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   Abstract 

Bilateral interactions and governability of complex environmental issues – A case study 

of Swedish bilateral environmental cooperation 

Author: Anna George 

While domestic environmental agencies are still responsible for follow up the progress of 

environmental policy, the context of complex and large-scale environmental problems 

strongly influence the possibility to fulfill policy objectives. This thesis explores a case of 

bilateral environmental cooperation carried out by Swedish environmental authorities, to 

analyze how it contributes to governance and governability of environmental issue areas. 

Qualitative interviews with concerned actors revealed that bilateral cooperation was perceived 

to fill specific functions for the governability of environmental issues, complementary to other 

international cooperation. Key perceived qualities of bilateral cooperation were that it enabled 

trustful relations on working level and served as a door opener for dialogue. Joint policy 

development by environmental agency peers and demonstrating successful examples were 

seen as useful for promoting policy change. Applying a perspective of interactive governance, 

the thesis highlights that goals and activity selection of the studied bilateral cooperation were 

formed through interactions between the involved agencies and with partner countries. 

Bureaucratic structure and discourses on international cooperation constitute important 

limitations to the development and use of bilateral environmental cooperation. The study 

recommends governability assessment as a tool for improving design and follow-up of 

international environmental cooperation. Governability assessment analyzes the role that the 

interaction, and the interacting organization play in a governing system of an environmental 

issue area. The thesis adds to previous research on global environmental governance with 

empirical examples of the role bilateral interactions plays in the governing systems, as well as 

the specific qualities perceived by actors as crucial to the role. It also provides 

recommendations on how to further analyze initiatives by actors aiming to exercise 

environmental leadership in a diverse or fragmented institutional context of global 

environmental governance. 

 

Key words: Governability, interactive governance, environment, policy, international 

cooperation 
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i. Main actors in the study: Swedish authorities and agencies 
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Institute 

Sveriges meteorologiska och 

hydrologiska institut 
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Water Management 

Havs- och 
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Swedish EPA Swedish Environmental Protection 

Agency 

Naturvårdsverket 
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1. Introduction 
 

Environmental and climate issues today pose fundamental challenges for national as 

well as international environmental policy and politics. These issues are complex, 

diverse and dynamic (Kooiman, 2003, p. 3, 1993a, p. 35) and span over borders, 

administrative levels and institutional mandates. A major challenge concerns the 

ability of the existing social institutions to govern such a context. Facing complex, 

large-scale environmental issues, national environmental agencies experience 

profound challenges. They are responsible for following up the progress of 

environmental policy, while environmental impacts from outside the country borders 

influence the possibility of fulfilling the objectives. 

 

It has been asserted that the presence of interactions of various kinds between social 

governing systems and entities of socio-ecological systems (systems-to-be governed), 

are crucial for the governability of the environment and the system it belongs to 

(Jentoft and Chuenpagdee, 2015a; Kooiman, 2008, 2003, p. 191, 1993a). Therefore, 

this thesis takes an actor-centered perspective (Kooiman, 2003, p. 13) and 

investigates how the creation of specific interactions is perceived by domestic 

environmental authorities as increasing the governability of environmental issues. 

Swedish bilateral environmental cooperation was selected as a case of such 

interactions. 

 

Sweden claims to use an ambitious environmental policy both inside and outside its 

own borders, to address its domestic and global environmental impact 

(Naturvårdsverket, 2015a). Inherent in such a claim is the need for governing 

environmental issues of a scale, complexity and dynamic that goes outside the 

domestic agencies´ formal mandate. The thesis aims to contribute to previous 

research on global environmental governance with empirical examples of how 

bilateral cooperation is developed by the concerned actors as a governing instrument 

for environmental issues. Further it aims to provide recommendations on the analysis 

and design of interactions, of potential use by actors wishing to take initiatives and 

exercise environmental leadership in a diverse or fragmented institutional context of 

global environmental governance. 
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2. Research problem  

There are various ways bilateral environmental cooperation could be, and has been 

studied. Initiatives by individual states, especially connected to environmental regimes, in 

order to forward issues they find important when the existing institutions work against 

interests or are inefficient. Underdal (1994) used leadership theory to discuss “unilateral 

leadership” by setting examples on how to solve environmental problems. The more 

complex the issue, it becomes more likely that an actor takes on the leadership. Not only 

large, but also middle sized states have been able to gain influence in this way. Kanie 

(2003) has added the importance of an enabling domestic policy environment for the 

ability to take such unilateral initiatives. Hassler (2008) has studied pro-active Swedish 

bilateral cooperation in relation to regulations of oil spills in the Baltic Sea. Much of the 

research conducted in this field relate to environmental regimes (eg. Carter, 2007, pp. 

243–264; O’Neill, 2009, pp. 71–103; Young, 2008, p. 848), often including a specific 

perception on collective action for governing common resources, where the existence of 

incentives is conditioning cooperation (cf. Ostrom, 2010, p. 551). Environmental regimes, 

regulating various environmental issues, have emerged as a major institutional solution for 

regulating global environmental issues (Carter, 2007, p. 243).  

Simultaneously, research on global governance has developed. On a large scale, 

governing interactions take place in a complex web of multiple actors, multiple levels, 

multiple scales and authority spheres  (Brachthäuser, 2011; Kern and Gilek, 2015, pp. 2–

5; Pierre and Peters, 2005, pp. 83–100; Torfing et al., 2012, p. 24). In this context the 

authority of nation states has been relocated upwards to international organizations and 

regimes, sideways to social movements and downwards to local organizations, thereby a 

single focus on institutions made up by nation-states is questioned (Rosenau, 1999, p. 

293). Further research is also trying to integrate knowledge about how social institutions 

made up by nations, transboundary and local civil society organizations are interlinked 

and contribute to different parts and levels of large scale governing (Berkes, 2002; 

Biermann et al., 2009). 

Less research has been conducted on how government agencies develop their instruments 

in response to the increasing diversity of governing institutions on international scale, and 

whether and how the government agencies evaluate their instruments as part of such 

governing systems. In this thesis, the specific qualities attributed to bilateral interactions 
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by the involved actors are studied to increase the understanding of how such interactions 

contribute to the governability of environmental issues, and where they might be placed in 

the complex and fragmented web of global scale governing. 

3. Objective and research questions 

The overall purpose is to explore how bilateral interactions, in this case an example of 

bilateral environmental cooperation by Swedish authorities, contribute to the governance 

and governability (eg. Jentoft and Chuenpagdee, 2015a; Kooiman, 2008, 1993a) of 

environmental issues. In order to govern, interactions must exist between the governing 

system and the system-to-be governed (ibid.). These concepts are part of the analytical 

framework for interactive governance (Kooiman, 2003, 1993b). The interpretative 

approach of the thesis concentrates on how the perceived meaning of bilateral 

environmental cooperation develops through a process of interactions between the 

environmental agencies, bureaucratic structures and discourses on international 

cooperation.  

