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Introduction
The low-carbon place – how on earth can you give such a title to a project? Well, our initial idea 
was never to publish the project name. Instead we wanted our climate efforts and raising the bar 
when it comes to ambition to speak for themselves. However, both the project and our climate 
efforts had to make an impression and although we’re still not too keen on the name of the project, 
we’re pleased to be able to share with you everything we’ve learnt in the project.

In recent years, we’ve become increasingly aware that our lifestyles are contributing to global warm-
ing, which is already having major consequences for people in other parts of the world. In time, 
global warming will also have an impact on how we lead our lives here in Sweden. To stop climate 
change, we need to change our lifestyles immediately. 

Municipalities are important players who can facilitate such change. And this is what we’ve been 
working on during the three years of the project – developing tools to inspire others to make 
choices and lead lifestyles that are climate-smart. 

We’ve faced both praise and criticism. The purpose has been to test new approaches and pave 
the way for a municipality that addresses the consumption aspect of our climate impact. As every-
one knows, sometimes you need to make a stand and go outside of your comfort zone in order to 
break new ground – and that’s what we’ve done. 

In this report, we’ve summarised our work in the project and are sharing our experiences and 
highlights. 

We have:

          developed unique new knowledge on Umeå’s climate impact

          communicated positively and not always maintained our  
          municipal appearance 

          innovatively facilitated climate-smart choices for  
          residents and businesses
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Our starting point 
In recent years, we’ve become increasingly aware that our lifestyles are contributing to global 
warming, which is already having major consequences for people in other parts of the world. In 
time, global warming will also have an impact on how we lead our lives here in Sweden. To stop 
climate change we need to change our lifestyles immediately. 

For many years, Umeå municipality has worked to inspire its residents to choose sustainable 
travel and transport. In recent years, the awareness of our impact on the climate increasingly 
relates to how we travel. Our whole lifestyle impacts the global climate – what we eat, how 
much energy we use and how we shop. Consequently, we wanted to take a holistic approach 
to our lifestyles and look at how we can step up our efforts to inspire others to make more sus-
tainable and climate-smart choices. 

To do this, we needed to develop new knowledge, exchange our thoughts, develop new ideas 
and put ourselves to the test. 

We are the facilitators
Municipalities are important players who can facilitate more sustainable lifestyles. We also 
need to be the role model who lead by exemple. 

During the three years of the project, we’ve worked to inspire citizens to make choices and lead 
lifestyles that are climate-smart. The purpose has been to test new approaches and pave the way 
for a municipality that addresses the consumption aspect of its climate impact. 

With the project, we wanted to raise the level of ambition of the municipality’s climate efforts, 
break new ground and try new ways of working. Instead of focusing on one area or cause of cli-
mate impact, we wanted to take a holistic approach to our lifestyles and how different elements 
of life and municipal operations can facilitate more sustainable habits. 

As a municipality, we are a facilitator for various sustainable behaviours, from snow clearance 
and public transport to libraries, school meals and waste collection. In the end, it’s down to the 
choices and actions of the individual in having a lesser or greater impact on our planet, our start-
ing point has been to explore how we can lay the foundations for reducing such an impact. 

What we wanted to achieve

The objectives of the project have been to:

 ͧ make new data available on the local carbon footprint;

 ͧ develop methods and tools to visualise statistics;

 ͧ develop a public-sector toolbox; and

 ͧ collaborate and share knowledge.
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Going car-free!
Ten families were given help in taking the step to go car-free for three months. Several of them 
have now sold their cars! In addition, their car-free lives have established new behaviours and 
knock-on effects:

• Fewer impulse purchases and small shopping trips

• Fewer visits to shopping centres and DIY warehouses

• Errands combined and completed in the same trip

• Less need to travel, even by bike or bus

• Better planning and less stress

• Increased climate focus, including reduced meat consumption and increased recycling

One conclusion drawn is that many people want to try a car-free life but need help making that 
step. Three months is enough time to give going car-free a real shot, ideally with support during 
this time. Regular interviews resulted in ongoing contact, which helped to keep the families mo-
tivated. Several families said they found it easier to go car-free than they initially expected. 

