relatively few people paid the congestion 
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charge regularly (every day) and hence accrued significant expenses. 
Nevertheless, this small group provided a relatively large portion of the 
total income from congestion charging, as is pointed out in the com-
prehensive evaluations. But of course, this fact is not directly linked 
to whether or not individuals considered themselves winners or losers. 
Statistically, men with high incomes, married or cohabiting, with child-
ren, and living in the inner city or on Lidingö were over-represented in 
the group that paid most.11 This group paid most in congestion charges, 
and also reduced their car journeys least.

But one has a different perspective of the distribution effects if one 
looks at who reduced their car journeys into the charging zone most. 

Figure 1. The city centre of Stockholm and adjacent districts. The area subject to the conges-
tion tax with the so-called charging zone marked, and place names mentioned in the text. 
Source: The Stockholm Building and Planning Offices.
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This category included a high proportion of job-seekers, students 
and pensioners. At the same time, many people in this group were 
among the categories who paid least; who travelled least by car be-
fore the trial, and were most affected by increased expenditure. Also 
among those who reduced their car journeys most while congestion 
charging applied were the parents of teenagers. If one looks at income 
as the criterion instead, those who reduced their car journeys into the 
charging zone most were people with average disposable incomes.12 
This indicates that many of those with larger disposable incomes had 
decided that they could afford the increased travel costs, while those 
with low incomes had already refrained from undertaking (expensive) 
car journeys.

Scientific studies may have played a part in the demonstration in-
tended to influence the politics of the congestion charging. They were 
aimed primarily at assessing the effectiveness, usefulness and accep-
tance of the measures taken. However, experience shows that social 
reforms can have unforeseen and sometimes undesirable consequences 
for everyday life. Congestion charging can have other effects over and 
above the positive influence on the environment and traffic flow. It is 
possible that the various forms of criticism aimed at the Stockholm 
Trial by many residents can provide clues to identifying unintended 
and undesired consequences.

The evaluations were based on issues demarcated before the studies 
were carried out. By defining in advance the circumstances and links 
that are going to be evaluated, you can get answers that can be accoun-
ted for in quantitative terms. It is subsequently possible to discuss why 
the results turned out as they did. 

In this series of interviews, the starting point is different. The aim is 
to establish what the trial meant for local residents in a comparatively 
unprejudiced way.13 How were people affected in their everyday life? 
What forms did the reactions to the trial take? The answers to such open 
questions are used to illuminate the more comprehensive studies that 
were structured in advance. Asking open questions makes it possible to 
link together opinions, behaviour and circumstances in various areas in 
a way that reflects people’s own thought processes and everyday habits. 
This study contributes connections and mechanisms at individual and 
family level, while the quantitative studies provide an overview and 
general links with regard to the population as a whole.
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Forming opinions
What did Stockholmers think about the trial, and how did they adjust 
their travelling habits? These are the questions that will be answered in 
sections 1 and 2 respectively. Opinions and emotions that came to the 
surface in the winter of 2005–2006, when the trial started, were not 
only linked with the effects it had on traffic. As early as 2002, when the 
trial was announced after the general election, reactions were concerned 
just as much with how the decision had been made, as is clear from 
such things as letters to the editor in newspapers, blogs, and residents’ 
memories. The agreement reached by the coalition partners in the City 
of Stockholm Council and in the national Parliament was questioned. 
Over three years later, when the trial started at the beginning of January 
2006, many people were still upset about the political shenanigans that 
had preceded it. It was at this time that the first interviews were made. 
I shall take up the reasons why local residents were for or against the 
trial under five headings. What exactly was it that people were forming 
opinions about?

Manifesto pledges – betrayal or compromise?
Several of the interviewees said they were unable to support the Stock-
holm Trial because of the way in which it was brought about. They 
referred to the fact that the leader of the Social Democrats on the 
Stockholm City Council, Annika Billström, had reneged on her mani-
festo pledge not to introduce congestion charging during her period of 
office. They were introduced in practice because the Social Democrats 
judged it to be more important to remain part of the ruling coalition 
than to keep their promise to the Stockholm voters. One of the inter-
viewees, Björn, a senior researcher who lives in Sundbyberg almost ten 
kilometres north-west of Stockholm, put it like this:

Björn: I believe in principle that it is fair enough to levy charges in 
order to finance the infrastructure. There’s nothing odd about having 
to pay to use various means of transport. But I do think the way in 
which the decision was made was stupid. In a democracy you simply 
can’t say that there is definitely not going to be any congestion charges, 
and then the next day we discover that an order has been issued from 
up above to say that yes, we are going to have congestion charges after 
all. You have to make a decision […] and stand by it.



congestion taxes in city traffic

244

Sune, a professional driver and single, from Solna, voted for the Social 
Democrats and says he understands that parties in a coalition have to 
make compromises.14 Nevertheless, he was surprised and disappointed 
that ‘a marginal party’ like the Greens had been given so big a say.

Sune: Billström had been quite adamant that there wouldn’t be any 
road pricing. […] Annika Billström and the rest of the top brass in the 
party in fact wanted road pricing, but for strategic reasons they didn’t 
say so. That’s the way politics works. You adapt to suit the circums-
tances. You have to attract votes. […] But then again, it was bound 
to happen sooner or later [the introduction of congestion charging] 
and I suppose it might as well happen now.

In connection with the general election and the referendum on con-
gestion charges in 2006, some interviews were conducted at polling 
stations.

The so-called betrayal debate – has it died away, or in your role as an elec-
tion worker and canvasser, have you had to deal with it?15

Election worker (Social Democrat): In a sense it is a betrayal; but on 
the other hand, that’s the way politics works. If an agreement is reached 
at governmental level and national decisions have repercussions at local 
level, you have to grin and bear it, as it were. If you have promised 
something at a local level, as Billström did, you sometimes have to get 
off your hobby-horse in order to let something more important win 
through. And nearly all parties are forced to renege on some promises 
simply because they are not governing alone. Where would we be if 
everybody promised faithfully to carry out to the letter every single 
thing in the election manifesto? It would be impossible to form a coa-
lition. Is every compromise a betrayal? You can’t say that. Then there 
are big questions and less important ones. I can understand people 
being disappointed, especially as they feltl strongly about a particular 
matter. […] I mean, what exactly is betrayal, what are the big questions 
and what are the little ones?16

Nevertheless, a lot of citizens seem to have believed that the limit to 
what can be compromised on is a clearly stated manifesto pledge (in 
this case given by a representative of the biggest party).
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Even before the referendum, after the trial had taken place, there was 
distrust of the political process.

Cecilia: It’s a good idea, but not the way it was introduced. That was a 
betrayal of democracy. […] And it’s wrong to try and avoid responsi-
bility and let the people vote on it. It’s crystal clear that as far as pos-
sible they’ve tried to limit the people who can vote. They’re trying to 
pick out those who’ve benefited most from it. It’s as clear as day what 
the politicians want. The people who have lost most are those who 
live in the outer suburbs, but they are not allowed to take part in the 
referendum. The big winners are the people who live in the city of 
Stockholm, especially those in the inner city.17

Too expensive?
Many of those interviewed queried the cost of the trial. On January 
3, 2006, the first day of congestion charging, a young man working at 
the pay-desk of a filling station in Danderyd was interviewed. Had he 
noticed any outspoken opinions expressed by his customers? He rep-
lied that many of them were negative, while he himself was cautiously 
positive since the introduction of congestion charging in London had 
turned out to be a good thing. One thing he had noticed that several 
customers objected to was the cost of mounting the trial, estimated at 
over three billion kronor.

Stellan: I suppose I agree with them that it’s not worth that much. 
If you take the two things separately, the costs and the trial itself, I 
mean, I think I can say I’m in favour of the trial, but not the fact that 
it’s costing so much money. […] I reckon it could have been done 
more simply and cheaply. I mean, we have access to the outcomes in 
London and Oslo.18

For many people, then, the question was whether the trial was worth 
the amount of money spent on it. It was a question frequently asked, 
especially in the early stages. I asked some of the interviewees what 
they thought the money was being spent on. Their replies suggest that 
most people didn’t know much about this aspect. Generally speaking, 
the technical costs of staging the trial were overestimated, while people 
were unaware of other expenditure. In the evening of January 3, I put 
the same question about how all the 3.8 billion kronor were being spent 
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to a politician from the Green party who was celebrating the launch 
of congestion charging.

Per: There’s all the investment in public transport as well, all the car 
parks and the evaluation afterwards. […] About half the money is 
going on the system itself and on running costs.

So a lot of jobs have been created in connection with the trial? The customer 
service department said about 400.

Yes, but that’s just at the National Road Administration. Overall the 
figure is much higher – I’d say it was about 800.19

Other political aspects, in addition to the way in which the decision was 
made, resulted in people forming a particular opinion. The interviews 
show that a lot of people were worried about the so-called distribution 
aspects. Just as with the question of the political process, it is about 
what is politically legitimate and what is just, rather than about traffic 
and environmental effects as such.

Who loses, who gains?
Several of the interviewees have commented on how vulnerable groups 
could lose out, while groups that are already privileged could benefit.

Magdalena: People who live in the inner city don’t really need a car. 
And lots of people who live in the outer suburbs, and lots of single 
mothers – people who might not have as much money coming in as 
the ones who can afford two or even three cars – they have to sit with 
all their kids on the underground or on buses and travel from one 
activity to another. That’s the way it is when you have children, loads 
of football, ice hockey and that sort of stuff. How are they going to be 
able to afford it? […] The ones who can afford to pay, and couldn’t care 
less about the charges, they’re the ones driving around in the streets. 
It’s a political question really, it’s a class thing above all else.20

This is a theme familiar from political statements and debates in the 
media. Many variations on the winners-losers theme have been rehear-
sed. An article in Metro suggested, in the same spirit as the interview 
extract quoted above, that the winners when it comes to congestion 
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charging are people who live and work in the inner city.21 Other articles 
pick out very small groups of citizens, such as members of parliament. 
The national evening tabloid Aftonbladet claims that an MP who finds 
himself having to pay over a thousand kronor in congestion charges 
only pays 500 kronor out of his own pocket, while 1,327 kronor is 
paid by tax-payers since the subsidised portion is classified as salary 
and hence covered by payroll contributions.22

Interviewees who in a sense represented more privileged groups also 
tended to think in such terms. In November 2005, just over a month 
before charging started, a married couple were interviewed in Nacka, 
Nina and Nils.

Nina: I think we’re seeing a widening gap in society between the rich 
and the poor. […] Businesses may well pay the congestion charges for 
staff who have company cars. They will continue driving as before. But 
the single mother, who struggles to make ends meet and needs her car 
to ferry the kids around and to go shopping and so on – she won’t be 
able to pay the charges out of her wages.

Nina works in Västerort (some ten miles north of the city centre) and 
usually skirts round the inner city, using the Södra länken and Es-
singeleden bypasses outside the charging cordon.23 I asked her if she 
would be affected, and would need to pay the charges when they were 
introduced.

Nina: Yes, because I think everybody will want to escape the charges 
and use the Essingeleden bypass, resulting in enormous queues. […] 
But I don’t want to pay as a private person, it all depends on whether 
my employer will pay. They will provide transponders as a service to 
all their staff, but it hasn’t yet been decided if they’ll pay for us.

So the distribution effects and the decision-making process are what 
many respondents refer to when they account for their negative at-
titude towards the Stockholm Trial. But they also refer to the way in 
which authorities dictate matters in general, and interfere in their own 
private life. 
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Interfering in one’s own private life
A relatively common view is that there are too many taxes and charges, 
both with regard to transport and everything else as well. 

Kaj: It’s yet another stealth tax. They’ve already started talking about 
raising it, […] I reckon we pay quite enough tax already.24

The perspective is extended one more step, taking in all aspects of 
everyday life.

Malin: This means that I won’t be able to use the car when I work 
evenings. So my working day will be extended by an hour. I hate the 
thought, because I think everybody is under so much stress as it is. 
You have to try and cope with everything, keeping your eye on the 
children’s homework, all the school fees, all the ice hockey training 
sessions. And we have to learn how to download digital cards to our 
computers. And spend an extra hour in an underground train because 
it’s too expensive to take the car. I think it’s sick. I don’t think they do 
anything at all to sort of make it easier for the man in the street, they 
just do everything they can to make life difficult.25

Demands are made on working parents from all sides, from the family’s 
social life and their children’s activities (sports training), not to mention 
school and the IT revolution. That is why the authorities ought not 
to continue piling on the pressure, according to this woman who was 
interviewed one winter morning while taking a brisk walk from the 
park-and-ride car park to the underground station. 