The research objective is first to examine the purpose of bilateral environmental 

cooperation from the perspective of the actors, and also to explore how bilateral 

cooperation contributes to the governability (Jentoft, 2007; Jentoft and Chuenpagdee, 

2015a, p. 20; Kooiman, 2008, 1993a) of various environmental issues.  

A first step is to generate information about how the Swedish policy documents and the 

involved actors frame the purpose of the bilateral cooperation and the activities performed 

within the instrument.  

The second step is to analyze the following four research questions:  

Q1. In what ways do interactions between actors influence and develop the official 

goals and processes of the bilateral environmental cooperation?  

Q2. How is the perceived governability of environmental issue areas influenced by the 

presence of bilateral interactions? 

Q3. What are the perceived challenges and opportunities influencing what actors see as 

the “quality of interactions”, and the governability of environmental issue areas? 

Q4. In what ways could a strengthened focus on governability improve the studied 

instrument for bilateral cooperation?  
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4. Scope and Limitations 
 

This thesis is an explorative and qualitative case study. A case study is relevant when 

there is a case that can easily be identified, and when there is an interest to have an in-

depth understanding of the case (Creswell, 2007, p. 74). The literature differs between 

intrinsic case studies which are interesting for their own complexity and uniqueness, and 

instrumental case studies that are chosen to illustrate and explain a larger context, 

mechanism or theory (Stake, 2008, pp. 121–124). As explained above the instrumental 

interest is to address knowledge gaps about how governance architecture is formed on an 

international scale, and applications of the concept of governability. It also has an intrinsic 

interest as it produced some policy recommendations regarding how the specific policy 

instrument can be improved. The explorative character serves to inspire ideas for applying 

the governability concept and for assessing bilateral relations. 

 

Swedish environmental authorities were found relevant as a case for several reasons. 

Sweden has been considered a good case for studying governance. It has a decentralized 

decision-making structure, and has a tradition of cooperation between the public and 

private sector. It is considered, or would like to see itself as a role model for 

environmental policies (Jacobsson et al., 2015, pp. 23–24). The initiation of a policy for 

“Sustainable Sweden” has been regarded a forerunner (Lundqvist, 2009, p. viii). Sweden 

is pro-active in EU and around the Baltic Sea (Hassler, 2008) and also has a history of 

taking initiatives on the international environmental policy arena (Bartholdsson, 2009, p. 

69). The empirical case boundaries are set at the bilateral environmental cooperation 

carried out by the four environmental authorities organized under the Ministry for 

Environment and Energy. That was considered a natural case as it is guided by a specific 

strategy (Miljödepartementet, 2013).  

The study is limited to the Swedish side of bilateral interactions. For practical reasons it 

was not possible to interview partner countries, and therefore the perspective of the thesis 

is the Swedish actors’ perceptions. Furthermore, the selection has been among staff of 

units for international cooperation with direct responsibility for implementing the strategy 

for bilateral cooperation, which means that the study will give an inside perspective. If a 

more in-depth study had been possible, staff of thematic units or convention negotiators 

who had been in contact with the strategy could have been added. Some thematic staff 
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participated in coordination meetings, so their views were to some extent included. A 

more in-depth inclusion of other than implementing staff perspectives was however not 

possible within the available time limit.  

5. Case background 
 

5.1   Swedish environmental policy 

 

Swedish environmental policy is guided by 16 environmental goals encompassing a 

variety of areas inter alia limited climate impact, fresh air, a non-toxic environment, zero 

eutrophication, flourishing lakes and streams, sustainable forests (Naturvårdsverket, 

2013). Furthermore, there is one overarching goal, the “Generation goal”, stating that 

Sweden has a responsibility to protect the living conditions of future generations and 

address the impacts of its industries and consumption both domestically and abroad 

(Naturvårdsverket, 2012a). The Swedish Environmental Protection Agency (Swedish 

EPA) assesses that for half of the environmental quality goals, international cooperation is 

crucial to fulfilling them. (Naturvårdsverket, 2015b, p. 53; Nykvist et al., 2013). The lack 

of authority Sweden experiences is referred to as the “legal competence deficit”. Bilateral 

cooperation has been proposed to complement the overall international environmental 

work in EU, especially with countries that have a high impact on Sweden, but where 

Sweden has little or no authority to act (Naturvårdsverket, 2012b, p. 129). The overall 

policy does not give much direction on what bilateral cooperation should focus on, and 

what priorities are made.  

5.2 The strategy and funding for bilateral cooperation 

In 2013, the MEE developed “The Ministry of environment strategy for bilateral 

cooperation”1 (Miljödepartementet, 2013), henceforth the bilateral strategy. The overall 

aim of the strategy is to raise the strategic potential of the bilateral contacts and to make 

better use of these contacts in the general work of the environmental authorities and 

departments. It aims to fulfil the needs of Swedish environmental policy, domestically and 

in international agreements. It also strives to address the responsibility of Sweden towards 

international effects of its consumption.  

                                                           
1 The Ministry of Environment was reshuffled and renamed Ministry of Environment and Energy as of 1 January 
2015. 
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The specific funding allocation for bilateral cooperation, which is the focus of the thesis, 

was enacted by MEE in 2013, and has thus been implemented for two and a half years. 

Four authorities under the MEE have participated in implementation, namely the Swedish 

Environmental Protection Agency (Swedish EPA), the Swedish Chemicals Agency 

(KemI), the Swedish Agency for Marine and Water Management (SwAM) and Swedish 

Meteorology and Hydrology Institute (SMHI) (Naturvårdsverket, 2015c, p. 3). A short 

introduction to the main areas of responsibility of these organizations is provided in Table 

1. 

Table 1. Participating environmental authorities 

Agency Responsibilities 

Swedish 

Environmental 

Protection Agency 

(Swedish EPA) 

The central public environmental authority of Sweden.  It 

has the overall responsibility for monitoring the 

environmental work in Sweden, including follow up of the 

environmental goals. It has a threefold task of developing 

knowledge, developing policy and enforcing legislation and 

regulations (Naturvårdsverket, 2014, p. 1).  

 

Swedish Agency for 

Marine and Water 

Management 

(SwAM) 

 

SwAM coordinates water related environmental work, 

conducts environmental monitoring of marine fresh water 

bodies including biodiversity issues, commissions research 

and provides knowledge for EU regulated fish management. 

It was established in 2011 from the former Fisheries agency 

and water-related departments of the Swedish EPA (Havs- 

och vattenmyndigheten, 2014). 

 

Swedish Chemicals 

Agency (KemI) 

Supervisory authority responsible for developing legislation 

and regulatory instruments, reviewing applications for sale 

and use of plant protection and biocides, and supervision of 

imports and manufacture of chemical products 

(Kemikalieinspektionen, 2015). 

