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Preservation of Agricultural Land as an Issue of Societal
Importance
Elin Slätmo
Based on concerns about food security and food sovereignty, it is appropriate to scrutinise societal
measures for protecting agricultural land from conversion to other uses. Changes from agricultural to
urban land use are particularly problematic, as they are largely irreversible. By analysing relevant Swedish
policy, the present study investigated how the protection of agricultural land is framed as an issue
of societal importance. Protection of agricultural land is enshrined in Swedish law, but its use is still
continually changing to housing and other constructions. In a structured policy analysis, two questions
were examined: (1) what are the societal motives for protecting agricultural land in Sweden, and (2) how
do these motives influence the governance of agricultural land? The meaning of ‘national importance’,
‘suitable for cultivation’ and ‘significant national interests’ in Swedish land-use law was also analysed.
The results showed that formulations in the law reflect the ambivalent discourses on agricultural land
preservation and that the Swedish authorities view other land uses as more important than agriculture.
The Swedish governance system is currently built on trust that municipal institutions will make
satisfactory decisions concerning land and water use. However, it has been shown that these decisions have
not been satisfactory concerning the protection of agricultural land, and it is important to acknowledge
that the sum of local decisions can be degrading for these life-supporting resources. The present analysis
revealed a looming conflict between the preservation of soils for food production, on one hand, and local
participation in decision making, on the other. This raises the question of whether it is more important
to defend subsidiarity or to preserve certain resources which are important for food security, such as
agricultural land.
Keywords: Agricultural land; Food security; Food sovereignty; Governance; Policy analysis

Introduction

Studying the Competition for Cultivated Land by
Analysing National Legislation

The competition for cultivated land is increasing, since
it is used not only for food production but also for
production of fibre and bioenergy as well as for buildings
and roads (Barr 2003; Overbeek 2009; UNEP 2014).
Using arable land for other uses can affect national and
international food security as well as access by individuals
to food and the possibility of remaining on their land in
this and future generations (e.g., food sovereignty) (FAO
2009; Patel 2009). Based on concerns about food security
and food sovereignty, it is appropriate to scrutinise the
societal measures for protecting agricultural land from
conversion to other uses. Changes from agriculture to
urban land uses are particularly problematic, as they are
viewed as irreversible (Amundson et al. 2015; Seto et al.
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2011; Skog & Steinnes 2016). In the political rhetoric
of the European Union (EU), this is currently called ‘soil
sealing’ (i.e., soils that are permanently covered with
asphalt or concrete) (European Commission 2012, 2013).
FAO-initiated studies have found that the global
arable land area per capita is decreasing (e.g., from
0.45 hectares per capita in 1960 to 0.25 hectares in
2000). Estimates for the year 2050 indicate that only
0.19 hectares of land per capita will be available for
agriculture by that time (FAO 2015: 230). Assessments
of the situation in Europe show that, between 1990 and
2000, at least 275 hectares of soil were lost per day in
the EU (Prokop, Jobstmann & Schönbauer 2011). These
changes amount to 1,000 km² per year, with half of this
soil being sealed by layers of concrete and asphalt. What
makes up the other half of the 1000 km² is not explicitly
analysed in that report, but it includes, for instance,
soils changed for recreational purposes, such as lawns
and parks. Although the trend in the EU has been cut
back (e.g., to approximately 252 hectares lost per day in
2006), Prokop, Jobstmann & Schönbauer (2011) point
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out that the rate of land conversion to urban uses is still
worrying. Furthermore, in the global forum, the issue of
soils and soil protection has been acknowledged by the
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
(FAO), which designated 2015 as the ‘year of soils’. That
initiative focused on mapping and investigations of the
status and trends in global soils and their governance. It
concluded that, for instance, there is a need for regional
and national assessments and initatives for sustainable
soil management (FAO 2015).
Using the case of Swedish legislation as a focal point,
the present study examined how the protection of soils is
framed as an issue of societal importance. More specifically,
an analysis of the paragraph of the relevant law that aims
to protect agricultural land was conducted to expose the
motives behind the regulatory measures it prescribes. The
analysis drew on lessons learned in the multidisciplinary
field of political ecology. The fundamental finding in
political ecology applied here is the need for attention
to issues of distribution of responsibility and power
between different actors concerning governance of land
and resources (Lawhon & Murphy 2012; Robbins 2012).
The relevant law and regulations were analysed on the
basis that these tools of governance are expressions
representing state actors’ perspectives, in this case on
agricultural land and soils. How the paragraphs of the law
are formulated, both in terms of wording and intention,
can have effects on practical activities, as they form the
societal space within which public and private actors
can manoeuvre without risking sanctions from the state
authority. As such, the study sought to improve the current
understanding of governance of soils for agricultural
production.
‘No net land take’ and protection of soils in the EU