When people sort things into what makes everyday life easier for 
them, and what makes it more difficult, a wide variety of phenomena 
can end up in the same category. The authorities cannot be held re-
sponsible for how sporting activities for young people are arranged by 
individual clubs, nor for the IT revolution. Nevertheless, an individual’s 
everyday life is the area in which possibilities and demands from quite 
different spheres have to be brought into line. In everyday life no-
wadays, transport plays a key role in how people manage their social 
obligations and aspirations.
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Control or new ring roads?
Does road traffic need to be controlled, and if so, how? Those who 
were in favour of congestion charging did not have detailed views on 
this point. This may be because they were on the same side as political 
opinion and hence felt there was no need to motivate their views. What 
was noticeable was that they referred to the environment rather than 
the ease of getting from place to place as the reason for their positive 
stance. Among the critics of charging, however, there were clear opinions 
about how congestion should be viewed, and how to control it.

Karl and Kerstin are a married couple in the 55–60 age bracket and 
live in Täby Kyrkby, some 25 km north of the city. They had become 
more positive as the trial progressed, but said at the beginning of 
September 2006 that they would vote against congestion charging in 
the referendum even so. When I asked them what was bad about the 
charges, they came straight to the point of ring roads.

Kerstin: I think they should go for those ring roads, they seem to be 
an alternative that I think will prove to be a better option in the long 
run. You see, I think this business of paying to drive into and out of 
the city centre, that will fade away, the positive side of it. More and 
more people will start paying up, so that we’ll end up with traffic just 
as dense as it was before. That’s my opinion. […]

Karl: The result will be that the problem will be put off for ten years 
or so, but then we’ll end up with the same problem as before. If the 
money had been used to build new roads instead, the problem would 
have been solved. What they’re doing is sending the money raised up 
north to Lappland and building motorways or really swish roads up 
there where there isn’t any traffic.

Many people were of the opinion that new roads ought to be built 
and then see whether congestion charging might be necessary later 
on. This was the main idea voiced by those critical of charging. When 
asked what ought to be done about environmental problems, critics 
of charging frequently mentioned bypasses in that connection as well. 
Henrik, a 55-year-old man living in Hässelby, about 15 km north-west 
of the city centre, maintained that it was important to divert through 
traffic away from the inner city. He took the variety of possible routes 
southwards from his place of residence as an example. 
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You only have to take a look at a map of Stockholm. We live here in 
Hässelby [and others live] even further out. It isn’t very far from here 
to Södertälje and the area round about. But when you take the car, 
it’s a hell of a journey. […] All the traffic, not just from the northern 
suburbs of Stockholm but vehicles from the north of Sweden heading 
down to the south via Stockholm, they all take the Essingeleden bypass. 
So they don’t normally need to pass through the city itself. What I 
miss is a similar bypass to the west of Stockholm, the Västerleden, or 
whatever they’re going to call it.26

Interviewees living in the suburbs who travel in their cars every day 
also raise the question of ring roads. An opinion common to most of 
them is that in order to counter congestion and environmental da-
mage caused by emissions, it is the duty of the powers that be to build 
new roads. Even some of those who were positive about congestion 
charging stressed the role that needed to be played by the community. 
Lars lives in Långbro, rather more than ten kilometres south-west of 
the inner city, and was in favour of congestion charging for the sake 
of the environment, but felt that more investment should have been 
devoted to expanding and improving public transport before the charge 
was introduced.

I think they started at the wrong end, if you see what I mean. They 
started to levy tolls and build up a system costing billions of kronor 
in order to tax road vehicles. […] You’ve got to start with good moves, 
you have to increase the frequency of public transport, make it easy 
for folk to use it. I mean, what decides things for people is how they 
hit their wallet. If it’s cheap and practical to use public transport, I 
think lots of people would. But what they’re doing is setting up this 
charging system costing billions of kronor first, to check who will pay 
the charges, and only afterwards will they make it cheaper to travel on 
public transport and build new access roads and stuff like that. Maybe 
they’d have done better to start with such stuff a year or six months in 
advance, and I mean really cheap public transport. The government or 
the local authority should really pour money into Stockholm Trans-
port, so that it’s not a commercial set-up needing to make a profit. It 
has to be really cheap.

This is a line of argument similar to the one about ring roads. Improve 
things first, and then take extra steps later, if necessary. But there were 
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also examples of interviewees stressing the responsibility of individu-
als rather than the community. Hanna, Henrik’s partner in Hässelby, 
thought it was possible to see the congestion as self-regulating. An in-
dividual can make up his own mind about the best way of overcoming 
it, without the need for congestion charging. She referred to her own 
travel arrangements a few years ago as an example.

When I used to take my car to and from Gullmarsplan I kept getting 
stuck in those enormous traffic jams. But it’s up to the individual, 
whether or not you can put up with sitting there for hours without 
moving. If you can’t, you have to find an alternative. If I can’t put 
up with hanging around in traffic jams, well, I have to go by public 
transport even if it takes a bit longer. You can’t just complain all the 
time, you have to do something about it.27

Hanna maintained that every individual can find an alternative solu-
tion for him- or herself. In other words, it is up to the individual to 
decide if they want to be stuck in traffic jams or not, as there are other 
ways of travelling. But the reverse of that argument is even more wi-
despread. There are no reasonable alternatives, and hence this is the 
wrong time to introduce road charging. This is the main justification 
for the view that ring roads ought to be built first; but there were va-
riations on that theme.

Tina: I think a well-thought-out trial would give me an alternative, 
I’d be able to make a choice not just about whether to take the car or 
use public transport, but I’d be able to chose between driving along 
a route that might present me with certain advantages, for which I’d 
have to pay a fee, and taking a different route for which there would 
be no charge.28

Tina takes this standpoint as well as seeing congestion as self-regulating 
and the community as being responsible. Her suggestion is similar to 
toll road systems on the Continent, which she also refers to. She talks 
about alternative routes rather than major ring roads. What links her 
point of view with that of those who propose ring roads is their at-
titude towards road vehicles and the city – road traffic is a problem in 
the inner city but not in the suburbs.
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Views on the design of the system
We have already seen that people have various different attitudes towards 
vehicular traffic, its relationship to public transport, and the way in 
which it ought to be regulated. But interviewees had views not only 
on traffic matters in general, but also on details of congestion char-
ging itself.

Sven, a professional driver in his sixties and living in the Söder district 
near Skanstull, was negative about the charging. He explained why he 
thought the trial was badly designed, and what he thought was wrong 
about charges levied on vehicles leaving the Stockholm inner city.

Well, in the first place I think the decision to levy charges at all is 
undemocratic in principle. Then, I think it’s wrong to charge traffic 
leaving the inner city, and that Centralbron bridge and Klarastrandsle-
den trunk road are not free. Now everything goes out via Essingeleden 
and Södra länken. […] I mean, going out – the whole point was surely 
that there shouldn’t be so many cars in the inner city, so they ought to 
be pleased that cars are leaving there!29

A handful of interviewees have expressed similar views – that it is 
wrong to charge vehicles leaving the inner city. This is an example of 
how amateur conclusions and man-in-the-street common sense are at 
odds with the way in which the Stockholm Trial is designed. 

Experts recommended the design of the charging bearing in mind 
the effects on traffic that were desired, in combination with what was 
considered to be technically and practically achievable – as shown by 
this extract from the recommendations that underpinned the eventual 
decision:

Most of the traffic leaving the inner city in the morning will have first 
travelled some distance inside the inner city, and it is inside the in-
ner city that there are considerable congestion problems. […] Since 
(partly for technical reasons) it is proposed that there should only be 
one charging zone, the only possible means of reducing this traffic is 
to impose a charge when it passes through the cordon – in a sense, of 
course, this is ‘too late’. In principle, it would have made more sense to 
charge traffic inside the inner city area, since that is where the problem 
lies during the morning peak period rather than on the roads leading 
out of the area; but as this measure is not possible, we recommend 
the second best solution. The same thing ‘in reverse’ is recommended 
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for traffic entering the inner city in the afternoon. […] It is erroneous 
to assume that the traffic comprises mainly vehicles travelling ‘in in 
the morning and out in the evening’. Traffic travelling in the ‘wrong’ 
direction peaks at similar times, admittedly at lower levels.30

The politicians who made the final decisions factored in such considera-
tions as acceptance and distribution effects. For instance, could inner city 
dwellers – already seen as a privileged group – have been perceived to be 
unfairly favoured if they had been excused from paying the charges in one 
or the other direction (as well as being excused when they drive inside the 
cordon)? In addition, a one-way charge would have had to be roughly 
twice as much per passage to achieve the same effect as a two-way charge, 
and this might well have been more difficult for residents to accept.

In the above quotation, professional driver Sven maintained that 
the aim was to reduce the number of vehicles in the inner city. Howe-
ver, the official aim was rather to improve traffic flow where there had 
previously been congestion, and to reduce emissions (both overall – of 
carbon dioxide – but also in specific locations – of emissions that have 
an injurious effect on public health). A view that traffic leaving the 
city centre should be excused the congestion charge draws attention 
to the fact that not even the experts were entirely clear about just how 
various aims designed to improve traffic flow, reduce climate change 
and reduce dangerous gases should be balanced, one against the other, 
in order to achieve the optimal design of a charging system.

A question of legal significance in Sweden was to what extent the 
trial involved a tax or a charge. Several of the interviewees homed in on 
this aspect. Dennis from Djursholm, for instance, thinks that adminis-
trative shortcomings and other negative aspects ought to be corrected 
before any attempt is made to reintroduce charging.31 He thinks that 
there should be a charge and not a tax – and that the charge should 
be claimable against tax.

Henrik from Hässelby was negatively disposed from the start, and 
was still negative towards the end of the trial. He thought that certain 
outcomes that emerged during the course of the trial reinforced his 
negative view – for instance, he found that there was increased traffic 
on Essingeleden. However, he became more positive towards the sys-
tem of recording vehicles and imposing charges: ‘as far as I can see it 
has worked very well, technically speaking. […] Whether or not it has 
been any use is another question. I have very mixed feelings.’
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Karl from Täby Kyrkby was also pleasantly surprised by the fact that 
the technical side of the trial actually worked, and also that he got to 
where he wanted to go more quickly, even if he believes that it is only 
a short-term effect.

To start with when we noticed that there was less traffic, we thought this 
was the first new tax we’d ever endured that seemed to have produced 
a positive effect. […] We saved time, at least. But I don’t think it’ll 
last. Traffic increases no matter what you do. You only have to look at 
the cost of petrol. What do we have to pay nowadays? Eleven/twelve 
kronor. It wasn’t so long ago that we only paid seven or eight kronor a 
litre, but we Swedes are still driving as much as ever. And most of the 
cost is tax anyway. Then we were gob-smacked when this computer 
system actually worked. I never believed that it would.

As we have seen, interviewees have views about lots of aspects of the 
Stockholm Trial. But people’s attitudes are not just about opinions, 
but also about what they do in practical situations. Somehow or other 
people try to act in accordance with their opinions.

Turning standpoints into actions
When congestion charging was introduced, political power made itself 
felt in people’s everyday lives in that they were presented with various 
new choices to make and act on. The habitual car drivers we inter-
viewed were sceptical about the charges. I shall come to those shortly. 
The ones who welcomed the congestion charging were either users of 
public transport, or persons who alternated between various means 
of getting to where they wanted to go. One of them told us that he 
had acted in support of the charging by reducing the number of car 
journeys he undertook. Knut lived in Kungsängen, and in his work as 
a consultant travelled to a number of work sites in the region. He says 
that he was sceptical at first, but then changed his mind. At the time 
of his interview he was very positive about congestion charging.32

Apart from Knut, none of the interviewees said they had changed 
their habits in order to support the trial. Perhaps those in favour had 
no real need to demonstrate their support. They had, for the time be-
ing at least, the powers that be on their side. Many of those who were 
critical, however, felt compelled from the very start to demonstrate 
what they thought.
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The official investigation into attitudes during the trial showed that 
rather more users of public transport than car drivers thought that 
traffic jams and environmental damage had decreased. In other words, 
they were happier about the result of the trial than the car drivers. Car 
drivers found to a greater extent that their own journeys and the cost 
of travelling were influenced negatively.33 Hence it is understandable 
that they wanted to make their opposition clear in various ways.

Gut reactions?
In a children’s book from the 1950s there is a young goat who has 
learnt how to count, and wants to practise his newly acquired skill on 
other animals. But the other animals really dislike being counted, even 
if it is basically unimportant and harmless. The point is that they don’t 
understand what it entails.34

What has that to do with the Stockholm Trial? Well, many of those 
who disapproved of congestion charging seemed not to want to be 
counted either. In any case, they were faced by a dilemma. They could 
either carry on driving their cars as usual, paying the charges and thus 
playing along with it, or they could avoid paying the charges they 
disapproved of. One of the interviewees explained as follows how she 
drove her car from her home in Hässelby (about 15 km north of the 
city centre) to her job in central Stockholm for the first time, several 
months after charging had been introduced.