 

 

Swedish  

Meteorology and 

Hydrology Institute 

(SMHI) 

Authorized expert agency of meteorology, hydrology, 

oceanography and climatology. Its main aim is to provide 

the knowledge basis for qualified decision-making, 

including predictions of the above-mentioned areas and 

disaster warnings. It also provides national and international 

consultancy (SMHI, 2016). 
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The allocation is expected to fulfil environment-political priorities, and is not similar to or 

including aid funding or research funding. The present allocation is a merger of two 

separate allocations for “strategic countries” and for Russia, Arctic Council and the 

Barents Euro-Arctic council. In 2014, there was a total budget of 15 million SEK. In 2015, 

Russia, Arctic Council and Barents Euro-Arctic council were included in the allocation for 

strategic countries a total budget of 13, 3 million SEK (Naturvårdsverket, 2015d).  

From this follows that the bilateral activities are generally quite small with a budget of 

200 000 SEK to 1 million SEK. Typical activities are workshops, seminars and technical 

advice (Naturvårdsverket, 2015c). Activities are co-financed with cooperation partners 

(Miljödepartementet, 2013, p. 10). The main cooperation partners are environmental 

ministries and agencies in countries with fairly developed governmental structures. Staff 

and institutions must have a certain knowledge level to be able to meet and work together 

with the depth required. The main focus are on large economies, especially the BRICS 

and USA, which have a high impact on the global environment. It also strives to build 

bilateral alliances with pro-active countries on the international arena. Least developed 

countries are not targeted with this allocation (Interview 2, 2016; Interview 5, 2016)  

 

6. Analytical framework 

 

6.1 Previous research 
 

This section outlines previous research of relevance for the thesis. Main themes are 

governance, international relations, global governance international environmental politics 

and environmental governance. These are all vast research fields so the purpose of this section 

is not to give a complete overview, but rather to present a few examples of relevance to this 

thesis. 

6.1.1 Governance and interactive governance 
 

A basic assumption for the thesis is that decisions in society about environmental matters are 

taken in a system of governance. Governance features a notion of steering and making the 

rules of the game, generally presented in opposition to views where formal entities such as 

states and institutions as only actors which can influence society or exercise control over 
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norms and values (Kjær, 2004, p. 3). A central question concerns whether the state is still 

influential, or whether self-organizing networks are instead steering important processes in 

society (eg. Rhodes, 1996). 

The main point of the governance perspective is that governing is not top-down in a 

hierarchical structure, instead a variety of actors are involved such as public, private and civil 

society actors. Governing interactions take place at multiple levels, multiple scales and on 

multiple authority spheres. (Brachthäuser, 2011; Kern and Gilek, 2015, pp. 2–5; Pierre and 

Peters, 2005, pp. 83–100; Torfing et al., 2012, p. 24).  

Governance studies are focusing on the process of governing instead of institutions per se 

(Pierre and Peters, 2005, p. 2). Therefore, interactions between different entities and the 

architecture (meaning a web of interactions) being formed to govern something is the focus of 

attention (Haas et al., 2014, p. 3; Kooiman, 1993b, p. 2). Since interactions are central to 

governance, a variety of governance perspectives could be termed interactive governance. 

Torfing et al. (2012) are advancing interactive governance as a new paradigm. In their 

account more or less all governance that recognizes governance interactions between public 

and non-public actors can, implicitly or explicitly, be defined as interactive governance. The 

aim of Torfing et al. is to legitimize and promote interactive governance as an alternative to 

hierarchic or market governance, and thus they take an overall approach to the concept (2012, 

p 9-32). In this thesis, interactive governance refers specifically to the perspective first 

introduced by Kooiman (1993b), and will be elaborated more in detail further down. 

6.1.2 Global governance and international relations 
 

When looking at the international level, interactions tend to be described either in terms of 

interaction between states, or as global governance (Dingwerth and Pattberg, 2006). State 

centered views are grounded from theories of international relations (IR) a world order of 

nation-states that are sovereign and capable actors. (Biermann et al., 2009, p. 16; O’Neill, 

2009, pp. 9, 199). Some global governance theories instead take the position that the state 

authority becomes relocated to other transboundary actors, such as transnational companies or 

non-governmental organizations (Rosenau, 1999). Views similar to the “self-organizing 

networks” mentioned above have emerged also on the global scale. For example, “epistemic 

communities” (transnational networks of professional knowledge-producers and experts 

(Haas, 1992)), transnational civil society organizations and private standard setting 



A case study of Swedish bilateral environmental cooperation  Anna George 
   
  

17 (68) 
 

organizations (Conca, 2005, p. 183; Pattberg and Stripple, 2008). It has been noted that 

professionals of government agencies meet in international working groups and create 

networks of their own. The positions developed on certain issues within such professional 

transboundary networks, for example in the environmental area are sometimes diverging from 

the formal positions of the members´ home countries and the network (Slaughter, 2004).  

It is also argued that focusing only on states might be too narrow for understanding how ideas 

on governing the environment are spread around the international system, and why certain 

instruments and measures are chosen to address them (Paterson et al., 2014, p. 424).  

Considering the various levels, scales and actors involved in global governance, research has 

developed further definitions describing the patterns of interactions such as “multi-level” 

(Kern and Gilek, 2015), “complex” (Brachthäuser, 2011), “polycentric” (Ostrom, 2010; 

Paterson et al., 2014), and the overall institutional setting as fragmented (Biermann et al., 

2009, pp. 16–17). The extent of fragmentation varies between different issues, but generally it 

means that different regulations and institutional settings apply to a common problem or 

system, and has been found a useful concept to analyze for example a whole policy domain 

(ibid. 2009, p. 18). 

Despite challenges to state authority international cooperation by states maintains important 

functions, outlined by Vogler (2005, pp. 238–242) as 1) norm creation, as the invention of 

concepts such as the precautionary principle, 2) generation and dissemination of scientific 

knowledge 3) contributions to capacity building 4) provision of regulatory frameworks. States 

may also play different roles, thereby influencing the contribution of multilateral entities in 

these functions. If states choose to act as leaders, they may use different instruments to raise 

the ambitions (Underdal, 1994). If states instead fail or refuse to implement agreed measures, 

they can instead lower the performance of a whole regime, which is addressed as the “lowest 

common denominator”-problem (Hassler, 2008; Hovi and Sprinz, 2006). Kanie (2003) has 

studied the importance of domestic policy for the role the state takes in regimes.  