In the European context, several studies have reported
on how EU policy affects agriculture and land use, for
instance, through the implementation of European
agro-environmental schemes (de Snoo et al. 2013) and
amenities in rural policies (Penker 2005; Pinto-Correia,
Gustavsson & Pirnat 2006). Rather less attention has
been devoted to investigating attempts at preservation of
agricultural land in current policies in the Global North.
However, Trauger (2015) explores cases in such places as
the United Kingdom (UK), Norway and Canada.
At the EU level, there have been initiatives to implement
directives on the protection of agricultural land during
the past decade or so (e.g., in terms of a soil protection
policy). A directive proposal was put forward in 2006, but
as the member states could not agree, this proposal was
withdrawn in 2014. Failure to adopt the directive has been
attributed to concerns about subsidiarity, with some of the
member states refusing to agree to the issue being dealt
with on the supranational level and claiming that the issue
of agricultural land and land protection is state politics
(cf. FAO 2015: 232). However, since 2013, protection of
soils is included in the Seventh Environmental Action
Plan for the EU. This plan states that, by 2020, land in
the EU should be managed sustainably, and soil should
be adequately protected (European Commission 2013).

In particular, action point no. 23 highlights the issue of
so-called soil sealing:
Every year more than 1000 km2 of land are taken
for housing, industry, transport or recreational
purposes. Such long-term changes are difficult
or costly to reverse, and nearly always involve
trade-offs between various social, economic
and environmental needs. Environmental
considerations including water protection and
biodiversity conservation should be integrated
into planning decisions relating to land use so that
they are made more sustainable, with a view to
making progress towards the objective of ‘no net
land take’, by 2050. (European Commission 2013,
action point no. 23)
Related to this action plan, there are guidelines for avoiding
soil sealing, which is stated to be one of the main causes of
soil degradation in the EU (European Commission 2012).
These guidelines call on member states to take action to
meet the above-stated goals of land preservation and ‘no
net land take’. There are no binding directives within the
EU directed towards preservation of agricultural land, as
the relevant domains have traditionally been within the
remit of national state politics. Therefore, the present
study primarily focused on law and policy in one of the EU
member states, namely Sweden.
Sweden and preservation of agricultural land

In Sweden, several policy measures to halt agricultural
land-use change are in place. In the first instance, the
Swedish Environmental Code contains regulations
aiming to protect farmland (Ds 2000: 61). The national
Environmental Quality Objectives (EQO), established in
1999, also include goals and targets for agricultural land
preservation (Swedish Environmental Protection Agency
2016). Despite these regulatory measures, the amount of
cultivated land in Sweden has decreased. Between 1951
and 2010, 28 percent of Swedish farmland was forested,
turned into fallow land or shifted to other land uses,
such as housing, roads, and commercial and recreational
areas (Statistics Sweden 2013). Measures for meeting
the EQO ‘A Varied Agricultural Landscape’ show that the
amount of land for arable production has decreased, from
2.8 million hectares in 1995 to 2.59 million hectares in
2015 (Swedish Environmental Protection Agency 2016).
Concerning the issue of soil sealing, the Swedish Board
of Agriculture (in Swedish Jordbruksverket) estimates that
3,430 hectares changed specifically to urban purposes in
the period 1996–2005 (Jordbruksverket 2006; Slätmo et
al. 2012). Swedish state authorities report that conversion
of farmland to other purposes is continuing, and this
situation is perceived as worrying, as only about 7 percent
of the total Swedish land area is designated as agricultural
land use (Statistics Sweden 2013; Statistics Sweden et al.
2012).
It should be noted that all the above figures are rough
estimates, Statistics Sweden (2008) even comments
that statistics on agricultural land-use change are
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lacking. This is probably related to the fact that there
is no existing reporting system on the intended use of
converted agricultural land. In countries such as Norway,
municipalities are required to report each change in
agricultural land area (in hectares, for what purpose
and based on what legislation) to regional and state
authorities. This reporting system is enabling more strict
governance of soils for food production (Slätmo 2014).
Policy measures are expressions of the state discourse
on preservation of Swedish agricultural land. Drawing on
Adger et al. (2001: 683), discourse is understood here as
the shared meanings of an issue. Concerning the issue of
agricultural land, it is well acknowledged on the global
scale that agriculture and soils are critical for human
survival and well-being (FAO 2009; UNEP 2014; van
Vliet et al. 2015a). In the present analysis, a global and
long-term perspective on resource use, rooted in equity
and caution, was adopted, based on the understanding
that it is problematic that agricultural land in Sweden
is being changed to other purposes. It is especially
problematic considering that the climate conditions for
food production in Northern Europe are favourable, with
large water resources and relatively few extreme weather
events, such as floods and droughts (Linnér & Messing
2012). However, other perspectives on the issue can also
be found, as discussed in the following sections.
Theorising Change and Preservation of
Agricultural Land