Hanna: This is the very first time I’ve been forced to pay the conges-
tion charge. […] I’d made up my mind that I wasn’t going to do it. 
I’d intended to avoid paying.35

Hanna wanted to steer clear of the system she disapproved of. This at-
titude can be seen as one she took up for her own sake. She declined 
to play along on the basis of her own feelings or convictions. Several 
of the interviewees have said that they reacted in this way when faced 
with the congestion charge:

Cecilia: I more or less refuse to even try to pay this congestion charge. 
And so I haven’t used my car. […] I suppose that’s the result they 
[politicians] want to see, of course. But even so, I don’t think it’s the 
right way to go.
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But do you use the car as usual when a journey doesn’t involve having to 
pay the charge?

That situation doesn’t often arise. But I’ve stopped using the car then 
as well, unless it’s absolutely necessary.36

These seem to have been gut reactions rather than thought-out strate-
gies about how best to demonstrate one’s dissatisfaction. That is where 
the parallel with the goat story comes in. The animals simply don’t 
want anything to do with what they regarded as daft behaviour on 
the part of the young goat. The idea of being counted balances on the 
borderline between something pointless and something threatening. 
The threatening aspect lies in what the information, the checks and 
the extent to which one plays along with congestion charging might 
lead to in the longer term – will it help to solve problems that affect 
everybody, or will it result in a restriction of one’s personal freedom? 
New forms of control over citizens in everyday circumstances is a 
sensitive question. But in the children’s story, just as in the congestion 
charging trial, it turned out that what the sceptics first considered to 
be preposterous and perhaps even threatening was in fact of some 
collective benefit.

The reaction to the transponders – electronic boxes with transmit-
ters placed inside the windscreen – was governed by the same kind of 
logic as the avoidance of paying the charges. Several of the interviewees 
spoke about their spontaneous reluctance to acquire transponders and/
or autogiro accounts (bank accounts from which the congestion charge 
is taken automatically every time a vehicle passes through an entry 
point in the charging cordon). 

I have to accept that I’m being registered, I can’t avoid that of course. 
[…] But to move from that to the next stage, allowing them to au-
tomatically take money out of my bank account, that’s a step too 
far for me. I only allow that to happen in a few specific situations. I 
make my interest payments in that way, because I trust my bank. But 
I know that in a way it’s an illogical line of reasoning, because I have 
no choice in the matter. […] Even if somebody were to steal my car 
and drive in and out of Stockholm a hundred times, I’m still forced 
to make the payments and then appeal against it afterwards. I think 
that’s one hell of a cheek.
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For those who wanted to avoid paying the congestion charges but were 
unable to do so, refusing to acquire a transponder could well have been 
a symbolic way of demonstrating an objection.37

Whichever way you look at it, those sceptical about the congestion 
charging were faced with a dilemma. Those who chose to avoid driving 
when the charges were applicable contributed to the reduction in traf-
fic density, which was taken as a sign that the trial had been successful. 
But on the other hand, those who chose to carry on driving exactly 
as before and pay the charges might well also feel that they had sur-
rendered and obeyed the instructions issued by the powers that be. A 
third possibility, in theory at least, would have been to drive as much 
as possible. Acting in that way would have challenged the logic behind 
the congestion charging – but very few people seem to have chosen 
that strategy. Another possibility would have been civil disobedience, 
i.e. driving through the charging cordon without being counted, for 
instance by concealing your number plate.

The various methods used for hiding one’s number plate from the 
cameras were spectacular. The strategy of using a so-called toll-hat or 
covering the number plates with mud could just as well have been a 
private protest as a means of saving money. In that sense it was com-
parable to the strategy of avoiding passing a charging station when 
charging applied.

Transponders and infidelity
Transponders are interesting for other reasons as well. They gave rise 
to a debate about snooping and integrity. Stories circulated about per-
sons indulging in a secret affair being found out by their partner when 
mysterious references appeared in congestion charging documents, 
information about which could be found on the internet using the 
vehicle’s reference number, or via withdrawals from bank accounts. 
There has also been a grey area concerning the link between transpon-
ders and one’s autogiro bank account. Both the transponder and the 
vehicle’s number plates are registered automatically at control points, 
and so technically speaking, the charge could be taken from the rele-
vant bank account even if the vehicle had no transponder. The powers 
that be have not been crystal clear about the technicalities, and why it 
was decided to make transponders compulsory if use was to be made 
of autogiro accounts. When the congestion charging is introduced on 
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a permanent basis in August 2007, only the information recorded by 
the cameras will be necessary for withdrawals to be made from auto-
giro accounts.38

Such stories as these whiff strongly of folklore, and say something 
about citizens’ integrity with regard to powers that be and ‘spying’. 
Transponders, the hiding of number plates and car journeys that 
have been desisted from because of dissatisfaction with the charging, 
have made matters of democracy and its problems more concrete. 
One could say that reactions to a political control measure have been 
clearly visible and tangible. Covering up number plates and refusing 
to acquire transponders were different ways of demonstrating one’s 
disapproval of congestion charging within the bounds of democratic 
practices. People avoided paying a charge or ‘being recorded’, and also 
made their position clear with regard to the imposed system. But at 
the same time, they caused themselves some inconvenience and took 
some risks.

The above has pointed out aspects of the trial about which citizens 
had clear opinions, and various ways in which they made their stance 
obvious. The next question to ask is why it was precisely this type of 
reaction to these particular aspects of the trial.

Many aspects invoked a reaction
The interesting thing about the trial was that it gave rise to ideas, sug-
gestions and critical thoughts in a number of areas. It really was not a 
straightforward matter of being for or against it. No, views that emer-
ged were to do with such things as how the control of traffic ought 
to be tackled, what other areas the reform ought to be linked with 
(distribution politics, for instance), and in what order and with what 
design measures should come into effect. Views not directly linked 
with traffic measures, as we have seen, involved such areas as political 
manoeuvring, the cost of the trial, and matters concerning integrity 
and interference in people’s everyday lives. All these aspects are to do 
with the validity, legitimacy or value of the trial. Was the whole thing 
legitimate and did it create beneficial effects useful to the community 
as a whole, or was the dominant effect problems and increased costs 
for the residents of Stockholm and district?

It can be assumed that when people talked about such things as the 
fairness of the trial, they were expressing their views on just that matter 
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and nothing else. To do so is to take people at their word. But another 
way if interpreting what they said is that their criticisms of various 
aspects of the trial were channels for expressing their disapproval of 
congestion charging in general. Many of the critical comments may 
have been rhetorical roundabout ways of questioning the justification 
of that type of traffic regulation. 

Since the trial called into question journeys made by motor vehicles, 
given the circumstances that existed hitherto it could be that criticism 
of various aspects of the trial were in fact counter-reactions to that 
calling into question. In the other ethnological series of interviews, it 
is stated that the

most complex chains (of argument) are constructed by those who are 
against the trial, as if they felt that their point of view had been ques-
tioned, or as if they felt that their own travelling habits and their own 
lifestyle had been called into question or threatened.39

The starting point is to see the proposals and rhetoric generated by the 
local residents as the expression of a power struggle. The measures taken 
were intended to regulate vehicular traffic in certain specific ways, As a 
result, there was something that could be called an action programme.40 
All attempts to counter or question an action programme can be cal-
led antiprogrammes. Actions already mentioned above could be given 
this label. Using a ‘toll-hat’ to conceal one’s registration plate was an 
antiprogramme, as was coating it with dirt to make it illegible. Com-
menting on the project with arguments criticising various aspects of 
it were also antiprogrammes. 

Nevertheless, generally speaking, the trial was a project that worked 
with regard to the aims that had been designed into it. As we have 
seen, this was due to the fact that both the technology and the traffic 
were regarded as functioning reasonably, and also to the fact that the 
people and organisations involved did not react in ways that caused it 
to falter or even collapse.

But naturally, there were people who were more or less for or against 
the whole business. And hence it was in their interest to influence the 
understanding of the project. As we have seen, they did so by referring 
to everything from cameras, transponders and integrity to particular 
stretches of road, tax laws, environmental morality or social-economic 
calculations. Thus the debate was extended to include various areas of 
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urban and everyday life, including areas that were outside the scope 
of the evaluations. 

Technical equipment and its function also acquired significance for 
the argumentation. The interviews show that local residents wanted 
to influence or redefine what congestion charging was actually about. 
They focused on various parts of a network of social and technical 
circumstances. This makes it clear that what congestion charging is 
and does is not stable, but can be changed and redefined. Needless to 
say, professional people and politicians attempted to influence views 
of what the problems were, and their solutions. In this respect I have 
chosen to stress my interpretation of the interviews: that thinking with 
regard to problems and solutions was intensive, at both individual and 
cultural everyday levels. 

I have shown above how attitudes towards congestion charging 
were transformed into actions in a variety of ways. Actions that can 
be regarded as symbolic or political, precisely because they express 
points of view in matters concerning such things as the environ-
ment, justice and the justification of vehicular traffic. But it is also 
clear that the actions are not always public statements or intended 
to demonstrate something to others. Acting in accordance with one’s 
convictions is something people also do for their own sake. I think this 
can apply to what I have called private disapproval or a gut reaction. 
That is, avoiding journeys that would have been liable for a conges-
tion charge and a means of demonstrating disapproval of congestion 
charging and of the trial. Thus, how one chose to travel during the 
trial could in fact be emotionally as well as politically loaded. But 
of course, it could also be a matter of purely pragmatic adaptation. 
The next section will be concerned with the actual journey patterns 
of the interviewees.

Adapted travelling habits?
The aim of the trial was to influence certain aspects of everyday tra-
velling. Politicians wanted to persuade some people to leave their car 
at home, transfer to public transport, use park-and-ride sites, stay at 
home, drop an occasional journey or make it at a different time. How 
did the trial work out in practice? What changed in people’s everyday 
habits? How did they adapt, and what were their motives?

There is a seven-step model, devised by psychologists, which descri-
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bes how habits could be replaced by different, more environmentally 
friendly behaviour patterns: 

(1) Activation (2) Personal behaviour patterns – pay attention to one’s 
current habits (3) Seek out/become aware of alternative solutions (4) Plan 
new behaviour patterns (5) Try out new behaviour patterns (6) Evaluate 
new behaviour patterns and (7) Establish new behaviour patterns.41 The 
first step, activation, involves becoming aware of which habits may need 
changing. Political and media discussions regarding congestion charging 
ought to have led to such activation on the part of quite a lot of Stock-
holmers, once they realised what the trial would entail.

This seemed to be confirmed by the considerable knowledge local 
people had about the forthcoming trial. In the autumn of 2005, about 
80 per cent of the inhabitants of Greater Stockholm knew what times 
of day congestion charging would apply. 90 per cent knew that the 
trial was for a limited period only, and about 75 per cent knew that 
the charge had to be paid within five days, and that it was possible to 
borrow transponders so that the payment could be paid via autogiro 
bank accounts. So, the implications of congestion charging were well-
known to residents of Greater Stockholm in advance, and hence they 
had opportunities to start planning how best to adapt. During the trial, 
the level of awareness increased further, according to this method of 
measurement.42

And so, many residents were relatively well aware of their own tra-
velling habits before congestion charging was introduced, as was clear 
from the first interviews from November 2005.43 As interviews took 
place at various stages of the trial, it is possible to follow the adaption 
process. The early interviews reflect the activation and sometimes also 
planning for changed behaviour patterns. One of them was the inter-
view with father-of-four Nils in Saltsjö-Boo (in Nacka) and his wife 
Nina. Nils works at the hospital Södersjukhuset.44

What will congestion charging mean for you?

Nils: Well, for me it means an extra 40 kronor per day – in other words, 
it would cost me 60 kronor per day including parking fees, and that 
doesn’t include petrol costs. I think that’s far too much. So I shall leave 
the car at home and use public transport. […] That will mean that I 
lose time, but I’ll just have to lump that.
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How are you going to get to work, then? Will you take a bus to Slussen and 
then continue on the underground, or what?

Nils: Yes, the underground – or I might walk up to the hospital from 
Slussen so as to factor in a bit of exercise. […] Something that doesn’t 
result in my having to work extra time in the afternoons. That’s the 
way I’m thinking.45

In June 2006 Nils informed us that in fact he ‘hadn’t become a public 
transport user’ because he was ‘comfortable with how things are’. The 
time difference between taking the car and using public transport was 
of considerable significance – it takes him 20 minutes to get to work 
by car, but 45 to 60 minutes by public transport, he told us. It is also 
relevant to note that he told us that the gap between the two modes of 
transport increased even more when the Södra länken bypass was opened 
in 2004.46 Before that, it took longer to get to work by car. Another 
factor contributing to him almost always travelling to work by car was 
that parking charges at the hospital were so low (20 kronor).