In governance research generally, and in the international perspective, simple views of the 

state and state authority are questioned. Government is undergoing a transformation where it 

has to cooperate with other actors, and has to learn new ways to influence societal 

development both nationally and internationally (Gilek, 2012, p. 9; Kooiman, 2003, p. 3; 

Kooiman and Bavinck, 2005, pp. 14–15; Pierre and Peters, 2000, p. 164; Torfing et al., 2012, 

p. 10). 
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6.1.3 Ecosystem management, planetary boundaries and governance 
 

Ecosystem management means sustainable management of integrated social and ecological 

systems, recognizing the uncertainty of future available options, the complexity of the 

systems and variations in space and time (Chapin, 2009, p. 29). Advocates of ecosystem 

management as governing system point out while centralized bureaucracies may be effective 

in mobilizing resources, decentralized systems are often more adaptive to specific contexts 

and problems (Kofinas, 2009, p. 81). However, ecosystems are embedded in other 

ecosystems, and in some cases it is difficult to establish the relevant institutional limits.  In 

recent years, research has begun to explore the concept of an earth system, where all the 

embedded and interdependent systems finally become a whole system of the earth, including 

humans and the environmental resources (Biermann et al., 2010; Galaz et al., 2012). A view 

that attracted significant political attention, is that there are certain “planetary boundaries” 

which should not be passed if we want to safeguard the life of future generations (Rockström 

et al., 2009). While this view remains controversial, especially with regard to the data and 

methods for quantification of such boundaries, it provides a relevant reference for discussion 

opportunities and challenges for governing on such a large, diverse and complex scale (Bass, 

2009; Biermann et al., 2010; Galaz et al., 2012, p. 1).  

6.1.4 Environmental discourses 
 

Hajer (1997) and Dryzek (2013) promote a discourse oriented approach to analyzing 

environmental politics. The discourse oriented approach provides a new perspective on 

institutions, as it can be used to detect how understanding of a problem has an impact on the 

actions of, for example, political institutions (Hajer, 1997, p. 263). Dryzek (2013) has made 

an overview of the dominant discourses during the last 40 years, and have a continued 

influence. Hajer (1997) has specifically analyzed ecological modernization, which as a 

dominant discourse in environmental policy has deeply influenced on how we have come to 

view environmental problems since the 1970´s. Notably, environmental consequences of 

development and environmental risks are now generally acknowledged. Furthermore, the 

understanding of specific environmental problems such as air pollution, water pollution, soil 

pollution etc., was also integrated into the organizational structures of the new ministries set 

up, which are now sometimes problematized as compartmentalization of the problems (Hajer, 

1997, p. 25). It has also been important for raising the status of science with a regulatory or 
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policy-making focus (Hajer, 1997, p. 262). After the 1990´s, when the so called “Brundtland 

report”(World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987) was released, 

awareness increased that environmental problems were also international, or global. A 

problem with defining problems as global is however that local effects such as pollution may 

be neglected (Hajer, 1997, p. 10).  

6.1.5 Research gap and motivation for interactive governance as framework 
 

Interactive governance sees interactions as an entry point for insights into various aspects of 

governance. The extent an issue can be governed is depending on the existence and quality of 

the interactions created to govern it (Kooiman, 2003, p. 5). Interactive governance is 

integrating systems theory, network theory, public administration and management theories 

and theories of the state (Kooiman, 1993b, p. 3), and also aspects from international relations 

(Kooiman, 2003, pp. 12, 31). The main advantage is the acknowledgement of an intentional 

and a structural dimension of interactions that enables the study of bilateral interactions from 

the actors perception of the purpose (intention) to what they are actually able to do (structural 

impact). As mentioned above, many governance studies, especially concerning issues 

managed at the global level, focus on the overall architecture or on how an issue is managed 

by a specific institution (Biermann et al., 2009). Initiatives by states to promote environmental 

issues are also often analyzed in the contexts of environmental regimes (eg. Carter, 2007, pp. 

243–264; Kanie, 2003; O’Neill, 2009, pp. 71–103; Underdal, 1994; Young, 2008, p. 848). 

Analyzing governability of environmental issues with the framework of interactive 

governance has an advantage as it includes how the problem formulations, constraints by 

bureaucratic (second-order) structures and meta-level (third-order) discourses influences and 

are influenced by the studied interactions. Placing the bilateral governing interaction in a 

system that is complex, dynamic and diverse (Kooiman, 1993b, p. 3) may reveal new 

information about the qualities of bilateral interactions. That does not imply that international 

relations would not also be a good framework for analyzing this question, it is rather a 

complementary perspective. The role of leadership in interactions is also integrated into the 

elements of interactive governance (Kooiman, 2003, p. 66), and can in this case be used to 

build on the previous research on the importance of domestic enabling policy for international 

environmental leadership (Kanie, 2003) and the leadership strategy of “power through 

demonstrating a cure”  Underdal (1994, p. 185) employed by single countries to influence the 
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outcomes of regime negotiations. This thesis looks at how such practical examples are used 

beyond regime negotiations. 

The previous empirical studies using interactive governance and governability have mainly 

covered systems for governing primary resources or marine, ocean and coastal areas (see for 

example Bavinck et al., 2013; Jentoft and Chuenpagdee, 2015b; Kooiman and Centre for 

Maritime Research, 2005). In this thesis governability is applied as a “conceptual context for 

policy analytical purposes” as proposed by Kooiman (2008, p. 172). 

6.2 Governability and interactive governance 
 

6.2.1 The concept of governability 

 

Interactive governance is a perspective advanced by Jan Kooiman and colleagues (Jentoft and 

Chuenpagdee, 2015a; Kooiman, 2003, 1993b; Kooiman et al., 2008). In this perspective, 

governing refers to “activities of social, political and administrative actors that can be seen as 

purposeful efforts to guide, steer, control or manage (sectors or facets of) societies”, and 

governance are the governing patterns of interactions that emerge from this steering activity 

(Kooiman 1993a, p 2). The interactions are thus not the result of governing, they are the 

governing (Kooiman and Chuenpagdee, 2005, p. 343) In modern society, the issues that are to 

be governed are diverse, complex, dynamic and varied in scale. Interactive governance 

integrates social, economic and ecological analysis (Kooiman and Bavinck, 2005, p. 7).  

Governability is a crucial concept in interactive governance and refers to the extent a 

governing system can steer a specific system-to be governed (Kooiman, 2008). The research 

questions were inspired by a framework for governability assessment of marine protected 

areas (MPA) and marine spatial planning (MSP) developed by (Jentoft and Chuenpagdee, 

2015a, p. 22). The framework evaluates governability in the ocean and coastal context as “the 

extent to which oceans and coastal systems are governable” and whether the applied 

instruments make a difference. In the case of the thesis, MPA and MSP is replaced by 

bilateral environmental cooperation. 

Governability is conceived as an overlap of the governing system and a system-to-be 

governed. The existence (presence) of governing interactions, and the strength of interactions 

determine the level of governability (ibid. p 20). 
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For governance to take place, some form of interaction between the two systems 

are required. According to the interactive governance perspective, these 

interactions determine the degree to which a system is governable. 