Agricultural land change and its environmental effects

The fact that agricultural land in Sweden is being changed
to other uses may or may not be regarded as a problem,
depending on the perspective applied. The use of land for
agriculture in a global perspective, combined with trade
relations within today’s highly globalised food sector,
means that the consequences of changes in agricultural
land in Sweden must be placed in a broader geographical
setting. This is necessary to include the relevant context,
such as depending and supporting relations for food
production and consumption (cf. Almås & Campbell
2012; Clapp 2014; Meyfroidt et al. 2013; Primdahl &
Swaffield 2010).
Globally, land for agricultural uses was both
abandoned and brought into cultivation during the
1900s and 2000s (UNEP 2014). In a global perspective,
an increase in land area for agricultural production is
the dominant trend, and this increase is taking place at
the expense of forested land and wetlands. This has been
reported as having severe negative effects, such as the
biodiversity and carbon-storage potential of the land in
question (FAO 2013; Meyfroidt et al. 2013; Rockström
et al. 2009). However, this additional cultivated land
is often less suitable (poorer) for agriculture and is
brought into cultivation due to strong economic
incentives to produce for global market exports (Clapp
2014; Meyfroidt et al. 2013). Some examples include
the exploitation of tropical rain forest land for oil palm
tree cultivation, soy production or grazing for beef cattle
(Lindsey & Simmon 2007). Indeed, in areas with highly
intensive agriculture, characterised by monocultures
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with high use of chemicals, a perspective of negative
environmental effects of agriculture dominates (Antrop
2004; Cramer & Hobbs 2007). From this perspective,
changes from agricultural to other land uses are viewed
as positive for biodiversity and the functioning of
ecosystems.
The increase in agricultural land area is not the only
trend in the global use of land for agriculture. As pointed
out by Cramer & Hobbs (2007), agricultural land is also
being abandoned in most parts of the world. Those
authors concluded that, from a biodiversity perspective,
the change from productive agricultural land use into
long-lying fallow land can be both positive and negative.
On a positive note, it can be seen as an opportunity
to re-establish ecosystems that were in place before
agricultural activities or to shape new environments
through so-called ‘rewilding’ (MacDonald et al. 2000;
Navarro & Pereira 2012). On the more negative side,
from a biodiversity perspective, it can mean that the
ecosystems and biodiversity which developed due to
agricultural activities are lost. These different views on
agricultural land abandonment vary between researchers
and also clearly depend on the region in which the land
abandonment is taking place (Beilin et al. 2014; Matson &
Vitousek 2006). They also depend on the time perspective
applied, for example, how long agriculture has been
pursued in a region and therefore the degree to which the
current ecosystem co-exists with human activities.
For instance, different types of meadows and seminatural pastures in the Global North and extensive
agroforestry in the Global South have been reported to
have high rates of biodiversity (Jose 2012; Lindborg et al.
2008; Schroth et al. 2004). Continued agricultural use of
these lands, in a primarily extensive manner, is necessary
for preservation of the species they host and for the values
of cultural heritage associated with them. In both European
and Swedish policies and legislation, the abandonment
of meadows and semi-natural pastures is regarded as
problematic for these reasons (European Commission
2016a; Stenseke et al. 2016). Changing agricultural land
to housing, concrete and asphalt is a global practice
(Alterman 1997; Ives & Kendal 2013; Wästfelt & Zhang
2016). These changes are primarily taking place in urban
and peri-urban areas, as most cities have developed in
close proximity to agriculture (Alterman 1997; Barr 2003;
Mbiba & Huchzermeyer 2002; Overbeek 2009; Theobald
2001). Processes of counter-urbanisation also play a
significant role (Primdahl et al. 2013). Some studies even
show that the agriculture sector’s own contribution to
soil sealing is considerable in terms of soils covered for
new greenhouses, machinery sheds, roads and other
constructions (Saglie et al. 2006).
Research reports that land-use changes in close
proximity to urban areas are affecting soils with the
most favourable conditions for agriculture (European
Environment Agency 2006; Skog & Steinnes 2016). These
changes are seen as problematic, as they mean loss of
land which, through continuous farming, has gained high
landesque capital, such as investments and practices that
create more or less permanent improvements in specific
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pieces of land (Widgren & Håkansson 2014). Indeed,
the issue of soil sealing is also related to research on
the concept of ‘peak soil’ (Hermele 2012). This strand of
research considers it a problem that agricultural land in
Sweden (and elsewhere) is being changed to other uses.
Scholars engaged in ‘peak soil’ research claim that we have
reached a threshold in exploitation of agricultural soils for
uses other than agriculture if the aim is to ensure good
quality of life for the whole global population (Amundson
et al. 2015; Hermele 2012; Seto et al. 2011).
Other researchers, particularly those adopting a
specifically economic perspective on agriculture, claim
that the change in agricultural land to housing and other
urban uses is not a problem, as it represents a relatively
small proportion of the total land area used for agricultural
production (Mariola 2005). The continued intensification
of food production through increased use of chemicals,
nutrients and genetically modified organisms (GMO)
is also perceived as providing possibilities to further
increase the production rate per hectare. These types of
developments in production methods could mean that
fewer hectares are needed to produce the same amounts
of foodstuffs. However, researchers such as Lambin
(2012), Meyfroidt et al. (2013) and Rockström et al. (2017)
claim that using such methods to increase production will
have severe negative effects on economic, environmental
and social aspects, especially in a long-term and global
perspective. This calls for precaution with the land now in
use for agricultural production.
Agricultural land change, food security and food
sovereignty