An electric bike, ideally with a bike trailer, is a valuable alternative for occasions where a car 
would otherwise be indispensable, such as for large shopping trips, DIY purchases or some 
longer trips to places not served by buses. 

The test itself has had knock-on effects. During the test period the participants spoke with 
their friends, relatives and colleagues about the life choices made in respect of cars, the health 
benefits of cycling and the financial aspects of not using a car.

The families kept a diary and were interviewed by the Umeå School of Business, Economics 
and Statistics. We have summarised the results in a report and video, which you can find here 
www.umea.se/bilfri.

Bilpool

“I don’t think about  
it much any more.  
This is just the new  

normal now.”

- Mum of two 
teenagers

“You lose some time,  
as some things take longer to 
do. But on the other hand, I 

think I’ve saved time because I 
approach my errands  

differently.”

- A woman who used her car  
almost every day

What they got:

 ͧ Borrow an electric bikel

 ͧ Bus pass for the whole family

 ͧ Access to an electric cargo bike pool with U-bike

 ͧ Discounted carpool access
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More energy in the schedule
A sixth-grade class at the Sjöfruskolan school in Umeå tried out an education package on energy 
which encompassed several of the school’s subjects, including sciences, humanities, maths, art 
and physical training. 

Some examples of the activities in the education package: 

How do we get more energy in the school? Our conclusions:

 ▢ Offer a wide range of activities. 

 ▢ Integrate energy and energy-saving into several subjects at the same time.

 ▢ Ensure that the initiative is in accordance with curriculum for “Learning for sustainable de-
velopment”.

 ▢ Use energy tours and study visits to anchor the initiative.

 ▢ Minimise additional strain on teachers.

 ▢ Give pupils the opportunity to speak to those who make the decisions at the school or in the 
municipality.

Find out more at www.umea.se/energiiskolan

Energy tour at 
the school

Education materials 
and teacher guidance 

from the Swedish 
Society for Nature 

Conservation 

Energy  
measurements 

in the classroom

Study visit to a 
heating plant and 
water and waste 

facilities

Cross-disciplinary 
schoolwork on 

new ways of  
producing energy

Report to the 
municipality’s 

technical  
committee
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Spurring on restaurants in their sustainability 
efforts 
How can the municipality promote climate-smart solutions in restaurants and catering facilities? 
The low-carbon place  initiated the Sustainable Restaurants network in Umeå. The network offers 
training for restaurants in various aspects of sustainability, while participants inspire one another and 
build up shared knowledge about a sustainable restaurant industry. The topics have been:

• Sustainable food

• Economy and energy

• Environment and climate

• Moral and social conditions

• Communication

Through education, advice and networking, the restaurants gain practical tools for developing their 
businesses in a sustainable direction. The restaurants also receive tips and support in how they can 
inform their guests about their sustainability efforts. Education has been integrated into the meet-
ings with an emphasis on networking and the sharing of experience. In addition, the restaurants 
receive individualised current-status analyses and advice to enable them to implement relevant ac-
tivities that take their sustainability efforts forwards.

The reactions from the participating restaurants have been very positive. There is a marked willing-
ness to share their tips and what they have learnt with others. Despite the participants coming from 
both smaller gourmet restaurants and municipal catering, they’ve always found something to learn 
from one another. We’ve tested a network for restaurants and believe that this approach can work for 
other sectors as well, such as local food producers, retailers and grocery stores.

Checklist

 ▢ Ensure that the network and its content are relevant to the sector you want to change.

 ▢ Who can co-ordinate and structure the network? It doesn’t run on its own.

 ▢ Create a shared objective for a more sustainable sector.

 ▢ Make sure that you promote a climate where the members feel comfortable  
share with one another.