 (Jentoft and Chuenpagdee, 2015a, p. 20) 

In the case of the thesis, the system-to-be governed by the bilateral environmental cooperation 

is not known in general terms. Theoretically, an in-depth analysis could establish it in the case 

of each environmental issue area that the instrument governs. For practical reasons, I therefore 

discuss governability towards “environmental issue areas” (eg Biermann et al., 2009), except 

when there is a need to use the specific concept of system-to-be governed.  

The concepts of interactive governance and governability should be seen as an ideal, a point 

of departure for discussions of where we are now, what the respective systems look like and 

to what extent they can be governed by the existing institutions or arrangements (Jentoft, 

2007, p. 361; Jentoft and Chuenpagdee, 2015a).  

In interactive governance, the issues to be governed are characterized by diversity, complexity 

and dynamics (Kooiman, 2008, p. 174, 1993a). To be able to govern, governing systems and 

their instruments must recognize this and as far as possible apply the same scale and 

characteristics (Jentoft and Chuenpagdee, 2015a, p. 20). Therefore system properties and the 

capability of the actors and the instrument to incorporate them are important parts of 

governability assessment. 

6.2.2. Interactions 
 

As mentioned above, interactive governance sees governing as interactions, defined as 

“specific forms of action, undertaken in order to remove obstacles and to follow new paths, 

whereby the definition of a problem or an opportunity depends on the issue at hand as well as 

on the position and understanding of the observer” (Kooiman et al., 2008, p. 2). As stated by 

Kooiman (1993a, p 3) this framework has a potential to identify the division of labor between 

various actors in governance, and also to elaborate on the “possibilities and limitations of the 

interactional qualities”. An important quality is regarded as participation of as many as 

possible in governing (Kooiman and Bavinck, 2005, p. 19). Interactions are present at all 

scales and in both horizontal and vertical arrangements involving public and private actors 

(Kooiman et al., 2008, p. 2). An interaction means a “mutually influencing relation between 

two or more actors, possessing an intentional and a structural dimension” (Kooiman and 

Bavinck, 2005, p. 18). The direction of governing is not only from the governing entities to 
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the governed, but a “two-way traffic” between the governing system and the system-to-be 

governed (Kooiman, 1993b, p. 4). (See also methodology section).  

6.2.3 Governing levels  
 

First-order governance is the day to day routine interaction by people and organizations to 

solve known problems and create new opportunities. Second-order governance involves the 

institutional context, such as agreements, procedures and rules. It incorporates both how 

institutions adapt to actors behavior, and how institutions enable and constrain the actors 

(Kooiman, 2003, pp. 155–156).  

Third order governance or meta-governance refers to the normative aspects of governance, 

similar to a meta-theory or perhaps an ontological assumption about governance. It includes 

both applied norms such as rationality, and fundamental norms such as justice (Kooiman, 

2008, p. 181, 2003, p. 170)  Kooiman’s conception of meta-governance thus differs from 

common perceptions of meta-governance in governance theories, which is how governments 

analyze and manage the interaction of other actors in order to reach their purposes. It is often 

used for the way public authorities steer, coordinate and facilitate the emergence of 

governance networks (Jacobsson et al., 2015, p. 2; Jessop, 2011; Torfing et al., 2012, p. 122). 

6.2.4 Governing elements 
 

In order to be regarded as a governing interaction, the action must have an intention, a 

purpose to govern (Kooiman, 1993b, p. 2).  Governing image refers to how the actor has 

formulated its purpose to govern. Ideally, governing begins with an explicit governing image. 

However, in reality parts of the governing images are unconscious or implicit. Furthermore, 

dialogue between actors influence the images (ibid. 2003, pp. 29–30), the instrumentation 

refers the tools the actor chooses (ibid. 2003, p. 45), and actions is the way the image and 

instrument becomes implemented. Actions are intentional, but also influenced by societal 

structures. The actions can also influence structures (ibid. 2003, pp. 14, 62). Leadership can 

be part of action, working to promote changes and new paths (ibid. 2003, p. 66). 

6.4 Analysis scheme 
 

An analysis scheme with sub-questions specifying the research questions and the topic of this 

thesis were added to the analysis scheme was developed and is presented in Table 2. The 
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governability assessment framework (Jentoft and Chuenpagdee, 2015a, p. 22) lists three 

analytic steps and issues to include. In the original framework, analysis of system properties is 

step 1, capabilities step 2, and interactions step 3. In this thesis, the interactions were analyzed 

as step 1, since the instrument was known but not the governing systems it referred to. That 

was revealed by studying the interactions and the governing images.  As step 2, the thesis thus 

discusses what kind of system (or environmental issue areas) the instrument aims to govern. 

Finally, as step 3 capability, i.e. how the instrument fitted the context was assessed. Some 

aspects of governability assessment proposed by Jentoft and Chuenpagdee (2015a) were 

omitted due to the limited scope and time plan of the study. This concerns inter alia power 

analysis and assessment of the robustness and resilience of the system to be governed. Since 

the thesis also has a theoretical purpose of exploring the concept of governability in relation to 

bilateral environmental cooperation, such analysis was included in addition to the 

governability assessment.  

Table 2. Analysis scheme  

 

Analysis Governability issue 

Interactions 

Q1 (images)  

Q2 (presence) 

Q3 (quality) 

Presence of interactions is a prerequisite of governability 

Governing images in the policy, and the actors governing images 

What the actors regard as quality of the interactions 

 

Aspects to analyze concerns what mechanisms, perceived challenges and 

opportunities promote and enhance the quality of interactions, the 

coherence of governing images, and impact from values and norms. 

System properties 

Q1 (images) 

Q2 (presence) 

Is there an analysis of the governing system and system to be governed? 

What are the perceived system characteristics? 

 

Aspects to analyze is potential limitations of the actors perceptions of 

system properties, and how that impacts the instrument 

 

Capabilities 

Q3 (quality) 

Is the instrument compatible with bureaucratic and socio-economic 

system? 

Are governing images coherent? 

 

Aspects to analyze concern whether the governing images and the 

instrument reflecting the system properties, such as scale, dynamics and 

complexity, and the challenges and opportunities for governability? 

 

Theory How did interactive governance and governability contribute to the 

understanding of the problem? 

Policy recommendation 

Q4 

 

Can governability assessment improve the instrument? 

Source: Adapted from (Jentoft and Chuenpagdee, 2015a, pp. 22–23) 
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7. Methodology 
 

7.1 Research approach 
 

The overall approach is interpretation through a theoretical lens (Creswell, 2007, p. 39). The 

applied lens is interactive governance. In interpretative research, the finding of the research 

question, theory, methodology, and underlying ontological and epistemological assumptions 

are closely interlinked (Wagenaar, 2011, p. 241). A qualitative researcher therefore needs to 

make those assumptions explicit (Creswell, 2007, p. 15). 