In the introductory section, Tina from Täby Kyrkby told us about 
her plans to leave the car at home and use public transport instead. 
But unlike Nils, she did not think that the cost was crucial for her at-
titude towards the charge. 

Tina: But as I say, the important thing as far as I’m concerned isn’t 
avoiding the charge – I can afford to pay this congestion tax; but I think 
the way the trial has been designed is plain daft, I really do.47

As has already been pointed out, many of those critical of the charge 
reacted impulsively by planning to avoid crossing the charging cordon 
altogether during the period when charges applied. Nils and Tina 
belonged to this category. But, just like Nils, Tina didn’t change her 
travelling habits as she had intended: on the contrary, she continued 
driving her car and paying the tax from the moment she started work 
in January. However, she did occasionally resort to public transport. 
These journeys served for her as examples of how using public trans-
port meant increased journey time and uncertainty with regard to 
timekeeping. 
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Greta, who is about 25 and lives at Gärdet, also planned to cut back 
on car journeys. Her intention was simply to sell her car.

Greta: When this thing was due to start, my intention was to get rid of 
my car. The congestion charges were quite a big factor in my decision 
that it was about time to jack it in. I really did intend to sell it, and 
was about to advertise it. But I didn’t, and when the congestion charges 
kicked in I realised that they didn’t affect me all that much after all. It 
hasn’t been too bad; I’ve hardly noticed them in fact.

Here we have examples of three people who, before the trial, had plan-
ned to change their habits and leave the car at home – but didn’t. Ac-
cording to the knowledge and attitude investigation from 2005, 17 per 
cent of those taking part said that they would change their car-driving 
habits. In the spring of 2006, 25 per cent admitted that tbey had in 
fact changed their driving habits. So more people actually changed 
their habits than had said they would.

The knowledge and attitude investigation described what the respon-
dents (during the trial) had given as the main reason why, during the 
previous week, they had decided to drive their car into or out of the 
inner city at a time when charging applied. Of those who lived outside 
the inner city, 28 per cent said the shorter journey time compared with 
other forms of transport. Almost as many, 28 per cent, said that they 
need their car for their work. Other common reasons were: practical 
grounds/ferrying children/things to carry (18 per cent); convenience/
avoid having to catch a bus, etc. at specific times (12 per cent); public 
transport is too awful (7 per cent). It seems likely that both Tina and 
Nils would have given the saving of time as their principle reason. Tina 
also maintains that the public transport alternative is too poor. She 
says that the journey she has to make is impractical for using public 
transport as it involves changes.

Tina and Nils were sceptical about congestion charging and did not 
like the way in which they were going to be affected. They therefore 
worked out a strategy for managing the imminent changes, by planning 
to leave the car behind and taking public transport to work. But despite 
the fact that their preparations to act were good, they did not in fact take 
the step of trying out the new alternative. Another of the interviewees, 
Hanna from Hässelby, who decided to avoid driving her car into the 
city centre, stuck to her guns, with just a few exceptions.48
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It was no big deal for me as I very seldom take the car into town anyway. 
[…] But it’s a sort of protest, trying to make sure that I travel in such 
a way that I don’t have to pay the tax. But I would have been forced 
to, more or less, because of my work. […] But as a private citizen I 
certainly shan’t. I won’t make any car journeys that would involve pay-
ing the charge, none at all. I’d rather park the car at my local station 
and take the underground into the city centre.49

Unlike Tina and Nils, Hanna stuck to her intention of taking public 
transport instead of the car. But even before the trial, she normally took 
the underground when she went into town. So the way Hanna adapted 
was to refrain totally from taking her car into Stockholm, which she 
rarely used to do anyway.50

The proportion of residents who used both their car and public trans-
port in a given week – almost 40 per cent – did not change from the 
years 2004 and 2005 to the spring of 2006 when the trial took place. The 
proportion of people making fewer car journeys, or none at all, in a given 
week during the trial increased, while the proportion making many car 
journeys decreased. This seems reasonable and suggests that the outcome 
was due mainly to a large number of people who made small reductions 
in the number of car journeys they undertook. The proportion who made 
no car journeys at all rose marginally from 26 to 28 per cent. Overall it 
seems that a large number of car journeys that ‘disappeared’ during the 
trial were those made by people like Hanna who were already used to using 
alternative modes of transport. Using both the car and public transport 
on a regular basis was a common pattern. Other common patterns were 
to be a regular car driver or a regular user of public transport.

Characteristic features of travelling habits
What effect did the trial have on people’s travelling habits? Intervie-
wees kept travel diaries as a basis for the discussion of specific journeys, 
and why they had made them. Kerstin from Täby Kyrkby had written 
up her diary one day shortly before Christmas 2005.51 As usual, she 
had driven to her work in Sundbyberg, and that afternoon had an ap-
pointment with her hairdresser in central Stockholm.52 She drove to 
Danderyd hospital, left her car there and took the underground to the 
central station in Stockholm.53 When asked if she ever drives into the 
city centre, Kerstin replies:
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It has been known. When I couldn’t find a parking place, I’ve some-
times been forced to drive into central Stockholm.

Kerstin adds that she is not comfortable using multi-storey car parks, 
and so needs to park in the street – where there is not always a par-
king space. 

But I’ve nothing against driving into town if I’m going to visit some-
body where I know I can park when I get there.

Kerstin’s personal feelings about traffic conditions in central Stockholm 
dictate her regular travelling habits. As far as Kerstin is concerned, 
the trial means that it is more difficult for her to park at Danderyd 
hospital because the parking places are reserved primarily for residents 
of Danderyd. She explained that as a result, she arranged her visits to 
town in a different way during the spring and summer of 2006 – for 
instance , leaving her car at work, then travelling back home with her 
husband.

There were several interviewees who, for similar reasons, even before 
the trial, avoided driving in the inner city. Even if the travelling habits 
of interviewees are very different, there are some aspects which many of 
them have in common. That means it is possible to talk about specific 
types of travelling habits. When Kerstin travels by car, she does so on 
the basis of how she assesses the circumstances, and draws the line at 
driving in the inner city – a behaviour pattern shared by many others. 
Parking, accessibility and traffic conditions in the inner city are regar-
ded as being especially dodgy or difficult. These drivers are categorised 
as avoid-the-city-centre-motorists. Needless to say, this is not exactly a 
comprehensive description with regard to categorising travelling habits 
as a whole; but in the context of the trial, it is an important aspect, 
since congestion charging was intended specifically to encourage such 
behaviour patterns.

An inveterate car driver, and happy to be one
The interviewees came up with different but typical explanations for 
their habitual use of a particular mode of transport. Inveterate car 
drivers like to refer to convenience – and they are not all middle-aged 
men still hoping for promotion, as one might think. Maria, aged 33 
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and a parent from Mariefred, about 70 km south-west of Stockholm, 
had just enrolled for a doctorate when the interview took place. Ma-
ria thought that the congestion charge ‘gets it wrong’ when it comes 
to individuals who have a long way to travel, with a limited choice of 
trains as the only alternative.

Have you considered a park-and-ride alternative, leaving the car just outside 
the inner city and avoiding the congestion charge? You would have several 
public transport possibilities to choose from.

No, certainly not; I want to take the easy way out. What would you 
do in my position? – You’re carrying your portable computer which 
weighs quite a bit even so. And you also have a bag full of books. I 
mean, I spend several days a week at home writing up stuff. I want to 
get as close as possible to where I’m going to, so that I need to carry 
as little as possible. 

According to the knowledge and attitude investigation, of those who 
drove into central Stockholm the previous week, 18 per cent gave 
practical reasons – for instance, things to carry – as their reason for 
choosing this mode of transport.

Inveterate public transport commuter
Another category is represented by a woman used to travelling by bus. 
Rita lives in a rural area with her husband and son, not far from Brottby 
in Roslagen, some 30 km north-east of Stockholm. She commutes to 
and from work in Stockholm by bus. She wrote up her travel diary for 
a day in December 2005, when she travelled to work and later travel-
led back home again. She seldom ventures out during the week for 
any other purpose, but spends most weekday evenings at home with 
her family. Rita says that she, her husband and their teen-aged son 
meet at the bus stop in Brottby, where they all alight, a few kilometres 
from their home. 

And so we all meet in Brottby at half past five. In the morning we time 
our journeys to fit in with [our son Rikard], who has to go to school, 
and in the evenings everybody fits in with me. Because I have to travel 
a bit further than anybody else.
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So you all meet at the bus stop, and travel the remainder of the way by car. 
Doesn’t your son sometimes get there a bit earlier?

Yes, but there’s a school bus. Sometimes he gets there at about four. 
[…] But my husband has no desire to be the permanent chauffeur. 
And so we adapt our travelling to make sure he only needs to make 
one journey on a given day. There’s never any question of saying ‘Oh 
dear, Rikard’s going to get there at a quarter past five but I won’t be 
there until half past five’, which would mean that he’d have to make 
two journeys there and back. We don’t do that. And besides, it’s so 
fantastic that in Brottby there’s a library next to the shop that’s open 
for as long as the shop is. […] There’s a librarian in attendance two 
days a week. The rest of the time it’s just help-yourself. […] I usually 
sit there reading newspapers. It’s a nice place to be. Very convenient 
for commuters. It doesn’t matter if anybody’s late. We have the library 
as our meeting place. 

And then?
We generally do a bit of shopping at the ICA supermarket – some milk, 
that kind of thing. There’s always something that needs topping up. 
Then we go home, and my husband’s the chef in our family. I usually 
sit in the kitchen and keep him company while he cooks the evening 
meal. Our eighteen-year-old is always starving. That’s because we get 
up so early. I always get up at five in the morning, because I like to have 
plenty of time. The others get up at half past five. So we have quite 
long days. By the time we get home our son has been up and about 
for twelve-and-a-half hours. [..] And so he’s starving, and we need to 
produce something to eat as quickly as possible. I chat to my husband 
and lay the table. And when the meal’s ready, we all eat together. I think 
that’s the high point of the whole day. We talk a lot, and Rikard tells us 
how it’s been at school. […] We usually start eating around half past 
six, and we’re generally still at table at eight. And before we start eating 
I usually load up the washing machine, so that I can hang everything 
up to dry after the evening meal. I think the evenings are very short, 
because by the time we’ve finished eating around eight, there’s not long 
to go before it’s time to go to bed. […] Sometimes there’s something 
worth watching on the box, but I have to say we don’t watch much 
television. Sometimes we go for a walk. It’s important that we spend 
time together. My husband and I talk about how things have gone at 
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work. There’s so much to talk about every day. How things have gone, 
and what’s planned for the next day and so on. If Rikard has PE the 
next day, I have to check what clothes need to be washed and things 
like that. […] You could say that we spend our evenings as a family, or 
however you want to express it – and I think it’s terrific.

[…] When spring comes round and the evenings are lighter, we spend 
more time sitting out. And then I always walk round the garden to 
check how much of the seeds and stuff we’ve put out for the birds has 
been eaten. And before I go to bed I always put out some cabbage 
for the deer. We like to feed the animals, because they’ve had a pretty 
rough time of it during the winter.

The above demonstrates how everyday existence is comprised of a series 
of private rituals that gives meaning and stability to life. Their pattern 
of behaviour involves several routine journeys. Rita’s story illustrates 
what could well be the background to travel patterns by the general 
public involving some daily journeys. Such factors as working hours 
and school timetables are significant when it comes to Rita’s infrequent 
travels. If she had used a car, she could have fitted in more journeys 
per day or per week. But Rita is used to using public transport; and 
public transport combined with her rural location imposes restrictions 
on the extent to which she wants, and indeed has enough strength, to 
travel. The interesting point is how these circumstances are used po-
sitively, and how even waiting times can be given a positive spin. The 
way in which people have adjusted their travelling routines, and the 
significance behind any such adjustments, are naturally of importance 
when it comes to assessing how receptive they are to further influence, 
not least political.

Used to ringing the changes
Elvira is a consultant who lives just over five kilometres south of the 
centre of Stockholm, in Enskede. She often drives to her different 
workplaces, but sometimes uses public transport. She says herself that 
her travelling patterns are irregular. She is not a commuter in the real 
sense of the word, because she has a variable timetable and various 
workplaces. During the trial she worked mostly from home and in 
the city centre.
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When do you use public transport?

Well, it’s usually when I look at my watch and think: ‘Oho, it’s half 
past nine, there’s no point in taking the car as far as Sockenplan even’. 
And I know there’ll be no parking places left at Riddarhuset either, for 
instance.54 So I leave the car at home and make sure I have time to get 
to the underground station or the bus stop.