The different studies on agricultural land change referred
to above demonstrate that parallel discourses exist
concerning whether such change is a problem or not.
Complementing the studies cited above with studies on the
issues of food security and food sovereignty complicates
the picture further. Although most previous studies on
food security and food sovereignty have adopted a Global
South perspective, some research has also highlighted
the importance of overcoming such North-South divides
because access to and availability of nutritious food, and
sovereignty in relation to the resources needed to produce
(and consume) food, are universally important (Carolan
2013; Trauger 2015). However, this does not mean that
the causes of the problem or its solutions are universal.
For instance, contesting a global consensus framing of
food security, Mooney & Hunt (2009) show that the food
security discourse circulates around hunger, community
and risk, but that the use and applicability of these
discourses vary with the context.
On the local farm level, changing agricultural land
to other uses has negative economic, social and
environmental effects (Altieri 2009; Chappell et al. 2013;
Patel 2009). Continued farming provides incomes and
employment and, from a food sovereignty perspective,
enables control of the resource base (i.e., the land and
soil quality). This is an important prerequisite for longterm investments and plans for farming-based livelihoods
(Garibaldi et al. 2017; Godfray et al. 2010; Lowder et al.

2014). Considering that most farms across the globe are
family farms, the possible effects of changing agricultural
land to other uses are therefore to be viewed as severe
(Graeub et al. 2016; van Vliet et al. 2015b).
Methods for Analysing Protection of
Agricultural Land in Sweden
As stated above, the aim of the present analysis was to
clarify the societal motives behind soil preservation by
using the example of a country (Sweden) with a relatively
well-functioning planning and bureaucratic system
(Böhme 2002; FAO 2015; Hofstad 2013). The following
questions were addressed: Why is the paragraph in
the Swedish Environmental Code that aims to protect
agricultural land in Sweden in place, and what societal
motives does it connote? And, How does the paragraph
affect Swedish public authorities’ governance of soils for
agriculture?
The main method used for addressing these questions
was a structured analysis of the current version and the
legislative history behind the paragraph in the Swedish
Environmental Code that aims to protect agricultural
land. The documents included in the analysis were the
Swedish Environmental Code (Ds 2000:61), the Swedish
Natural Resource Act (SFS 1987:12) and the supporting
parliamentary bills for these laws (Proposition 1985/86:3;
Proposition 1997/98:45). The analysis of the documents
focused on both the content and arguments in the text
(Bergström & Boreus 2012; Silverman 2010) to answer the
research questions listed above. Additional insights were
gained from interviews and discussions with a range of
different Swedish stakeholders on the meaning, intention
and practice of the paragraph of law in question.
As described in the following sections, interviewing and
engaging with these stakeholders was of fundamental
importance in understanding the governance of soil
for food production in Sweden. The encounters took
place in several roundtable discussions, seminars and
workshops arranged by, for instance, the Royal Swedish
Academy of Agriculture and Forestry (in Swedish
Kungliga Skogs och Lantbruksakademien, in Stockholm,
2011–2013) and the Swedish Board of Agriculture (in
Uppsala, 2015) and provided important insights on
why soils for food production should (or should not) be
protected. Participants in these seminars and roundtable
discussions included administrators and officials from
municipal, regional and national public authorities and
also stakeholders representing other societal institutions,
such as non-government organisations (NGOs) for
farming, nature conservation and soil preservation, as
well as researchers, consultants, advisors and politicians
from national and different regional and local levels in
Sweden. Moreover, to validate the results of the analysis,
they were discussed with a representative from the
Swedish National Farmers’ Union and two academics with
long expertise in the field of Swedish environmental law
(in Uppsala, 2017).
In the following sections the results are presented and
discussed, starting with a description of the legal in force
paragraph in the Swedish Environmental Code that aims
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to protect agricultural land and its development. Based
on insights from the stakeholders interviewed, this is
followed by an in-depth examination of three of the
core terms included in the paragraph. In a final section,
some conclusions are drawn, and the implications for
governance of agricultural land are discussed.
Results and Analysis