This thesis has used an emerging design (Creswell, 2007, p. 39). It includes an embrace of 

pragmatism, which means that “what works” has been allowed to influence the research 

process (Creswell, 2007, p. 22). The thesis is explorative and developed from a curiosity 

about what practitioners’ experience of international cooperation could tell about large and 

abstract concepts as the earth system and global governance. The theoretical lens was not 

chosen until after the two first interviews, at which point it could be established that 

interactive governance (Kooiman, 2003, 1993b) contained useful concepts for the patterns 

that had emerged.  

7.2 Interpretative policy analysis 
 

The methodology was inspired by interpretative research on public policy. Such approaches 

have been labelled deliberative policy analysis (Hajer and Wagenaar, 2003), interpretive 

policy analysis (Wagenaar, 2011) and critical policy analysis (Fischer, 2003). Governance not 

only means a transformation of societal architecture from stable bureaucracies to dynamic 

relationships, it also means that policy is not only about content, it is also part of the dynamics 

of the relationships it studies (Hajer and Wagenaar, 2003, p. 9). This view fits well with the 

analytical framework of interactive governance and its concepts of mutually influential 

interactions, where interaction is shaped on the one hand between the actors, and on the other 

hand by the dynamics between the intentional and structural level (Kooiman, 2003, p. 19).  

Policy is expressed in documents as well as in action, as the meaning people or institutions 

attach to the policy they are implementing is not only a view on the policy, it is making it 

(Bevir, 2006, p. 24; Wagenaar, 2011, p. 3). The governing image (see section 6.2.4) can be 

methodologically grasped by the conception of a frame, in the sense that “policy actors frame 
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so they know how to act in a specific situation” (Wagenaar, 2011, p. 223). A frame (or 

governing image) is an “intervention”, a problem formulation resulting in action, not only a 

“representation” of someone’s beliefs regarding an issue (ibid.). 

7.3 Meaning and discourse 
 

There are a number of methodologies to extract meaning from text and interview data. The 

approach in this thesis includes a heuristic mixture of the following. 

Interpretation of meaning and texts were made in relation to the research questions and 

analysis scheme (see 6.4.). The interviews were analyzed with meaning interpretation, where 

“the interpreter goes beyond what is directly said to work out structures and meanings”, and 

places what is said within “broader frames of reference” (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009, p. 

207). The frames of reference in this case is the analytical framework. Categories were not 

fixed before interpretation, instead the answers were grouped according to how they answered 

to the research question and the sub questions in the adapted governability assessment.  

Discourse analysis was applied specifically for discussion how some of the challenges the 

actors perceive relates to the problem formulation of the whole structure they are working in. 

Discourse refers to the way the world is understood, and when large number of people have 

the same understanding, it becomes an organizing principle. (Dryzek, 2013, pp. 9–10). 

Discourses are identified by interpreting the language, how people make common sense of 

things. However as organizing principle discourse also includes actions, in contrast to initial 

methodologies which saw linguistic structures rather than the actors intent as the meaning 

(Wagenaar, 2011, p. 107). Methodologies for discourse and framing have been developed by 

many, and are sometimes used interchangeably. In this thesis frame is a language or action 

construct by a specific actor or group, and in most cases substitute for Kooiman’s concept of 

governing image, whereas a discourse is a societal ordering principle, mainly analyzed at the 

level of third order governance and organized at second order governance (see 6.2.3). 

8 Epistemology and ontology 
 

In interpretative research, explanation is to reconstruct the meaning an actor applies to an 

action or situation (Wagenaar, 2011, p. 19). This means that different actors may give 

different meanings to for example a policy, which influence how they act. Language plays a 

role in grasping the situations and as a means of expression (ibid., 2011, pp. 177, 183, 185). 
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The result of acknowledging the construction of meanings as a dynamic process is that 

meanings always develops in reflection with something that was there before the point when 

the meaning was constructed, and so forth, as an ongoing process. Taking this in account, 

only to focus on portraying participants’ views is not sufficient (ibid., 2011, p. 19). 

Interpretive policy analysis does not regard policy documents or statements in interviews as 

merely language constructs but as a registering of real actions (ibid., 2011 p. 21).  

Thus, this thesis uses a constructionist (or constructivist) epistemology but that should not be 

taken as implying a constructionist ontology (ibid.2011 p 179). When it is said that 

“constructivists often fail to acknowledge… the physical reality behind the social factors” 

(Klintman, 2000, p. 47), it is a reference to constructionist ontology, while constructionist 

methodology has an aim to uncover hidden structures with an impact on actions or behavior 

(Wagenaar, 2011, pp. 179, 185). Applying a combination of constructivist methodology and 

critical realism is in this case made not only adherence to knowledge democracy (Klintman, 

2000, p. 63), but also a necessity in order to say something about dynamic interactions, where 

the dynamics involves interaction between humans and structures, and somewhere in the 

complex web of interdependence, with a real nature. This also means that I have used research 

based on various perspectives and worldviews, notably international relations, governance 

and constructivism. Post-positivist approaches are more concerned with explaining causality 

whereas interpretative approaches focus on intentions and action (Wagenaar, 2011, p. 15). 

Using empirical findings generated with different perspectives is fully possible with a 

preceding assessment of how the conditions of their production might have influenced the 

conclusion. 

9 Methods 
 

9.1 Data collection 

In line with the recommendations for qualitative research, multiple sources of data (Creswell, 

2007, pp. 38, 43) were used in this study, namely documents and web pages, interviews, 

participation/observation, and literary review. 

9.1.1 Documents and web pages 

Copies of formal documents regarding the bilateral cooperation were obtained from the 

coordinator at the Swedish EPA by e-mail. These include 1) the bilateral strategy 2) 

applications from the four authorities for funding from the bilateral allocation in 2014 and 
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2015; 3) Comprehensive yearly report from 2014; 4) Yearly report 2014 from each authority 

which were the basis for writing the comprehensive yearly report; 5) Swedish EPA decisions 

for allocation of funding in 2014 and 2015; 6) Swedish EPA formal meeting notes from five 

coordination meetings. These documents are unpublished, i.e. they are publically available 

only upon request.  Web pages were used to obtain information about the agencies and of 

Swedish environmental policy. All web pages are official web publications and sites of public 

agencies.  Date of update was published in general, which facilitated the assessment of 

whether the information was relevant. 

9.1.2 Interviews 

The data of the thesis includes 9 interviews, of which two are group interviews containing two 

respondents, so there are altogether 11 respondents. The main selection principle was to have 

representation from all four authorities and the MEE: Two persons at MEE, the responsible 

desk officer for bilateral cooperation at the MEE and a high representative at MEE, with 

experience of representing MEE in bilateral activities. The coordinating function was 

represented by the coordinator for bilateral cooperation and Head of international cooperation 

at Swedish EPA. Three additional program officers in the Swedish EPA were included for 

implementation experiences from two different countries. For the other three authorities, the 

responsible Head of division, and in the case of SwAM, also a program officer were 

interviewed. The interviewees are all participating regularly in the coordination group and 

were recommended by the coordinator at Swedish EPA for having good insights in bilateral 

cooperation. 