Elvira decides every day what mode of transport to use, and at what 
time to travel. She has several possibilities to choose from. She could 
be designated an improviser, or a mixed user.

Lars varies his mode of transport in a different way. He lives in 
Långbro, just over ten kilometres south-west of the inner city. Lars 
always chooses his mode of transport according to the kind of work 
he will be carrying out. For instance, he always uses his moped to get 
to his workplace as a blacksmith in Högdalen, a journey of about a 
quarter of an hour. Lars is 48 and lives in a house with his wife and 
two of his four children (the two oldest ones recently flew the nest). 
Lars owns several bicycles, and the family has a car. I asked Lars why 
he didn’t cycle to work instead. His reply was that his work involves 
hard physical labour, and he doesn’t like to be hot and sweaty already 
when he gets there. He had tried cycling a few years ago, on account 
of the exercise involved.

No, then I work all day and get dirty and sweaty, and so I take a shower 
before going home, to get rid of all the shit as you might say. Then I 
come out all fresh and clean and jump on my bike and cycle home 
as fast as I can and when I get there I’m all dirty and sweaty again. It 
just wasn’t practical.

Another person with a similar job might well think differently, especi-
ally as a moped is such an unusual mode of transport for commuters. 
The point is that travel patterns that vary from the usual commuter 
routines involving either a car or public transport make it clear that 
the choice is not simply a matter of practical solutions and equally 
suitable alternatives. The journeys are woven into daily routines in 
a way that becomes standard and hence repeated, but emotions also 
play a part. Lars finds that it feels right to go to work on his moped, 
but when it comes to leisure travelling he does not seem to ride his 
moped so often.
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You say that you don’t cycle to work. When do you cycle, then?

That’s a good question. It’s one my family asks as well, because they 
know how many bikes I’ve got. I don’t cycle much at all, to be honest. 
It’s usually when I go to a parents’ meeting, or when we’ve forgotten 
to buy enough milk or something […] I don’t get round to going for 
long bike rides.

Why don’t you take your moped on those occasions? Do you think about 
it and make a decision, or what? […] How do you know what to do? I 
mean, when you go out of the door you have a choice between one of your 
bikes, your moped or the car. When do you make up your mind which to 
take when you’re going to buy milk or to a parents’ meeting?

Well, I suppose it’s mainly to do with the moped, I’m afraid somebody 
might nick it. I always keep it in the shed at home, or inside the smithy 
at work. I don’t have any kind of lock for it. And I suppose it’s a bit 
more awkward to get it out. 

What do you mean by lock? Surely you must have some kind of lock? […] 
So you think that if you were ever to leave it standing out in the street, it 
would be available to anybody who fancies it?

Exactly, that’s why I never do that.

So you never do that, you go to work on the moped and take it inside with 
you, you ride it home and lock it up in a shed here. What about your bike, 
isn’t that in the shed as well?

Yes, the best bikes are kept in the shed.

I see. Do you have an everyday bike that you have in the rack outside, one 
that you use for buying milk and going to parents’ meetings?

Yes, I do.

As we have seen, Lars may find himself in a position where he has to 
choose his mode of transport when making short trips from home, 
but apart from that he always uses a particular mode of transport for 
a particular type of journey. When he’s on company business, for in-
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stance, he always takes a company car when he visits customers. So, 
unlike Elvira, for example, he never has to make daily choices about 
travel in connection with his work.

Routine everyday life is the background the interviewees used to ex-
plain what they thought and how they travelled. Previously I described 
how people referred to ice hockey training sessions and other aspects 
of everyday family life when giving their attitudes towards congestion 
charging. Now we have seen how people arrange their own travelling 
in the context of their everyday lives. They described their reasons for 
their choices and priorities. It also emerged that meaning and order in 
their environment is created by the routine aspects of their travelling. 
Familiar habits often provide security, predictability, opportunities 
for co-ordinating with the rest of the family, and also enable an indi-
vidual to save on the mental energy needed when a choice has to be 
made. All this also means that habits can get in the way of rationally 
thought-out behaviour, such as adapting to a new control measure like 
congestion charging.

Given the strength of routines, it is not so surprising that most ways 
in which individuals adapted to the Stockholm Trial did not involve 
any drastic changes. But of course, there were some.

Inveterate motorist who changed to public transport
Dennis is in his fifties, works as an accountant and lives in Djursholm 
some ten kilometres north-east of the inner city. Before the trial he 
nearly always drove his car to work in the city centre. During the trial, 
however, he decided to use public transport about four days a week. 
The interview took place after the trial, at the beginning of October 
2006, by which time he had reverted to commuting by car most days. 
He explained his going over to public transport was to do with his 
working hours.

I often used to stay on working very late and thought it was OK working 
as long as that, 70 hours a week sometimes. It was often gone ten when 
I got home. […] But a few years ago I decided to start reducing my 
working hours. Then I really brought matters to a head last year [2005]. 
One of the main factors was trying to use public transport a bit more 
often. That makes you more disciplined. […] It becomes easier to observe 
specific times, and maybe only work overtime two days a week.



273

what did the trial mean for stockholmers?

Dennis maintains that the trial gave him a nudge in the right direction, 
but the basis for his decision to use public transport was his determi-
nation to reduce his working day.

During the autumn [of 2005] I started using the bus, as a sort of 
preparation. Then I alternated bus and car. […] Then I think this 
congestion charging business played a role. It helped me to stick to 
my decision to use public transport.

During the interview Dennis mentions several positive things about 
public transport.

In the mornings it takes no longer by public transport, and sometimes 
it’s even quicker. If you are heading for somewhere more or less in the 
middle of town, that is. […] You are much more isolated in a car. You 
can get a few telephone calls out of the way, of course, but apart from 
that it’s basically wasted time. On public transport you meet some 
people you would never have met otherwise. And you can spend a bit 
longer reading the morning paper. And as you travel past the university, 
you can see the long queues of vehicles barely moving.

Since he changed his travelling habits, Dennis seems to have grown to 
appreciate the advantages he mentions. They have convinced him of 
the correctness of his decision, as it were. But what made him change 
was a combination of congestion charging and his desire to reduce his 
working hours. Dennis was critical of the charge. Like the people I 
have described above, he planned his reaction to it as a sort of protest 
over the charge itself.

It was OK using public transport, but I didn’t like the congestion 
charge as such. […] Nor did I think much of Billström. […] It was an 
irritating charge, it really was. […] The fact that I was forced to open 
an autogiro bank account. I didn’t have one to start with, and I had 
to pay at a 7-Eleven shop. They couldn’t cope, and there was a lot of 
hassle. […] The charge itself could be 60 kronor a day. That’s quite a lot 
of money. Let’s see, 20 working days per month. That makes roughly 
1,000 kronor a month, in round figures, and then it’s pretty expensive 
driving a car anyway. [When I commuted using public transport] I only 
needed to buy petrol every other week. It costs nearly 1,000 kronor to 
fill your tank, and before I used to do it once a week, usually. It’s quite 
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a lot cheaper to use public transport, in fact, so money does come into 
it. And even if you can afford to pay the congestion charge – well, we 
all tend to be a bit mean.

Dennis was negatively disposed towards charging from the start, and 
then the cost started to become of significance as well. He was price-
conscious with regard to the trial in that he stayed on at work until 
half past six on the days he travelled by car. 

And sometimes it seemed to me that I could just as well do a couple 
of hours’ work at home in the mornings. […] I think I was influenced 
by the cost, even though I can afford to pay. But it’s annoying, it’s an 
unnecessary cost in a way. And it’s become a lot cheaper to use public 
transport now. It only costs 18 kronor now.55

But didn’t you have a monthly season ticket?

Yes, I used to have one. The fact that I travel by car sometimes made me 
think I should try one of those books of tickets and see how it worked. 
[…] In addition, if you travel on the Roslagsbana using an ordinary 
ticket, they don’t get round to clipping it several times a month.56 And 
so it’s cheaper to use those tickets. And if they fail to clip it and it’s 
fine weather you can walk the final bit of the way to work [instead of 
changing to a bus or the underground, when they would notice that 
your ticket had not been clipped].

The extra cost was one of the reasons why I changed my habits. I used 
to think in terms of 60 kronor a day, even if it might only have been 
40, or even 20 come to that. […] And then it wasn’t all that much more 
comfortable to use the car. So I thought I might just as well use public 
transport, and when you do, you find it has quite a few advantages.

Dennis’s way of thinking illustrates the quite complex logic that con-
tributed to his changed travelling habits during the trial. As already 
mentioned, he nevertheless slipped back into his car-driving habit 
during the months after the trial ended, even if he tries to use public 
transport for getting to work more often than not. 

In November 2005 there were two other people who said they were 
thinking of using public transport instead of their cars, but as we have 
seen, they failed to put their plans into action. Dennis is the only per-
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son in this investigation who actually changed his mode of transport 
in connection with the trial. The probability is that it is unusual for a 
desire to cut down on and control one’s working hours to be a motive 
for going over to public transport. 

In the broader perspective, however, it is not unusual to combine 
using the car for impromptu journeys with using public transport for 
journeys planned in advance. Greta, who was intending to move to 
Drottningholm when interviewed, expressed it as follows.57

I think that if I do decide to move out to there I shall plan my daily 
life more than I do now. I mean, there aren’t any shops near there. I 
might have to plan my shopping and such stuff a bit more. […] I’m 
quite looking forward to it as well. […] At the moment I always seem 
to be dithering about and wondering how I’m going to get to places. 
So it might even be a good thing if I have to plan ahead a bit more, 
but still have the car to fall back on.

In other words, the flexibility a car provides need not always be regar-
ded as a positive thing.

Marginal adjustments
Sven is a professional driver and lives at Skanstull on Södermalm, in the 
southernmost part of the inner city. He tells me that he leaves home 
for work half an hour earlier than normal in order not to have to pay 
the congestion charge on his way to work in Solna. The interview 
took place at the end of January 2006, and Sven was also planning to 
set off later on his trips to his holiday cottage when the time came, 
in the spring. In his work as a professional driver, he had adapted by 
driving more inside central Stockholm instead of on the ring roads. 
This was due to the fact that there was less traffic on such roads as the 
Klarastrandsleden, but also because of the extra charges involved in 
crossing the cordon if you were already inside the charging zone and 
heading for somewhere inside it as well.58 Sune, the other professional 
driver among the interviewees, had similar experiences.

You are a professional driver – have you had to adapt your travelling 
habits?
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Well, yes, I drive a bit more nowadays through the inner city – because 
the Klarastrandsleden is often pretty clear now, you might say. […] 
You can use Klarastrandsleden until five o’clock. It’s been incredible. 
It saves time. And it’s amazing how quickly you can get through so-
metimes, much easier in several places, especially in the middle of the 
day, as soon as you get inside the cordon that is. Outside the cordon 
it’s about the same, although I think even there it’s a bit easier than it 
was – I think there are fewer cars around, and that affects the minor 
roads as well. But that’s just my own impression.

Sune had changed the routes he usually used as a professional driver 
because there were fewer delays on certain roads in the inner city. Se-
veral other interviewees had adjusted the times of their private jour-
neys. Hanna, who was quoted above, says that she has become more 
careful about making sure she gets to where she wants to go in good 
time, and arrives at the park-and-ride location before it fills up. She 
discovered that it filled up earlier than had been the case before, once 
congestion charging started, and she also endeavoured, as has been 
described above, to avoid driving into town altogether at times when 
charging applied.

Kerstin from Täby Kyrkby used to park outside the underground 
station on her way home from work in Sundbyberg, if she had things 
to do in town. But she changed her habits when circumstances chan-
ged and prevented her from using the car park at Danderyd hospital, 
as described above.

Instead, I left the car at work and so had to go back there to pick it 
up. I think that’s a roundabout way of doing things. You have to walk 
up to the centre of Hallonberget and then take the underground to 
Central Station. To avoid that I’ve been a passenger in my husband’s 
car to Mörby centre in the morning, and used public transport from 
there to my workplace.59 And then I’ve taken the train home on the 
Roslagsbana, so that I don’t need to go back to work in order to col-
lect my car.

Hans, a salesman living in Haninge, maintains that congestion charging 
was one of the reasons why his company closed down its office and 
instead required its salesmen to work from home. He also decided to 
leave home later than had been his custom, and start work by making 
phone calls and doing the necessary preparatory work at home so that 
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he would only have to pay the lower charge. Björn from Sundbyberg 
also chose to drive to work later, and go back home after half past six 
in the evening.