Emergence and current state of the soil preservation
paragraph

Agricultural land in Sweden is currently protected by law
through the Environmental Code. The first and second
paragraphs in the Environmental Code (EC Chapter 3,
Section 4) state the following:
Agriculture and forestry are of national importance. Agricultural land that is suitable for
cultivation may only be used for development or
building purposes if this is necessary in order to
safeguard significant national interests where this
need cannot be met satisfactorily from the point
of view of public interest by using other land.
(Ds 2000:61: 17)

At a first glance, the paragraph appears to state that
agricultural land that is suitable for cultivation should
not be used for housing or other constructions and that
only ‘significant national interests’ can enable exceptions
to be made to this rule. It also appears to state that other
alternative options for the location of planned housing
or construction must be scrutinised before a change of
agricultural land for these purposes can be accepted.
Importantly, how land and water resources are used is a
political decision. Regardless of whether these decisions
are made by a private landowner or a public authority, the
use of any resource is based on valuations of how to use
that resource (cf. Olwig & Mitchell 2007).
From the perspective of the general public, certain
values are of fundamental importance, for example,
keeping the air quality good enough to breathe without
causing negative impacts on public health and ensuring
land is available for sufficient food production. The bill
on establishment of the Environmental Code (Proposition
1997/98:45) states that the overarching purpose of
the whole law is to protect human health, to ensure
biodiversity, to sustain natural resources and to protect
natural and cultural landscapes. The primary aim of the
Environmental Code is therefore to ensure sustainable
use of land and resources. By including principles for
evaluating different resource uses for environmental
governance through spatial planning, it is argued that
this law is an important tool for proactively preserving
resources.
The paragraph on agricultural land preservation in
the Environmental Code is a direct implementation
from the previous Natural Resources Act (NRA) of 1987
(Proposition 1997/98:45). The choice of wording in the
above-cited and currently in use paragraph emanates from
the language already used within public administration
practices regarding spatial planning since the 1970s
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(Proposition 1985/86:3:15: 27–-28). In Sweden, a
national physical planning process (in Swedish fysisk
riksplanering) was initiated by the government in the late
1960s. This multilevel governance process involved state,
regional and municipal levels in planning how to use and
preserve natural resources within the Swedish territory.
The formulation in the NRA (and later the
Environmental Code) was made with regard to this process to make it understandable to the public administrators and officials active at that time, at whom the
paragraph was directed. This has two important consequences for the current use of the Environmental Code.
First, writing the law with officials and administrators in
mind introduced the risk of excluding actors other than
those administrators from using the paragraph of law.
Second, directing the paragraph and the law towards
active administrators made it difficult for officials to
understand how it can and should be applied today. This
second point is further elaborated upon below, after a
brief description of the Swedish governance system for
soil and agricultural land.
Since the current law came into force in January 1999,
reported use of the paragraph within the Swedish spatialplanning system shows that it has not been a strong policy
measure, as in practice it has not prevented municipalities
(which have most of the decision-making power regarding
land and water use in Sweden) from using agricultural
land for housing or other types of development (cf.
Granvik et al. 2015; Jordbruksverket 2013). Interviews
and discussions with stakeholders involved at different
levels of Swedish public institutions revealed uncertainty
within the Swedish bureaucratic system about how to
handle the issue of soil preservation, and especially
who (in terms of actors or institutions) should bear the
main responsibility, including at the national level. In
the latter case, there was uncertainty about whether soil
preservation should mainly be a task for the Swedish
Environmental Protection Agency or the Swedish Board
of Agriculture, or rather a task for the National Board of
Housing, Building and Planning, as the land-use change
issue most often arises when new constructions is being
considered. Moreover, at the 21 regional levels in Sweden
(county administration boards, in Swedish Länsstyrelse),
there are usually officials working with the environment
and agricultural issues, but not all consider the issue of
soil preservation to be important. In Sweden, there are
190 municipalities, whereof most do not have officials
working with agriculture, and many of these have been
reported as lacking analysis of trade-offs and decision
support when deciding to change agricultural land to
housing or other constructions (Granvik et al. 2015;
Jordbruksverket 2013).
It became evident during interactions with the
different public officials and with stakeholders at private
consultancy firms and NGOs that the meaning and
intention of the paragraph in the Environmental Code
need to be clarified for it to be useful for the preservation
of agricultural land and soils in public management and
administration today. In particular, these discussions
revealed that the meaning of the terms ‘national
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importance’, ‘suitable for cultivation’ and ‘significant
national interests’ in the paragraph are largely unclear or,
rather, open to interpretation. Negotiations concerning
soil governance by public authorities in Sweden are based
on these terms, so what they connote is important for
how the public authorities govern soils for agriculture. In
the following sections, therefore, these three terms and
the related concepts are examined in depth.
Agriculture of national importance, but not a national
interest