 ▢ Create clear expectations of the members’ involvement in the network,  
such as a letter of intent.

Want to read more and watch a video about our networking initiative?  
Visit www.umea.se/hallbararestauranger

School kitchen

“When you become 
aware of your unsus-
tainable behaviours, 
you become more 

conscious and try to 
change them.” 

Bistro

“We’re  
colleagues,  

not competitors.”
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How to make a co-operative housing  
association a driver of change 
Sustainability in the home can be so much more than just electricity and heating. How you 
live shapes your ability to lead a sustainable lifestyle. For this reason, we wanted to test 
whether a property owner or co-operative housing association could provide housing that is 
climate-smart and attractive while also saving money. Together with the municipality’s energy 
and climate advisors, we invited people to a series of seminars on the topic of how housing 
associations can support climate-smart lifestyles. 

We offered Umeå’s co-operative housing associations a range of inspiration, including:

• bike storage that is protected and adapted for bikes with load carriers

• sharing services, from screwdrivers to car pools

• charging points and charging stations for e-cars

• nudging for reuse and recycling

• self-sufficient energy production by solar panels

• energy efficiency and heating

Many of the participants took part on several occasions and the seminars increasingly took on 
the form of a network where people shared their experience, sought more information and 
spurred each other on.

Put together your own package based on our experience:

 ▢ Ask what the association needs.

 ▢ Gather different skills from within the municipality and beyond.

 ▢ Provide specific examples of potential solutions.

 ▢ Take advantage of the fact that finances are an important driving force.

 ▢ Offer engaging topics, such as waste rooms and saving energy.

 ▢ Offer in-depth information and enhanced support.

 ▢ Give the associations the opportunity to share their experience.

 ▢ Find the people who are passionate about sustainability.

Find out more and watch the video at www.umea.se/bohallbart.

BikeP



How we calculated the climate impact of 
Umeå’s residents 

The consumption perspective is becoming increasingly important.
Umeå is one of the first municipalities in Sweden to explore and calculate the climate impact of con-
sumption of it’s residents. The results provide a local carbon footprint as well as valuable knowledge 
for politicians and civil servants in their efforts to support residents in making sustainable choices in 
their day-to-day lives.

Here’s what we did:
 

We sent a survey to 4,004 of Umeå’s residents asking them about their con-
sumption habits. The questions were based on the IVL Swedish Environmen-
tal Research Institute’s climate account. 

The Stockholm Environment Institute calculated the climate impact based 
on 1,475 survey responses on consumption which were supplemented with 
national statistics. 

An Excel-based calculation tool enabled us to filter the results based on de-
mographic factors, such as gender or income. 

The report and its analysis highlighted key findings where a change in con-
sumption habits could reduce emissions substantially.  

To make the figures from the report and tool available to a wider audience, 
Klimatorentering.se was created and launched with “The Uåååh song”, 
composed of the noises made when expressing climate anxiety. The website 
seeks to inspire others to take action by conveying the feeling that together, 
we can all make a difference. 

Survey

Climate calculation

Tool

Report

Visualisation

Key findings
The report produced by the Stockholm Environment Institute identifies a number of 
focus areas with a substantial climate impact where a rapid reduction in emissions is 
possible:

• reduction in air travel and car use

• reduction in meat and dairy consumption and a reduction in food waste

• reduction in domestic energy consumption

• reduction in consumption and increase in the reuse of furniture and clothing

Find out more and watch the videos and presentations at www.umea.se/konsumtionsvanor. 
Please also visit www.klimatorientering.se.
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The climate impact of Umeå’s residents

11.5 tonnes  
of CO₂ emissions  

per person, 
per year

Private investment
21%

Food
17%

Transport 32%

Housing
6%

Clothes & 
gadgets

9%Other
2%

Public consumption 
& investment

13%
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Challenging travel habits by trying new 
means of transport
How do you get men to travel like women? And how do you encourage those living outside 
urban areas to travel more sustainably? We’ve explored both of these issues in a test traveller 
project that takes a holistic approach to sustainable means of transport.