Of the twenty or so persons interviewed, this was the handful that 
had adjusted their travelling habits in one way or another during the 
period that congestion charging was in force. It involved only marginal 
changes, with the exception of Dennis. In the knowledge and attitude 
investigation conducted in the spring of 2006, a quarter of those inter-
viewed said that they had reduced their car journeys to, from or through 
the inner city during the times when charging applied. Among my in-
depth interviews, two out of twenty say that they have refrained from 
using their cars. A further three say that they have changed their travel-
ling times somewhat, which in practice means that they have reduced 
their journeys taking place while charging applies. In the knowledge 
and attitude investigation, 22 per cent claim that they have travelled 
at different times (15 per cent more at times when charging did not 
apply, and 7 per cent avoiding peak hour journeys). When compared 
with the results of the comprehensive investigation, the changes I have 
unearthed in the travelling habits of the twenty interviewees seem rea-
sonable. However, it is not easy to compare the responses given in the 
two investigations, since the methods were different.

Carried on travelling as before
Why did most people not react to the imposition of congestion char-
ging by changing their behaviour patterns? According to the travelling 
habits and attitude investigations, large groups were simply unaffected 
by the trial. In the first place, a lot of people do not normally enter 
the charging zone. That is true of 30 per cent of Stockholm residents, 
and 45 per cent of those who live in other parts of the county. Those 
figures are roughly the same for both the autumn of 2005 and the 
spring of 2006, i.e. before and after the trial. In 2004, 65 per cent of 
the inhabitants of the County of Stockholm did not cross the charging 
cordon between 6.30 and 18.30 on a weekday. Of the 20 persons who 
took part in longer interviews, there are three who do not normally 
pass the charging cordon; one of them, Greta, both lives and studies 
inside the inner city.

Kerstin from Täby Kyrkby and Henrik from Hässelby neither live 
nor work in the inner city. Nor were they there on the day they filled 
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in their travel diary in the spring of 2006. But Henrik is occasionally in 
the inner city on business, and Kerstin sometimes goes there on private 
errands. Lars from Långbro also lives and works outside the inner city, 
but his job takes him into the city centre almost every day. This means 
that the 40 per cent or so living in Greater Stockholm who never en-
tered the charging zone on a normal weekday are under-represented 
among my interviewees.

Of the four interviewees who do not have access to a car, not one 
said they had changed their travelling habits during the trial.60 Their 
travel diaries confirm this. None of them used the extra buses – the 
latter were not suitable for travelling between home and work, given 
where they live. Nor did any of them try to avoid increased crowding 
on public transport, even if some say that they noticed it.

Sune, for example, was not affected as far as his regular commuting 
was concerned; he took his usual bus. On the other hand, he regards 
himself as a winner because he gained several other possibilities to 
choose between for his other travelling. As a professional driver, he 
found it was easier to move around inside Stockholm, especially in 
the inner city. 

Why did the car drivers interviewed not change their habits? Måns 
lives in Mariefred, which is outside Stockholm County. He says it is 
more expensive for him to use public transport to get to Stockholm, 
irrespective of congestion charging. Måns and his wife nearly always 
share their car into Stockholm and back home again.

To commute by train costs 5 000 kronor per month for two persons. 
That’s quite a lot of money. Using the car costs two to three thousand 
in petrol costs. It’s cheaper to take a bus to Södertälje and change onto 
a commuter train from there. That takes an hour and a half plus. I 
could also adopt a more expensive alternative, taking a local bus as far 
as Läggesta and then [the faster] main line train to Stockholm. But if I 
buy a return ticket every day, it costs 300 kronor a time. There might 
be discounts, of course. […] It takes from an hour and ten minutes 
up to an hour and a half by car, unless something unusual has hap-
pened. I mean, I have 70 kilometres to travel, and that would mean 
an hour on the train to the Central Station in Stockholm. And that 
would be stretched to an hour and a half when you reckon in the bus 
journey from the Central Station out to here [his workplace in Norra 
Djurgården].61 
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Måns thinks it would be more expensive for him to use public transport 
than to use his car, even taking the congestion charge into account. 
He does mention that there might be discounts available, and cheaper 
public transport possibilities. What Måns does is to evaluate time and 
convenience factors together with some of the variable car costs. He 
also maintains that the improvements in traffic flow have been advan-
tageous for him, although he has mixed opinions about this.

I mean, you can feel like a marauder if you drive your own car into 
Stockholm. […] But the city is built for me [as a motorist]. That’s the 
way it is. And all these multi-billion kronor improvements that we’ve 
all had to pay for – should they only be available to those who pay the 
extra charges? They are not too expensive, but they can be increased. 
For somebody like me who pays 5 000 kronor every month in order 
to use my car, it’s comparatively cheap.62 The further away you live, 
the more marginal the congestion charges are, you might say.

When Måns talks about his decision to pay the congestion charge 
and not to change his travel patterns, he stresses the costs, and various 
aspects of accessibility and convenience. But he is reacting to traffic 
policies from a personal point of view dressed up as the interests of 
the general public as a whole. Another group of motorists interviewed 
argue somewhat differently. As we have seen, their instinct has been 
to distance themselves from the charge, either by avoiding payment 
or by continuing to do exactly what they did before the trial. A taxi 
driver in his 60s was asked on the first day of the trial if he would 
adapt to the new circumstances in any way:

No, no. My taxi is an exception, and I shan’t have to pay anything. 
And I hardly ever drive apart from my professional obligations. […] 
Our car belongs to my wife. And that car isn’t going to adapt at all. 
Wherever she needed to drive before, she will continue to drive now; 
and whenever she needs to take the car, she’ll take the car. She’s not 
going to adapt at all.

This suggests distancing, or possibly a lack of interest. The taxi driver’s 
message can be interpreted as: ‘The charge has nothing to do with us, 
and that includes my wife and her private car.’ The implication is that 
a fundamental antipathy towards charging could be expressed in ways 
that can be regarded as symbolic either by avoiding car journeys or, as 
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in this case, by insisting on continuing to make them. In either case, a 
person’s travel pattern may or may not be (slightly) affected. 

Did those who adapted change their views?
The effect of the conflict between new behaviour patterns and attitude 
towards congestion charging became clear in a short interview with 
38-year-old Knut from Kungsängen, who happened to be waiting for 
a commuter train at Stockholm’s Central Station in April, 2006. 

I’ve changed from being a rabid opponent of congestion charging 
to a rabid supporter. I think it’s been a terrific success. […] I never 
thought for one moment that congestion charging would have the 
effect it has had.

I see – what effects are you referring to?

Road traffic has decreased enormously, as far as I can see. 

When exactly did you change your mind? Has it affected you personally, so 
that you’ve changed your travelling habits?

That was during the first few weeks of the trial. Now I think twice before 
taking my car to town – or to the inner city, at least. I’ve discovered 
the advantages of taking the commuter train, public transport. […] I 
used to use my car more often in the old days than I do now. It’s not 
a financial problem as far as I’m concerned, but it’s become a matter 
of principle. Parking in the inner city could cost me 150 kronor a day 
– which means that the 20 or 30 kronor imposed by the congestion 
charge is peanuts. […] It’s more the fact that the trial has been such a 
success that’s made me try to leave the car at home. I want to do that 
so as to help affirm the positive outcome of the trial.

But why didn’t you think about that before the trial? You could have left 
the car at home then as well, if you think it’s so important not to keep 
using the car.

No. I think everybody should have the right to drive their car into 
the city centre; but as I see it, I don’t need to do so. That’s what I’ve 
become aware of in quite a different way.
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What Knut says can be interpreted with the aid of the psychological 
behavioural sequence mentioned above. He progressed step-by-step 
from activation to the establishment of a new pattern of behaviour. He 
declares that he has changed his attitude from a negative to a positive 
one with regard to congestion charging.

But Knut also indicates that he was surprised by how big the re-
duction in traffic turned out to be. It is not just a matter of assessing 
what happened and how it affected his private life. He has also allowed 
the way in which other people changed their attitude to affect his own 
attitude. This is in line with the way in which patterns of change also 
include external stimuli (such as political circumstances) that affect 
an individual’s choice. In order to achieve the aim of a better environ-
ment or less congestion, a lot of people have to change their habits. 
An individual is more likely to make a choice that is in the interests of 
most people if he believes that ‘other people are going to do the same, 
or might at least be persuaded to do the same’.63 In accordance with 
efforts to improve the environment, in a situation like this one could 
distinguish between persons who actively take initiatives off their own 
bat, and those who do not follow that path, but nevertheless passively 
accept the introduction of laws and incitements designed for the good 
of the majority.64

According to what Knut says, it is very obvious how he takes an 
initiative when a lot of other people change their mind, and what result 
ensues. He changed his mind as a result of a flood of information and 
actions on the part of other people he had come into contact with. He 
was influenced by what they thought and did, i.e. by what he thought 
made the trial a ‘success’. In turn, he too wanted to be a part of this 
and influence others by refraining from using his car and demonstra-
ting his positive attitude.

Quite a lot of those interviewed said they had become more positive 
towards the trial as a result of realising that it had turned out better than 
they had expected. Dennis from Djursholm says that he voted against 
congestion charging in September 2006, but that he was nevertheless 
more positive towards it than he had been before the trial.

The bottom line is that there is now less in the way of exhaust emis-
sions and better air quality in the inner city. […] With hindsight, when 
we’ve had time to think about it, it’s been a good thing.
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Despite her basically negative attitude, Kerstin had also found a number 
of bright spots. Such as the reduced amount of traffic on her way to 
work, despite the fact that she did not enter the charging zone.

We certainly became a bit more positive, because we discovered that we 
benefited from it. I benefited despite the fact that I didn’t pay anything. 
There wasn’t quite so much traffic on the roads I used.

The change of opinion was expressed as follows in the major evalua-
tion:

Both the general public and businessmen have gradually become more 
positive with regard to the charges and the trial as the benefits became 
noticeable and they experienced the advantages for themselves. Basi-
cally, acceptance changes are along the following lines: before people 
experience the effects for themselves, they see mainly inconvenience 
and costs, but gradually they begin to discover that there are advan-
tages and improvements for themselves in return for the charges they 
have paid. However, it is not at all clear how quickly these changes in 
attitude come about.65

The results of the knowledge and attitudes investigation show that there 
is predominantly a negative attitude among ‘those most affected’ – that 
is, among those who regularly crossed the charging cordon before the 
trial. Four out of the seven who belonged to this group in my study 
have referred to incentives to change their travelling habits. (This is true 
of Dennis, Nils, Tina and Sven, but not Karl, Björn and Måns.) These 
four interviewees have similar sociodemographic characteristics.66 They 
are all in their fifties or above, live in a detached house in a suburb, and 
are gainfully employed. They normally drove their own car to work 
in the inner city before congestion charging came into force, and they 
were negatively disposed towards it. Their household comprised two 
adults, in three of the cases also children and teenagers. Three inten-
ded to change to public transport when the trial started, but one had 
no intention of changing his travelling habits. One person did in fact 
change as planned, but the others did not.

The person who changed did so for at least three reasons. He wan-
ted to change his working hours and reduce them, he was negatively 
disposed to congestion charging, and he wanted to avoid the expense. 
One of the two persons who said they would change but did not said 
that the reason behind the intention was mainly the cost, but there 
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was also the possibility of including a walk or a cycle ride as part of 
the new travel plan; an opportunity for healthy exercise. The other one 
said that the main reason was a critical attitude towards the charge. But 
it is also clear that for both of them the time saved by using their cars 
was important, and the inconvenience of changing to public transport 
would be considerable. The interviews have also shown that a person’s 
basic attitude towards congestion charging has been of considerable 
importance for how they explained their way of adjusting their travel-
ling habits during the trial.

If it is unclear how specific attitudes and opinions affected their 
behaviour, the converse influence was rather more predictable. In the 
comprehensive evaluation of the trial it was stated that people tend 
first to see the problems, and then the possibilities as they gradually 
register their personal experiences of the reform. Broadly speaking, that 
is in line with what the interviews show. Most of the problems were 
up for discussion before the trial began, while the benefits began to be 
reported as it progressed. A contributory reason for this was that many 
of the feared teething problems of the trial, e.g. technical problems, 
did not occur, generally speaking.

However, the interviews have enabled me to link together four of 
the important aspects of the relationship between behaviour and atti-
tude. (1) how a person’s behaviour before the trial influences attitude, 
(2) how the attitude influences intentions to change, (3) how the at-
titude is linked to actual changes in behaviour, and (4) the relationship 
between intentions to change and actual change, The major attitude 
investigation dealt with the connections (1) and (4), but not (2) and 
(3). When we examine the interaction between behaviour and attitude 
in the interviewees who changed their mind about congestion char-
ging, the connection becomes a little clearer. The ‘original’ behaviour 
(commuting by car over the charging cordon) was a factor that con-
tributed to the basic negative attitude towards the trial. That attitude, 
together with the habitual travelling behaviour, in turn influenced the 
intention to change. As we have seen, people could either decide to 
stop using their cars, or to ‘carry on driving as usual’. In some cases 
we have seen how the intention really did lead to a change (e.g. going 
over to public transport). 