The labelling of agriculture as of ‘national importance’ is
significant for use of the law as a tool for environmental
governance in practice. In the Environmental Code, certain
resource uses (e.g., reindeer husbandry, mineral extraction,
outdoor recreation and nature conservation) and specific
geographical areas (e.g., the Swedish islands of Öland and
Gotland and the mountain area of Långfjället-Rogen) are
written into the law as ‘national interests’ (in Swedish
Riksintresse).1 In the legal documents analysed here, the
rights of regional and state authorities to interfere in
local municipal decisions are described as being especially
overriding when it comes to those interests designated
‘national interests’ (Proposition 1985/86:3: 35).
The statements in the legal paragraph and lessons
from practical application of the law over time reveal
that those ‘national interests’ have higher status for
protection (or reassurance, depending on the type of
resource) than areas and land uses that are not assigned
this label. Swedish agricultural land is described as being
of national importance, but not as a national interest. In
the discussions with public administrators and officials,
they reported that regional authorities interfere with local
municipal decisions to a higher extent if a case concerns
‘national interests’ than if it does not. Moreover, the
responsibility for providing a robust basis for municipal
decisions is regulated in the law, where it is stated that this
regional and state responsibility is specifically important
for those resource uses and geographical areas that have
been designated ‘national interests’. The basis for decision
making concerning agriculture and agricultural land
was described by several administrators within Swedish
municipal and regional institutions as currently lacking
(e.g., knowledge of where and what type of agriculture
exists and maps of qualities of agricultural land).2
The legal paragraph in question aims at securing
the natural resources needed for agriculture, but not
securing the agricultural activities as such (Proposition
1997/98:45: 242). This is due to the overarching focus
of the Environmental Code on management of land and
water. The focus on the land, and not the activities, in
the law implies a security perspective on preserving soils.
Drawing on Mooney & Hunt (2009), this indicates that
the food security discourse in the Swedish case circulates
specifically around risk prevention. The fact that there
exists a legal paragraph which aims to preserve soils can be
seen as a measure to ensure food production, especially in
the event of a humanitarian or environmental crisis that
would prevent Swedish food consumption from being
based on imports.

The formulation in the paragraph, highlighting the
land and not the activities, should also be viewed in
light of the neoliberal economic logic that prevailed
during the 1980s and 1990s in Sweden, which posited
that activities such as agriculture should be altered
with market logics and not state policies (Proposition
1997/98:45: 242). Taking the Swedish policy history
into account, the agricultural sector was (at least on
paper) completely deregulated before Sweden entered
the EU and the European Common Agricultural Policy
(CAP) in 1992. Today, however, activities in the Swedish
agricultural sector are regulated by a combination of
Swedish and European policies. The CAP is a relatively
strong policy measure, as it made up approximately 40
percent of the total EU budget in 2014 (Eriksson 2016;
European Commission 2016b; Potter & Tilzey 2005).
The use of the term and label ‘national interests’
in the Environmental Code is an expression of state
governance concerning resource use. The law includes
agriculture as an interest to consider in decisions on land
and resource use. However, the fact that agriculture and
related natural resources (e.g., soils) are not designated
‘national interests’ but instead ‘of national importance’ is
an expression of a low valuation of agriculture in relation
to other land uses. This indicates that the issue of food
security and that of food sovereignty were not a strong
priority when the law was formulated in the 1980s or
amended in later years.
What land is ‘suitable for cultivation’?