Interviewees residing in the Stockholm area were all interviewed in person at their workplace. 

Telephone interviews were conducted with respondents with offices outside Stockholm. The 

main difference between personal interviews and telephone interviews is that the latter does 

not allow the researcher to detect non-verbal communication (Gillham, 2008, p. 14). That was 

not considered crucial in this case. All interviews were carried out in Swedish and were 

recorded and transcribed verbatim, except for the interview with the high level representative, 

lasting 30 minutes where I took notes and transcribed immediately after the interview 

(Interview 2). Otherwise, the interview length was between 40 minutes and one hour. A short 

follow up telephone interview was made with the coordinator, and notes taken (Follow up 

interview, 2016). 

The interview strategy was first to conduct interviews with MEE and the coordinator at 

Swedish EPA to get an overview and understanding of the instrument. For these interviews, 
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questions were both general and specific for example asking for details on information in the 

documentation. The other interviews were open-ended, based on three main question areas 

and follow up questions were asked when needed. The names of the respondents are not 

included in the reference list, only the function. Since the respondents made the statements as 

representatives of their function, this was found to be the most relevant way of presenting the 

data. Interview guides are attached as Annex A-C. 

9.1.3 Literary review 

The literature review included academic books, peer reviewed journals and non-peer reviewed 

published policy reports, mainly Swedish EPA and Swedish government publications. 

Academic books and journals were identified through the Södertörn University library, google 

scholar and science direct. The search themes corresponded to the previous research presented 

in the thesis. Some books summarizing governance research and international environmental 

politics and environmental global governance were studied at the outset to identify the central 

perspectives. 

9.1.4 Participation/observation 

I was present at two coordination meetings with the MEE and the authorities. The first 

meeting was on 14 December 2015, which was right after the subject of the thesis was 

decided, and neither research question nor analytic framework was designed. In that meeting, 

my purpose was observation. I took notes from the observation, of which some information 

was used to develop the initial interviews. In the second coordination meeting on 13 April 

(Researcher meeting notes 1, 2016), the first part was a participatory discussion where I had 

summarized some findings from the interviews, which were presented to the group for their 

comments and discussion. That had the triple function of providing more information about 

key questions, validating that main points of the interviews were understood correctly, and at 

the same as expressed by Creswell (2007, p. 44) “giving something back to the participants 

for their time and efforts”. In the second part I observed the internal discussions of the group. 

A participation guide is enclosed as Appendix D. A representative of MEE invited me to 

repeat a similar participatory discussion with desk officers of the “Global Group” at MEE 

(Researcher meeting notes 2, 2016). The meeting was subject to time restriction, and therefore 

not optimal for research-oriented discussions but some important points, especially regarding 

the process of ad hoc requests were obtained. During the meetings notes were taken and 

transcribed immediately afterwards. 
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9.2 Triangulation, validation and source criticism 

Triangulation has been obtained when different data sources support the same findings (Yin, 

2014). When the focus of research is perceptions the “perception” cannot be triangulated as it 

is the subjective expression of a respondents’ perception. A source critical approach can still 

be applied to assess whether the answer seems to be in line with what is expressed by others 

or in documents, and/or whether diverging views are relevant for describing the case, and 

analyzing possible alternative interpretations of the interview statement. Such aspects are 

called interview validity (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009, pp. 242–253). This study included 

issues that were triangulated, such as the facts about environmental policy and formal 

priorities of the bilateral strategy, and issues mainly related to perceptions. The coordinated 

use of interviews, observation, official meeting notes and the possibility of a “mid-term” 

discussion with the respondents and additional staff present, provided fairly good 

opportunities for triangulation and validation. 

9.3 Researcher bias and ethical considerations 

In interpretive and interview-based research, the aim is to present an interpretation of reality 

using the best possible craftsmanship (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009, p. 242). That involves 

being aware that the researcher contributes to the interpretation. Especially in interpreting 

through a theoretical lens, there is a risk that the researcher only sees the thing that correspond 

to the theoretical concepts (ibid. 2009, p. 238). This has been balanced in my thesis by 

introducing the theoretical lens rather late in the process (see section 7.1). A damaging bias is 

when the researcher has a personal stake, such as wanting to get a job by the research or 

conducted methodological faults. With regard to the former, I have encountered some of the 

key informants in my working life, but I was not employed by any of them. At the time of 

writing the thesis, I did not have any active working relation with them, and there were no 

relations of dependency. The previous contact I regard as a research opportunity rather than a 

bias. My personal experience of the field and some personal contacts is likely to have strongly 

facilitated access to the informants, participation in meetings, and their willingness to talk 

about the subject. It may have brought in some preconceptions about the working methods of 

the Swedish environmental authorities to the analysis, but that I see mainly as an opportunity 

to ask relevant questions. As regards the second bias of methodological insufficiency I can 

only say that I did my best to adhere to the principle stated at the outset of this section, with 

the limited experience I possess. A main challenge when studying the Swedish administration 

is a strong culture of consensus while interpretative research has a methodology geared 

towards detecting conflict. The ethical challenge is thus not to induce conflict when there is 
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none, but on the other hand not miss a deviating frame. Fortunately, such challenges were 

within the range of smooth handling without compromising the research aim. 

10. Findings 
 

The findings are organized along the three main dimensions that are important for 

governability assessment. First, there are interactions which include the governing images, 

that is the pictures the actors have about themselves and their governing role (Jentoft and 

Chuenpagdee, 2015a, p. 23). System properties in this case is the way actors perceive the 

system that bilateral cooperation is part of, and the system it addresses. Capabilities of the 

governing tool, concerning whether the tool matches the scale, boundaries, dynamics and 

complexity of the problem (ibid.). The findings have therefore been grouped under these three 

headlines. Some findings may be discussed in relation to all three dimensions, so it should be 

regarded in a flexible way. The findings are based on interview data, and to some extent on 

the documentation. The analysis of how it relates to research questions and the analysis 

scheme follows in the analysis section.  

10.1 Interactions  
 

10.1.1 The formal purpose of bilateral cooperation 
 

In order to be able to analyze whether and how interactions with actors inside and outside the 

coordination group developed the goals and priorities, the formal priorities and purpose was 

examined first. 