Delving into specific attitudes and behaviour patterns for individual 
persons indicates authentic considerations – but this approach also 
reduces to some extent the possibility of drawing generalised conclu-
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sions. Nevertheless, it illustrates what kind of mechanisms have been 
of significance for the relationship between opinion and behaviour. 
In conclusion, this is discussed in relation to how the relationship is 
dealt with in parts of the comprehensive evaluation of the outcome 
of the trial.

Changed standpoints and habits
Several themes that have been touched on above will be explored here 
in more depth. One is the fact that people adopted a clear standpoint 
regarding aspects that had nothing to do with transport matters, such 
as how the trial ought to have been handled within the framework of 
a democratic process. Another theme is continually changing one’s 
mode of transport and how this affected the way people adapted to the 
trial. Ways in which congestion charging came to be combined with 
various individual motives for changing one’s travelling habits will also 
be discussed. As will the hypothesis that many of the car commuters to 
the inner city and negatively disposed towards the trial avoided driving 
at times when the charge was in force purely as a protest. This might 
have contributed to the fact that the reduction in traffic was greater 
than had been predicted.

Demonstrating a reform – a democratic innovation?
It was hardly surprising that setting up a trial run of a proposed reform 
sparked off a very lively debate. The trial caused ideology and evalua-
tions to transform into attitudes and practical action. My interviews 
feature aspects of the Stockholm Trial that people regarded as very 
important, but were not focused upon when it was evaluated. The 
trial created experiences, as yet not exploited, that can be taken into 
account for the future political development of traffic controls, and 
other areas as well.67

No doubt reforms on trial or demonstrations arouse more multi-faceted 
reactions than proposals on paper. From the point of view of democracy, 
it can be seen as a positive thing that reactions, ideas and suggestions 
were invited from citizens, or even provoked. But as far as the Stock-
holm Trial is concerned, not many of those responsible were prepared 
for the wide range of reactions that were aroused. It is doubtful if the 
politicians and authorities involved were prepared for, or indeed even 
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able to cope with, all the different reactions. One could still raise the 
general question of the value of a full-scale demonstration of reforms. 
In what other area of politics could this be tried?

The relationship between citizens and politicians when a reform is 
carried out raises questions of political science about how the decision 
can be prepared for, and established. What changes in everyday life 
can one achieve acceptance for as a result of the reform in question? 
Standpoints on the permissible degree of political intervention touch 
on such things as the classical left-right question. A related question is 
what public monies should be used for, and who should be subsidised 
and who should be taxed. The Stockholm Trial is interesting from all 
these aspects, but as they are outside the domain of ethnology I shall 
not attempt to follow them up. But it would be interesting if some 
political scientist were to reflect on the trial as an unintentional de-
mocratic experiment.

People reacted to aspects of fairness and distribution. The politi-
cians could have noted the discussions about and calculations of the 
distribution effects in the form of accessibility and expense for various 
groups. It would have been possible to demonstrate more clearly that 
these aspects had been taken into account when it came to designing 
the permanent system of congestion charging.

Statistically, people with high incomes showed the highest willing-
ness to pay the charges. This group drove most before the trial and 
also reduced their car journeys least during it. Other groups gained 
advantages in the form of improved public transport. But when other 
permanent congestion charges were introduced, improved public 
transport was not included. Instead the decision-makers have chosen 
to earmark revenues for future road investments 

It is interesting in this context to note that local politicians in Upp-
lands-Bro, some 40 kilometres north-west of Stockholm, tried out 
something slightly different from a referendum in order to discover 
the opinions of their constituents. From 20 to 27 September 2006 
they conducted what they called a consultation. It took the form of a 
questionnaire that people could send in or fill in on the internet. In 
addition to asking voters about their stance on congestion charging 
– for or against – it asked for opinions on such matters as the current 
flat rate on public transport and what improvements residents thought 
were most important for commuter trains, buses, vehicular traffic and 
other modes of transport. The consultation showed that various me-
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asures improving road transport were popular and measures improving 
public transport even more so. 

The trial had elements of drama and provocation just as much as of 
clarity and consequences. You could say that the Stockholm Trial exem-
plified how democracy can balance between the concrete and the abst-
ract. A charging point that records and charges the passage of car drivers 
between certain times of day is a concrete expression of a democratic 
decision to regulate traffic. But various people’s experiences of whether 
or not this regulation is fair, motivated by environmental and economic 
considerations, etc. points to the more abstract sides of democracy.

Questions are seldom raised that go beyond the familiar routine of 
budgets, political decrees and interminable squabbles between central 
government and local authorities. Roads are widened, road tax is levied, 
and people get into motor vehicles and drive. It is taken for granted that 
decisions continue to be made, and that civil servants and labourers 
turn decisions into reality.

But the large-scale trial of a newly conceived regulatory traffic measure 
combined with a referendum was something unique. A hitherto untried 
instrument for directing everyday behaviour was introduced. Because 
of its unusual nature, the Stockholm Trial created a contrast with the 
way traffic policies are generally carried out and received. The unusual 
made clear what was routine and taken for granted. People felt duty 
bound, in a unique way, to adopt an attitude towards the measures, 
and to link traffic matters with questions about surveillance, citizens’ 
rights, climate politics and much more. Reactions were distinctive in 
character, and the breadth of them was impossible to predict.

The Stockholm Trial also brought about a shift in the balance between 
various different positions in the area of transport and environmental 
politics. When battle was raging over traffic measures, in connection 
with the Dennis Package for instance, it was usually the environmen-
tal lobby that felt justified in describing itself as disadvantaged, and in 
their arguments point to unsatisfactory circumstances, injustices and 
other problems associated with political decisions.68 In connection with 
the Stockholm Trial, however, it was the motoring lobby that led the 
charge against the politicians. This is reflected in the interviews. The 
opponents of congestion charging had thought about and marshalled 
their arguments more than those in favour.

It is not surprising that measures one is in sympathy with arouse less 
eagerness to become involved in the debate than those one abhors; but 
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how was it that such a relatively large number of people accepted the 
charging from the very beginning? It was a new tax, after all, election 
pledges had been broken, one’s use of one’s own car was being targe-
ted and private journeys recorded.69 One hypothesis might be that the 
strongly negative and the mildly positive reactions, taken together, show 
that traffic in Stockholm is an area in which political action and con-
crete measures are desired by the general public. The fact that many of 
those critical of the charging came up with detailed ideas for alternative 
measures suggests that this hypothesis might be correct.

What is clear is that for some people, the congestion tax became 
something more than just a system of road pricing. Highly charged 
topics such as the state versus the individual, personal freedom, mani-
pulation and Big Brother tactics were raised, which indicates that what 
people were reacting against was not merely a charge and a method 
of administering it. The intensity of these questions seemed to have 
grown less strong by the end of the trial, however. Instead, it seems 
that more interest was displayed in finding out what had happened 
to the flow of traffic and exhaust emissions. It could be that the focus 
of interest among some people had shifted somewhat towards such 
more pragmatic questions, and away from matters of principle and 
ideological arguments.

Changing travelling habits
Three types of traveller have been described above: inveterate motorists, 
public transport users, and mixers, i.e. those who used more than one 
mode of transport. The choice of mode of transport and travelling times 
was made with the aid of private rituals and other means of ensuring 
that the journeys suited everyone’s values and co-operation between 
different members of the household. 

Of particular interest is the way in which mixers plan their journeys. 
The group is heterogeneous and the alternation of mode of transport 
follows quite different patterns for quite different reasons. People like 
Lars from Långbo who consistently choose a particular mode of trans-
port for a particular type of errand are probably not as easily influenced 
in the short term as people like Elvira from Enskede, who is used to 
using different ways of travelling for the same kind of errand, such as 
commuting to her workplace. For mixers, the complexity of deciding 
how they are going to travel on a specific occasion is obvious. Some of 
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them are more or less used to deciding on a daily basis, while others have 
to make up their minds less frequently because their choice of different 
forms of transport follows a regular pattern. The statistics produced by 
the knowledge and attitude investigation show that the greatest number 
of changed travelling habits was among those who alternated between 
different modes of transport even before the trial began.

As already mentioned, there is only one example among the inter-
viewees of someone who made a major change in his travelling habits 
during the trial. In this case it is clear that the will to change was 
already present for different reasons, but congestion charging tipped 
the scales. It is not impossible that something similar applies to many 
of those who changed their travelling habits during the trial. Among 
the interviewees were several people for whom the increase in cost or 
a reluctance to pay the charge was not sufficient to make them change 
their habits for that reason alone.

Changes in travelling habits seem to be caused by attitudes in several 
different areas, and by the individual’s general life situation. In practice, 
this kind of control measure can cause people who are already thinking 
about changing their travelling habits to actually realise their plans. If 
this is in fact correct, it opens up the possibilities of introducing selective 
control measures aimed at groups who are already ripe for change.

The paradox of individual antipathy
In the social-economic predictions and evaluations, people’s attitude 
towards the trial was not an explicit factor. The congestion tax was simply 
treated as a cost for motorists. This does not mean that the importance 
of values or attitudes were not included in the models that were used. 
Values are included in the factors of time value and adjustment costs; 
in other words, what people on average are prepared to pay in order 
to save time or to avoid having to change their habits. The predictions 
produced by the models turned out to be accurate in that there really 
was a considerable reduction in traffic. Traffic into and out of the inner 
city decreased even more than predicted, however. Given the methods 
used, one can therefore ask if adjustments should be made to the va-
luation and adaptation cost factors. What the models do not take into 
account, on the other hand, is that the control measure was tested for 
a set length of time. This is a factor that might well have affected how 
people chose to adapt to it.



289

what did the trial mean for stockholmers?

It could be that attitudes affected how people adapted in a way that 
was not foreseen. For instance, could the ‘effectiveness’ of the control 
measure have increased because the people who expressed their anti-
pathy towards the charge avoided travelling at all at times when the 
charge applied? If so, paradoxically enough, these objectors actually 
contributed to the control measure’s effectiveness. If this really was one 
of the reasons for the reduction in traffic, it could be that this feeling 
might weaken over time, and hence also the effectiveness of the control 
measure might decrease.

This may be one of the reasons for traffic reductions being somewhat 
smaller since congestion charging has been reintroduced without a set 
conclusion date (and with different political overtones). In connection 
with the trial, no assessment of the attitude and changes in travelling 
habits was made, in spite of the fact that there are data about both 
attitudes towards congestion charging, and people’s accounts of how 
they travelled during the trial in the knowledge and attitude investi-
gation.

In conclusion, it can be asserted that the Stockholm Trial forced 
people to think and act in a different way when the goalposts were 
moved for their everyday travel habits. The study has shown that deci-
sions about how to travel are based on several other factors in addition 
to the congestion charge trial and the increase in public transport. In 
this way, people who found themselves in a situation in which choices 
had to be made on other grounds were affected The Stockholm Trial 
has contributed to a number of individual turning points. It is too 
soon to draw conclusions about whether the trial helped to produce a 
turning point in the real development of the debate about private cars 
versus public transport in Stockholm. What happened after the trial 
was over suggests that it did not. Generally speaking, there has been a 
return to the traffic situation before the trial began.

The trial has also changed the climate of the debate and changed 
many people’s ideological positions. It has definitely extended people’s 
ideas about possible solutions to the problems created by Stockholm’s 
traffic, and that applies both to politicians and local residents. In the 
longer term it could well have prepared the way for new initiatives in 
the region’s traffic politics, alongside the permanent and ideologically 
modified return of congestion charging.
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Notes
	 1	 Tina (not her real name) works in an office in Frihamnen, a waterside district 

where quite a lot of people work, at the eastern edge of the inner city.
	 2	 Extract from an interview with Tina. She lives just over 15 km north of the Stock-

holm city centre in Täby. Note that it is the author of this article who conducted 
most of the interviews, and his questions in the extracts from interviews are in 
italics.

	 3	 In this connection Hagman and Andréasson refer to the sociologist H. Collins.
	 4	 Hagman and Andréasson: Vägvisare mot en hållbar stad? (Pointing the way to a 

sustainable city?) (2006)
	 5	 Information concerning the traffic measurements has been published on a monthly 

basis on the Stockholm Trial official website. It can be accessed at www.stockholms
försöket.se: go to ‘Utvärdering och mätningar’ (Evaluation and measurements) and 
then ‘Månadsmätningar’ (Monthly measurements). There is also a comprehensive 
report (of monthly indicators up to and including July 2006) in pdf format: Elias-
son, Brundell et al: Analysgruppens sammanfattning (Comprehensive report of the 
analysis group) (2006).