The paragraph in the Environmental Code aiming to
protect agricultural land states that agricultural land
suitable for cultivation should not be used for housing or
other constructions. However, it is not clear what values
make land ‘suitable for cultivation’. In the proposition
(1985/86:3: 53) for the forerunner to the Environmental
Code, namely the NRA, the formulations in the paragraph
are discussed (author’s translation):
Agricultural land is a limited resource of
fundamental importance to ensure food security in
the nation. Regardless of which type of production
that seems appropriate from one time to another,
I am of the opinion that it is crucial that the land
that is suited for the purpose also in the future gets
satisfactory protection.
This statement makes clear that it is the preservation of
land as such (in terms of soil), and not certain production
types, that is considered important for agriculture from
a food security perspective. However, it is not clear what
‘land that is suited for the purpose’ refers to. In practical
public management, maps categorising Sweden into 10
different productivity classes, developed by state and
regional authorities during the national physical planning
process in the 1960s and 1970s, have been used. These
maps were based on the type of production and yields
of that time, but they are reported to still be in use to
some extent in current spatial-planning processes in
Sweden, for instance, through reference to different plots
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of arable fields as important to preserve from housing
or other constructions as they have ‘9- or 10-class soils’.
Interviewees from the Swedish Board of Agriculture and
the National Farmers’ Union report that another more
recent and more pragmatic strategy which they promote is
to designate all actively used land as valuable. In practice,
this means that land for which the owner has received
EU subsidies is considered actively used and therefore
designated ‘suitable for cultivation’.
Nevertheless, the fact that land is perceived as ‘suitable
for cultivation’ by public authorities does not serve as
strict protection but rather as a strategy to acknowledge
that this land has other values that are not readily
commensurable with the valuation of urban land uses.
The valuation of urban land uses is often based on other
logics, although attempts have been made to integrate a
broader range of values into land and geographical areas
for decision making, for instance, the so-called ecosystem
services approach (Setten, Stenseke & Moen 2012). Even
if such schemes were developed and used, it is important
to highlight that the conflicts over how to use land would
not disappear. Researchers concerned with the politics of
land use (Berry & Plaut 1978; de Groot 2006; Niemelä et
al. 2005; Pacione 2013) highlight that valuation of land
and decisions over the purpose for which land should be
used is a matter of politics. The prioritisation of one type
of land use over all other possible ways of using a defined
physical entity of land is based in how that entity is valued.
For instance, the continued use of a field for farming
is, from the landowner’s perspective, a prioritisation of
farming above other possible types of land uses, such
as forestry, nature conservation or housing. This type of
value prioritisation (e.g., between agriculture and other
land uses) is political and is performed on several scales
(e.g., farmer/landowner, municipal, national, regional
levels). When a field is no longer considered to be valued as
agricultural land, because the landowner, the municipality
or another institution has new plans for it, the social and
economic values tied to that land alter. As expressed by, for
instance, Wästfelt (2004), such immaterial value changes
often indicate coming changes to the physical entity.

adequate technical infrastructure and ensuring important
recreational interests. This is also in line with the vision for
Swedish society in 2025 established by the National Board
of Housing, Building and Planning in 2012 (Boverket
2012) and indicates that these land uses are perceived
by the Swedish state as more significant than land for
agriculture.
As discussed above, agricultural land is not considered
a ‘national interest’, and the law as such therefore
prescribes other interests as more important to preserve
or maintain. This draws attention to the issue of why
agricultural land is not designated a ‘national interest’ but
‘only’ of ‘national importance’. The bills for the NRA and
Environmental Code give quite a fascinating answer from
a governance perspective. In state documents referring to
the legal paragraph in question (Proposition 1985/86:3;
Proposition 1997/98:45), the main reason stated for not
designating land for agriculture and forestry as ‘national
interests’ is that this would clash with the principle of
letting Swedish municipalities have the responsibility
for land and water planning. The formulation of the
paragraph is thus an expression of the trust placed by
Swedish state authorities in the municipalities regarding
governance of land and water resources. This trust was
further highlighted in recent (2008) changes to the
Swedish Constitution, where the shared responsibility
between the state and local authorities was more clearly
emphasised in the Instrument of Government (Sveriges
Riksdag 2016: 20–22).
The decision not to designate agricultural land as a
‘national interest’ is thus based on arguments on the
subsidiarity principle. This is also the reason given by
some EU member states for not wanting to implement a
legal directive on soil preservation on an EU level in 2014
(FAO 2015). It should be noted, however, that Swedish
municipalities in general do not follow the rules prescribed
in the soil preservation paragraph of the Environmental
Code. Agricultural land in Sweden today is generally
sealed under asphalt or concrete without the basis for the
decision and motivations that the law requires (cf. Granvik
et al. 2015; Jordbruksverket 2013).

If not agriculture, then what are ‘significant national
interests’?

Concluding Discussion: Agricultural Land in
Need of Legal Protection?
A society’s concerns and ways of formulating the
preservation of agricultural land in law are an expression
of its set of values. As noted above, Sweden has a law
requiring protection of agricultural land. Despite this,
agricultural land is still continually changing to housing
and other construction uses without the basis for the
decision and motivations that the law requires. Recent
debates on food security, food sovereignty and the
implementation of EU policy on soil protection and ‘no net
land take’ call for discussions on the need to strengthen
the administrative practices surrounding the policy
measures in place for the preservation of agricultural land
(FAO 2015; European Commission 2013; Amundson et al.
2015; Seto et al. 2011).
The present study has revealed that Swedish
agricultural land is stated to be of ‘national importance’,