Women travel more sustainably than men, and outside of urban areas the dependency on cars 
is greater as there are fewer sustainable alternatives. Our way forwards was to ask the target 
groups how they want to travel and then offer several different solutions.

In order to solve identfied challanges we gathered enthusiast and focus groups and offered 
them to create a wide range of sustainable travel options. Overall, participants in the activity 
became very engaged and came up with many of their own suggestions. This resulted in test 
groups with electric bikes, public transport and car-sharing. A couple of the focus groups asked 
for a competition, so a competition was organised. 

The key here is tailored activities without pointing fingers. Listening to the participants and 
their needs, yields better results. 

What we’ve learnt
• Several test groups running simultaneously requires more time in terms of planning, im-

plementation and evaluation compared with test group projects that are more limited to a 
single mode of transport or target group. 

• The packaging of the various activities also requires a well-thought-out communication 
strategy. 

• Establishing good contacts with passionate people is an important prerequisite for dissemi-
nating information and anchoring the initiative.

• The focus groups offers valuable awareness of needs and conditions, and shows that we’re 
listening to the intended users and adapting the solutions for them.

Find out more at  www.umea.se/testresenar.



#brytupp
umea.se/brytupp 

Upptäck friheten i vardagen på  cykel, du också. 
Att bryta upp från gamla resvanor har aldrig varit enklare.
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Sustainable means of transport in practice
“Environmentally friendly and really easy to use”, “Nice of the city to offer this service”. These are just 
two examples of the responses we got when we asked our members what is the best about U-bike.

“I’ve sold my car and use U-bike instead. It replaces everything I used the car for – big shopping trips, 
longer journeys, moving heavy things. And it’s so cheap! I love U-bike,” is another example.

We’ve established the hub Cykelstället and launched the electric cargo bike pool called U-bike to 
demonstrate that our investments in sustainable means of transport are genuine, not just empty words. 
U-bike enables Umeå’s residents to rent an electric cargo bike from one of two garages – one at the uni-
versity and one at Cykelstället.

Cykelstället is a central hub for cyclists, where they can rent a parking in a locked and heated garage, 
pump their tyres, wash their bike, rent an electric cargo bike or just take a break. 

The investment in Cykelstället has been debated, not least because of the construction costs. How-
ever, there is no doubt that the timing of the project is spot on since it has attracted attention both 
around Sweden and internationally. Cykelstället is perceived by its users as a safe and secure place. 

The project The low-carbon place has launched, promoted and developed both Cykelstället and 
U-bike as a complement to day-to-day activities.

The investments have far surpassed its objectives. Now that the project is ending, U-bike has reached 
the maximum number of members possible, and the number of available parking spaces in Cykelstäl-
let’s locked garage is decreasing.

Find out more about what we’ve done to support sustainable travel and watch the video on Cykelstäl-
let at www.umea.se/hallbararesor.

“I’ve sold my car and  
use U-bike instead.  

It replaces everything I used the car 
for - big shopping trips, longer  
journeys, moving heavy things.  

And it’s so cheap!  
I love U-bike.”

CYKELGARAGE

U-BIKE
U-BIKEU-BIKE

CYKELSERVICESTATION
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A platform for knowledge development
Developing new knowledge together requires people to come together in an environment 
where they can exchange ideas and take time to reflect, as well as listen, discuss and ask ques-
tions. This has been central for The low-carbon place, since it is a collaborative project be-
tween Umeå Municipality and Umeå University.

How we built our competence platform
A co-ordinator from Umeå University acted as the link between Umeå Municipality and the 
university. The co-ordinator set up meetings, establish contacts and ensured that collabora-
tions could grow. These collaborations became increasingly self-sufficient as the project pro-
gressed.