	 6	 The analysis group’s remit was to collect, evaluate and present the results of the 
official investigations, and they describe themselves thus: ‘The analysis group com-
prises eight traffic experts with different specialisations. The group has read all the 
basic reports and then met for four whole days of seminars in order to draw the 
conclusions presented in this comprehensive evaluation of the Stockholm Trial.’ 
See also Jonas Eliasson’s paper above.

	 7	 Jonas Eliasson described these effects in his paper above.
	 8	 The study of travelling habits in connection with the Stockholm Trial is based on 

questionnaires sent through the post and replied to by the same 26 000 residents 
before and during the trial. They described their journeys made on a specific day 
in both cases.

	 9	 Gustavsson: Kunskaper om och attityder till Stockholmsförsöket (Awareness of and 
attitudes towards the Stockholm Trial) (2006).

	10	 The term ‘distribution effects’ refers to how different groups of people are affected 
by a measure taken. These groups can be divided up in various ways, e.g. by place 
of residence, age, sex, occupation or income.

	11	 Miljöavgiftskansliet (The Congestion Charging Secretariat): Fakta och resultat från 
Stockholmsförsöket (Facts and results from the Stockholm Trial) (2006).

	12	 Ibid.
	13	 Quite long interviews took place with 20 persons. Most of the interviewees were 

residents who were in the habit of travelling inside, to, from or through the inner 
city on weekdays. Three of them, however, had both homes and workplaces outside 
the inner city. I used three main questions in the interviews: How have you been 
affected by the trial? What do you think about it? What form did your travels in the 
Stockholm area take, and how have they changed, before the trial and also earlier 
in your life? I did not ask the questions in a given order as I wanted to allow the 
interviewee space to associate freely to different circumstances that had been sig-
nificant for his or her views and travelling habits. This often resulted in quite long 
descriptions and arguments, which was the intention. Precisely how the follow-up 
questions and lines of argument developed is exemplified in several quite long ex-
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tracts from the interviews quoted later in this article (see for instance the sections 
Inveterate public transport commuter and Used to ringing the changes below). 

		     The study comprises the 20 long interviews and the travel diaries for most of 
them, plus another 50 or so shorter interviews made with a variety of pedestrians 
and drivers in Stockholm. For more information see the table of fact in the section 
The Stockholm City Museum’s Ethnological Field Survey.

	14	 Solna is just to the north of Stockholm’s inner city and the charging cordon.
	15	 Lars Westberg, City of Stockholm Museum, was the interviewer.
	16	 Short interview F, election worker (Social Democrat), September 2006.
	17	 Short interview G (‘Cecilia’), June 2006. With regard to the term the outer suburbs, 

the County of Stockholm comprises the City of Stockholm and a further 25 lo-
cal authorities, most of which, apart from a handful at the extreme northern and 
southern edges of the county, are regarded as being outer suburbs of Stockholm.

	18	 Short interview A (‘Stellan’), January 2006.
	19	 Short interview B (‘Per’), January 2006.
	20	 Short interview C (‘Magdalena’), June 2006.
	21	 Metro, Stockholm edition, 22 August 2005, p. 11.
	22	 Aftonbladet, 13 October 2005, p. 13.
	23	 Nina and Nils live in Saltsjö-Boo in the eastern part of Nacka, about 15 km from 

the city centre. Södra länken is a newly-built motorway, mainly a tunnel, which 
runs east-to-west just south of the inner city. Essingeleden is a part of the Euro-
pean highway E4, and the region’s main through road running north to south. It 
passes to the west of the inner city.

	24	 Short interview E (‘Kaj’), April 2006.
	25	 Short interview D (‘Malin’), April 2006.
	26	 Södertälje is a town some 60 km south-west of Stockholm. Essingeleden is a part 

of the European highway E4, and the main north-south through road in the 
region. It runs to the west of the inner city. Västerleden refers to plans to build a 
new stretch of the E4 over Lake Mälaren some twenty to thirty kilometres west 
of Stockholm.

	27	 ‘Hanna’ lives with ‘Henrik’, who was also interviewed, in a house in Hässelby, 
about 15 km north-west of the city. Hanna was interviewed in May 2006 and 
Henrik in August the same year. Gullmarsplan is a junction for public transport 
just to the south of the inner city. Several main roads pass close by as well.

	28	 From an interview with Tina from Täby in February 2006.
	29	 Klarastrandsleden and Centralbron are trunk roads for traffic passing through the 

inner city from north to south. (The route can be seen as an alternative to the main 
through road Essingeleden, part of the European highway E4, which runs just to 
the west of the inner city.) Södra länken is a newly built motorway, most of it a 
tunnel, which runs east to west just to the south of the inner city. Essingeleden 
is a part of the European highway E4 and the region’s main trunk road running 
north to south. It passes to the west of the inner city.

	30	 TRANSEK: Försök med miljöavgifter i Stockholm (trials based on environmental 
charges in Stockholm) (2003).

	31	 Djursholm is just over ten kilometres north-east of the inner city.
	32	 ‘Knut’ will also feature in the section Did those who adapted to the circumstances 

change their opinions? Kungsängen is just under 30 km north-west of the city of 
Stockholm.
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	33	 Gustavsson (2006)
	34	 Pröysen: Killingen som kunde räkna till tio (The goat that could count up to ten) 

(2006)
	35	 Interview with Hanna, Hässelby.
	36	 Short interview G (‘Cecilia’), June 2006.
	37	 Paying the charges manually meant more work for the driver concerned, but also 

for the administration of the trial.
	38	 Residents of Lidingö will still need to have transponders, however, because of the 

so-called Lidingö Rule, which means that such persons are excused the charge if 
they pass through the charging zone to or from Lidingö within 30 minutes.

	39	 Hagman and Andréasson (2006).
	40	 Latour: ‘Teknik är samhället som gjorts hållbart’ (Technology is society that has 

been made sustainable) (1998).
	41	 See: Biel: ‘Väljer människor att agera miljövänligt?’ (Will people choose to behave 

in a more environmentally friendly manner?) (1999).
	42	 Gustavsson (2006).
	43	 Several households kept a travel diary and were interviewed in November 2005. 

But most interviewees did not start keeping a travel diary until December, and 
the interviews took place during the first six months of 2006 when the charges 
applied. They were also asked to keep a diary for one day during the trial, and 
one day after it: 75 per cent complied. These records illuminate actual travelling 
habits and any changes made in them. During the interviews, questions were 
asked based upon their diary entries. The interviewees explained why and how 
they chose to travel, how they chose times, modes of transport and so on. This 
often led to descriptions of current everyday life and circumstances, as well as 
travelling habits earlier in their lives.

	44	 The district of Saltsjö-Boo where Nina and Nils live is about fifteen kilometres east 
of the inner city. Södersjukhuset is one of the biggest of the Stockholm hospitals, 
and is situated in the southern part of the inner city.

	45	 Interview with ‘Nils and Nina’, November 2005. Slussen is a transport hub in the 
inner city for public transport coming from the east. Södersjukhuset is near the 
southernmost edge of the inner city, barely 4 km from Slussen.

	46	 Södra länken is a motorway, running mainly through tunnels, in an east-to-west 
direction just to the south of the inner city.

	47	 Extract from the interview with Tina from Täby, February 2006.
	48	 Hanna lives with Henrik, who was also interviewed, in a house in Hässelby, some 

15 km north-west of the city centre.
	49	 From the interview with Hanna from Hässelby in May 2006.
	50	 Hanna got into the habit of normally going to work on the underground and 

only occasionally taking the car at the end of the 1990s when she took a job in the 
city centre and no longer had a company car. Before then, she used to commute 
by car to her previous job in Gullmarsplan. All this is according to the interview 
with Hanna in May 2006.

	51	 Täby Kyrkby is about 25 km north of Stockholm, and comprises mainly individual 
houses rather than blocks of flats.

	52	 Sundbyberg is about 10 km north-west of central Stockholm.
	53	 Danderyd hospital is rather less than 10 km north-east of central Stockholm. 

Central station is the main hub for all underground and surface trains.
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	54	 Sockenplan is Elvira’s nearest underground station in Enskede. Riddarhuset is in 
the very centre of the inner city.

	55	 On May 1 2006 the cost of public transport was reduced significantly for pas-
sengers who crossed several zones and paid in cash or bought a book of prepaid 
tickets. This reduction in the charge was not officially a part of the trial, but in 
practice it played a role, of course. Nevertheless, not much attention was paid to 
it in the debate and in the evaluation of the trial.

	56	 The Roslagabana is a local railway with three branches running between the Östra 
station in Stockholm and destinations to the north-east of the city, including 
Djursholm, Täby Kyrkby and Åkersberga in Roslagen.

	57	 Drottningholm is a palace with extensive grounds rather more than ten kilometres 
north-west of the city.

	58	 Klarastrandsleden and Centralbron bridge are the main through routes for motor 
vehicles going straight through the inner city from north to south.

	59	 Mörby Centrum is the terminus on the red line of the Stockholm underground. 
The station before that, Danderyd Hospital, is also a hub for buses heading north. 
A station on the Roslagsbana is only 400 metres away. 

	60	 This is true of the following four interviewees: Helena does not own a car, and 
either cycles or uses public transport. Rita does not drive. Her husband has a car. 
She uses public transport but travels with her husband and son in the car as far 
as the bus stop. Bernhard does not have a car of his own, but sometimes uses a 
company car to get to and from work. For the rest of the time he uses public 
transport. Sune does not own a car, but is a professional driver and drives every day 
as part of his work; otherwise, he uses public transport or rides his motorbike.

	61	 Norra Djurgården is a district made up of parks and recreation areas in the east-
ernmost part of the inner city.

	62	 It seems that Måns is referring to variable and fixed motoring costs together, which 
he does not do in the previous quotation, i.e. when he argues that congestion 
charging is marginal, he chooses to compare it with the higher cost of motor-
ing. But when he talks about it being more expensive to use public transport, he 
compares it with the lower motoring cost, i.e. petrol.

	63	 Åkerman, Dreborg et al.: Destination framtiden (Destination the future) (2000), 
p. 4.

	64	 Ibid.
	65	 Miljöavgiftskansliet (Congestion Charge Secretariat) (2006), pp. 16–17.
	66	 Karl in Täby Kyrkby, Tina in Täby, Nils in Saltsjö-Boo and Dennis in Djur-

sholm.
	67	 In addition to these questions, researchers, opinion formers and politicians need 

to ask: what is a legitimate decision-making process? This is a question that tran-
scends mere politics. Should there be limits set for parliamentary compromise? 
Should politicians continue to promise not to promise things that they are un-
able to deliver when they find themselves in a coalition, and in the no man’s land 
between national and local politics?

	68	 The Dennis Package was a broad-based political arrangement concerning traffic 
in and around Stockholm at the beginning of the 1990s. The basis of the arrange-
ment was drawn up by a committee chaired by Bengt Dennis, hence the name. 
It contained proposals for a whole series of measures, including the creation of a 
new ring road around Stockholm. The Dennis package also contained a plan for 
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how income from road tolls should be levied and used. The arguments over the 
Dennis package led to large parts of it being scrapped or put on ice.

	69	 It seems that only when there is a comprehensive collective system (public trans-
port) alongside the private one (car driving) that people can develop the ideolo-
gies and practices required in a democracy to create sufficient public support for 
restrictions affecting the private/individual system. One of those to put forward 
this thesis was Lars Hultkrantz at a seminar on congestion charging in January 
2006. Hultkrantz was also a member of the Congestion Charge Secretariat’s so-
called analysis group – see the footnote above.
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of the Environmental Charge Secretariat) Commissioned by the City of Stockholm 
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Åsa Romson: Stockholms stadshus fyra veckor hösten 2002. En historia om trängselavgifter 
och pedagogiken, psykologin och matematiken i kommunala förhandlingar (Four weeks 
in Stockholm City Hall in the autumn of 2002. An account of congestion charges 
and the pedagogy, psychology and mathematics in municipal negotiations).

Winslott Hiselius, Lena et al. Changes in public attitudes, opinions, and media related 
to the Stockholm congestion trial.

Överenskommelse mellan Stockholms stad och Vägverket den 21 juni 2004, (Agreement 
between the City of Stockholm and the Swedish Road Administration, 21 June 
2004) signed by Director General Ingemar Skogö and Stockholm Chief Executive 
Officer Bosse Sundling.

Oral sources, interviews
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Romson, Åsa; member of the Stockholm City Council (Green), member of the poli-
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Rudin, Tomas; secretary in the Stockholm Regional Office of the Social Democratic 
Party, 04.04.07, 13.11.07t (KI).
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