The paragraph on land protection in the Environmental
Code states that it is only ‘significant national interests’
that can justify exceptions from the rule on not using
agricultural land for housing and constructions. Note
that the term ‘significant national interests’ is not to be
confused with the above discussed designation ‘national
interests’ which imparts higher legal protection status.
The main principle in how to weigh up different land uses
if there are conflicting interests concerning the use of a
physical entity without ‘national interests’ rests in what
‘significant national interests’ means in practice and in
the legal documents. The first proposition (1985/86:3:
53) studied here states that such ‘significant national
interests’ could be, for instance, meeting demand for
housing, the interest in locating housing and workplaces
in close proximity, developing well-functioning and
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which emanates from concerns about food security,
primarily circulating around a risk perspective. However,
agriculture and related natural resources (e.g., soils) are
not given the more protected designation of ‘national
interest’ in Sweden, which can be taken as a reflection
of a low state valuation of agriculture in relation to
other land uses. This indicates that the issues of food
security and food sovereignty were not strong priorities
when the law was formulated in the 1980s or updated
in later years. Furthermore, in interviews and seminars
with stakeholders, the three terms ‘national importance’,
‘suitable for cultivation’ and ‘significant national interests’
in the relevant paragraph of the Swedish Environmental
Code were identified as being important in negotiations
concerning soil governance in Sweden. This study found
that these formulations and their meaning reflect
the politics of land use and that valuations of land as
‘suitable for cultivation’ change over time. The fact that
the three critical concepts in the relevant law are open
to interpretation in each local municipal planning case is
a result of a governance structure that, at least on paper,
is based in subsidiarity and municipal decision making to
preserve soils and agricultural land. All the local land-use
decisions combined, however, make up the national state
of Sweden’s resource governance of the agricultural land
within its territory, within which resource use is constantly
formed. This is an example of what Bridge (2014: 126)
calls the “formative and reciprocal processes of resource
and state formation”.
In practice, resource governance is shared (or rather
diffused) between a multitude of private and public
stakeholders and institutions. Based in Hacking’s (2004)
work on the well-known Foucauldian power/knowledge
stance, this can be viewed as a rather anonymous
expression of power. It is the formation of the bureaucratic
governance system in itself, and not one specific
stakeholder within it, that is responsible for the total sum
of changes from agricultural land to housing, commercial
and other uses. With such a perspective, it is unclear who
(in terms of actors or institutions) should be considered as
having the overriding responsibility for agricultural land
governance. The governance of agricultural land in Sweden
is thus what Bixler (2014) describes as “responsibility
floating”, whereby different actors and institutions pass
off the problem of soil and agricultural land governance
to each other.
As shown in the above analysis, the subsidiarity
principle is used as an argument for not establishing strict
preservation of soils and agricultural land on both the EU
level and Swedish state level. The subsidiarity principle
means that decision making should be as close to citizens
as possible with respect to the capacity to conduct it
satisfactorily (Marshall 2007). The principle as such aims
to ensure participation and acknowledgement of local
contexts, and the Swedish governance system currently
builds on trust in municipal institutions to make such
satisfactory decisions concerning land and water use. From
a democratic perspective, the right to decide how to use
land and resources with considerations to local contexts
and knowledges can indeed be regarded as sustainable
resource governance. However, on another scale of

decision making, and especially considering that previous
studies have shown that many Swedish municipalities do
not follow the rules prescribed in the soil preservation
paragraph of the Environmental Code (Granvik et al. 2015;
Jordbruksverket 2013), it is important to acknowledge
that the sum of local decisions can be degrading for lifesupporting resources (cf. Neumann 2009). In discussions
with some of the municipal officials concerned, however,
they were not totally clear which body or sector on the
state level has the overall responsibility for preserving and
monitoring Swedish agricultural land and therefore could
be of assistance to them. The issue is shared between the
Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, the Swedish
Board of Agriculture and the National Board of Housing,
Building and Planning, which complicates the governance
system.
The present analysis of agricultural land as an issue of
societal importance revealed a looming conflict between
preservation of soils for food production, on the one
hand, and local participation in decision making on the
other (see also Newig, Schulz & Jager (2016) for what they
call scalar “misfits”). The remaining question is whether
it is more important to protect participation in decision
making than to protect certain resources, or whether
there must be a choice between these.
Notes
1
The term ‘national interest’ had already been used in
its predecessor, the Nature Resource Act from 1987,
and in the Swedish Housing Act of 1947 (Proposition,
1985/86:3: 27–28).
2
Checklists on how municipalities can work with
agriculture and soil protection have recently (2015)
been developed by a private consultancy firm,
commissioned by the Swedish Board of Agriculture.
Although this initiative was reported as progressive
by municipal and regional officials, the concrete
valuation and prioritisation between land uses must
still be done by politicians at the municipal planning
level.
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