The competence platform has been an integral part of the project’s other activities. By creating 
opportunities – that is to say spaces and occasions for dialogue and discussions, where stake-
holders can interact regardless of their profession, sector, municipal department or university 
institution, be they researchers or civil servants, in the public or private sector – we have built 
skills and produced knowledge. 

What we’ve done
Within the project we arranged workshops, information meetings, climate breakfasts and pan-
el discussions. We’ve tested various methods and formats for the meetings including post-it 
notes, flipcharts, digital tools, coloured pens, cheerful workshop leaders, and boring lecturers. 
Yes, we probably tried everything. 

Each year we held a national conference, often with international elements, in collaboration 
with other stakeholders.

In a way, the competence platform also served as a testbed. A testbed for methods of meet-
ings, the joint development of skills, challenging ourselves and others and not least for discov-
ering and testing the issues that we uncovered within The low-carbon place.

Workshops
Climate breakfasts

Conferences

Meeting places

Sowing the seeds

Cultivating ideas

Co-operation

Increasing knowledge

Business models

Tools and  
working methods

Research

Innovation
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A summary of the project

Have we achieved the objectives of the project?
Yes, we’ve definitely achieved the project’s objectives. That said, it’s not always pos-
sible to measure the impact of the project in terms of kilowatt hours or tonnes of car-
bon dioxide. We have achieved what the project set out to do.  

We have:

 ͧ developed unique new knowledge of Umeå’s climate impact

 ͧ communicated positively and not always maintained our municipal appearance

 ͧ innovatively facilitated climate-smart choices for residents and businesses

Changing behaviours, increasing knowledge and moved positions are all difficult to measure in 
numbers, but in summarising the project we can conclude that in accordance with our objec-
tives we have:  

• developed new data and made it available 

• developed a public-sector toolbox 

• tested low-carbon solutions for sustainable means of transport, housing and consumption

• made impact on our target groups and built up knowledge about sustainable travel, housing, 
and consumption patterns, with awareness of the difference between the consumption pat-
terns of men and women and how these have an impact on the climate

Knowledge, communication and creative methods have permeated the entire project.

Knowledge
We have developed new knowledge, from both local and national perspectives. By trying out new 
methods of travel surveys, we gained insight into how travel for example changes with the weath-
er. We have developed new ways of gaining more knowledge about Umeå residents’ consumption 
patterns and how these affect the climate, which has attracted interest all around Sweden. 

Through the conferences we hosted, where pressing issues were raised, and where we spoke 
about our work, we provided meetings of both national and international importance. We 
spread knowledge and created a forum for cultivating ideas. In addition, we provided specific 
target groups with the opportunity to increase their knowledge and offered a series of public 
climate breakfasts. 

Communication
Nudging, gamification and service design – we have tried lots of different ways of changing 
behaviours. Some suited us, others didn’t. Some had a big impact, others less so. We sent text 
messages to new citizens. We interviewed, spoke with and conducted user tests with passers-by 
in the square. We handed out magazines, bike lights and bananas. We’ve been on TV, in the pa-
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pers and on radio. We had big campaigns and small ads on social media. Regardless of the chan-
nel or format, the conclusion is that we have to be seen and heard where our target groups are 
and on their terms. 

Creative methods
Developing new methods requires us to step off the well-trodden paths and try new things. 
Sometimes we used established ways of working, and sometimes we ventures into completely 
uncharted waters. During the journey, we gained insight that made us reconsider some ideas 
and try things that didn’t turn out as we’d hoped. But we also developed methods and ways of 
working that have not only become successful but attracted interest right across Sweden and 
which have sometimes been copied by others. 

In this publication we’ve talked about our most successful examples, which we hope will contin-
ue in the municipality’s day-to-day activities or sow the seed for processes and new ideas that 
can be tried out in subsequent projects or by other municipalities. 

Lessons we’ve learnt
Our journey to the low-carbon place has at times been seamless, and at times full 
of obstacles. Either way, we’ve learnt a lot that we’ll take with us and which we’re 
happy to share:

1. A communicative project needs developed target-group thinking
Success hinges on thinking through what you want to achieve, who the recipient is, and what the 
target group needs and wants for each and every sub-activity. For co-operative housing associa-
tions, money talks louder than sustainability. Children are effective messengers, but how can we 
support the work of their teachers? Women are generally more interested in the environment 
than men, while men have, on average, more challenges when it comes to sustainability. A car-
free life requires a variaty of different solutions, not just buses or bikes. There are lots of different 
methods to help the project team maintain the user perspective throughout the process. Make 
sure you use them!

2. Changing norms is difficult and takes time 
A key insight we gained through the project is the importance of social norms for long-term sus-
tainable habits and behaviours. Norms are slow to change, but we’re convinced that those who 
took part in our activities are, in various ways, contributing to this shift in norms through their 
newly found habits, knowledge and attitudes to the climate.

Personal norms and habits change gradually when people take a first step towards something 
new, which eventually becomes a habit. This is true for both municipal activities and personal 
choices. Climate-smart choices often start with a single step that feels easy, but which is often 
followed by other sustainable steps, such as what we eat, how much we buy or what we do on 
our holiday. And this is why it’s good to adopt a holistic approach to sustainable lifestyles. 
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3. People are motivated by meeting others who are in the same boat
Facilitating meetings with others who also want to act, establishes the sense that we can bring 
about change together. The car-free families started their journey together, which reinforced 
the fact that there were others challenging themselves at the same time. Both small gourmet 
restaurants and large school kitchens serving thousands of meals came together and learnt 
from each other. Co-operative housing associations discussed shared challenges and exchanged 
ideas. The site Klimatorentering.se has also been founded on the idea of demonstrating the 
changes we can achieve together as residents of a municipality.

4. Start with the ripe fruit 
Capture those who are receptive to change. They can act as role models and frontrunners for 
those who are yet to reach this point. We tried to capture those who were interested in leading 
a car-free life instead of encouraging those devoted to their cars to take the bus. Sometimes 
we started collaborations before finding out that the time wasn’t right yet and so we backed 
down. Some restaurants were part of the network from the start, while others followed later, 
which inspired those who weren’t part of the network, showing them that it is possible for 
them to make changes as well. So start with those who are open to change and the others will 
follow later.

5. Creating talking points takes things a step further
Campaigns that attract attention and extreme challenges give rise to discussion in the media, at 
coffee breaks at work and around the dinner table with friends. It makes people think and es-
tablishes a sense that there are many of us who want to make the journey to the low-carbon 
place. To raise awareness, sometimes we need to step outside the notion of how a public or-
ganisation should act and communicate. Sometimes we have to dare to try new things and be 
prepared to take criticism.

Recipe for The low-carbon place

 ▢ Start with a generous splash of headaches.

 ▢ Crack some hard nuts and roast them.

 ▢ Sprinkle with meetings and occasions for coffee.

 ▢ Simmer researchers’ knowledge together with practitioners’ thoughts. 

 ▢ Chop hard-to-digest parts into manageable pieces.

 ▢ A scoop of courage.

 ▢ Garnish with some unexpected flavours that wake you up.

 ▢ Serve everything nicely together in a way that attracts interest.

!
?

+
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We would like to thank all our partners, participants, and everyone we met on the journey 
towards a low-carbon place. The train is at the platform, so welcome aboard!
We would like to extend our special thanks to the project financiers, the European Regional 
Development Fund, Umeå Municipality, Umeå University, Region Västerbotten, Upab and 
Umeå Energi.

Want more information about our work? Get in touch! 

Visit our website: www.umea.se/co2platsen
Watch our videos with subtitles!

Contacts:
Anna Gemzell, Project Manager
+46 (0)90 16 16 96
anna.gemzell@umea.se

Jennie Vennberg, Communications Officer
+46 (0)90 16 66 72



 