11 countries were involved in cooperation with the four authorities in 2014 (Naturvårdsverket, 

2015c). The main country priority in the strategy is on large economies. This has involved 

mainly the BRICS countries and USA. India, China and Russia (including Arctic and Barents) 

are the prioritized countries for long-term, formalized cooperation. Cooperation on strategic 

thematic issues has been initiated with Brazil, South Africa and USA. As fast growing 

economies, and belonging to the world´s largest emitters of greenhouse gas, these countries 

have a large impact on the world´s environment. If bilateral cooperation has an impact on 

them the benefit is global, and also relevant in a Swedish perspective.(Interview 4, 2016; 

Miljödepartementet, 2013) 
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Building alliances with vanguard countries that can serve as change agents or forging 

alliances with bilateral partners to understand eachothers’ positions on core issues are other 

intended uses of the strategy (Miljödepartementet, 2013). For example, Sweden forged an 

alliance with New Zeeland,on the phase out of subsidies to fossil fuels, which developed into 

joint initiative by 30 countries (Interview 1, 2016; Regeringskansliet, 2015)  

A third category for limited and short-term, is for the time being involving Chile, Poland, 

Turkey, Indonesia and Colombia. It can support a specific standpoint at a critical time of 

negotiation, EU or multilateral priorities where Sweden is pursuing an issue, regional 

cooperation etc. This category can shift over time.(Interview 1, 2016; Naturvårdsverket, 2016) 

The purpose of bilateral cooperation in the strategy covers the following: 

 Contribute to the international dimensions of fulfilling the Swedish environmental 

goals, and form an integrated part of the core activities of the MEE and authorities.  

 Capacity development in other countries through sharing successful Swedish examples 

 Promote countries that are good examples 

 Create a trustful relational climate for dialogue with key countries 

 Implementation of international agreements 

 More strategic use and selection of visits and exchange 

 Synergies with environmental technology promotion, as examples of applied solutions 

(Miljödepartementet, 2013) 

 

10.1.2 Broad governing images 

 

In this section, the way respondents framed the purpose of the bilateral cooperation is seen 

through the lens of governing images. This is developed below with regard to how the 

involved agencies perceive the environmental issues, and governing systems for addressing 

them. The governing images presented here are on a general level, with a few examples for 

the purpose of the discussion of the instrument for bilateral cooperation. Governing images 

could be detailed for each of the concerned areas, which is suggested as a next step outside 

the scope of this thesis.  

Governing image: Support political priorities (MEE)  

From the perspective of the MEE, the need for a bilateral strategy developed from a dual 

viewpoint. One was a need to prioritize among requests for contacts, visits and cooperation 
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activities from other countries who wanted to share Swedish experiences. Second, there is a 

political signal to engage in international cooperation and be pro-active in international 

negotiations. That requires both to develop capacity and knowledge of other countries, but 

also that the Swedish officials deepen their knowledge about how the capacity can be raised 

(Interview 1, 2016) The overwhelming number of requests, while staff resources are scarce, 

and an urgent need for a sorting principle is reflected in all interviews with the MEE 

(Interview 1, 2016; Interview 2, 2016; Researcher meeting notes 2, 2016). 

“Bilateral cooperation is the most traditional form of cooperation. Even though we 

nowadays put most of our funding in multilateral cooperation, cooperation 

requests from other countries will always arrive, no matter what we think about 

resource efficiency. Interesting that it still works like this”  

High level representative, Ministry of Environment and Energy 

  

The point of departure is an environment-political interest to have an impact on a country, 

deemed to have a large impact on the environment. Therefore, the plan is to develop strategic 

documents for how to handle bilateral cooperation with the prioritized countries. In most 

cases a trustful contact is first developed through a number of high level visits and exchanges, 

before a formalized agreement can be signed  (Interview 1, 2016; Researcher meeting notes 2, 

2016) . The MEE stresses on the one hand the need to further develop sorting principles and 

mechanisms for strategic use such as supporting environmental conventions and processes in 

UNEP (Interview 1, 2016; Interview 2, 2016), but also the political reality of maintaining a 

flexible use of part the fund for one-off engagement  (Researcher meeting notes 2, 2016). The 

bilateral cooperation is also considered crucial for providing a practical implementation 

possibility of the bilateral cooperation agreements (Interview 1, 2016) 

Governing image: Improve policy and legal instr uments (Control authorities)  

Swedish EPA, SwAM and KemI are control authorities, with a responsibility to develop and 

implement regulation. The general use of bilateral cooperation from this point of view is to 

sharpen the authorities’ knowledge about implementation problems relating to issue areas and 

conventions, and to develop policy and regulation globally and in country-specific contexts. 

The value of creating a common vocabulary and knowledge base for discussing regulation in 

international fora is stressed (Interview 6, 2016; Interview 7, 2016; Interview 8, 2016; 

Interview 9, 2016) 
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This will be illustrated by an example of KemI. The central area of bilateral work is to 

develop a modern chemicals regulation, and that is seen to feed directly into the work with 

fulfilling the Swedish environmental goal of non-toxic environment, which is the 

responsibility of KemI. An example is that Brazil, South Africa and Indonesia are all about to 

initiate a new law, and the working method applied in the bilateral cooperation is to give 

concrete comments on law texts, by personal visits or e-mail. KemI also give a number of 

workshops with the responsible authorities, focusing on what is the authority functions needed 

for developing and enforcing chemical law. KemI has an impression that the peer-to-peer 

work, sending out the authority’s own staff to sit down and discuss regulation text and design 

of the authority functions gives a unique depth. Few other countries have the kind of 

cooperation in the chemicals area. It is more common to do capacity building projects through 

multilaterals, or pilot testing of technology in an industry. 

This work is also seen as directly linked to other work, for example in SAICM (Strategic 

Approach to International Chemicals Management), which is a broad but non-binding global 

strategy. Other chemicals conventions are regulating a specific substance but SAICM takes an 

overall approach. Since it is voluntary, there is first a need to raise awareness that it exists, 

therefore doing all kinds of awareness raising and talking about it in every forum possible has 

a point. Sweden has been a driving force within EU for identifying emerging issues in 

SAICM, where the administrative responsibility lies with UNEP.  

Another example relating to the Stockholm Convention on POPs (Persistant Organic 

Pollutants). Brazil has pursued and been granted an exemption in POPs regarding a pesticide 

for leaf-eating ants, and invited KemI to a workshop where Brazilian experts discussed the 

topic. The concrete experiences and knowledge brought insights to KemI about what the real 

problem is and why Brazil is pursuing this exemption. That can be used to give advice to 

Brazil from the Swedish experience of similar situations, which is seen as a dynamic process 

of developing and using knowledge (Interview 9, 2016). 

We can see the actual challenge they face, compared to sitting at a Meeting of 

the parties in a huge hall, where Brazil raises its flag and says “we need an 

exemption for the leaf-eating ants” 

Head of division for international cooperation, KemI 
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Governing image: Improving the national and global knowledge production (SMHI) 

The mandate of SMHI is different from the three other authorities, and consequently the way 

it sees the function of bilateral cooperation differs. The main role of SMHI is to produce a 

knowledge base for decision-making on environment and climate matters, mainly air and 

water. The bilateral cooperation is a little part in the fairly large international cooperation 

carried out by SMHI. According to the respondent, there is sufficient funding available for 

developing methods and modelling internationally in the water sector. The bilateral 

cooperation has been targeted at filling a funding gap for international cooperation on air 

quality modelling in middle income countries. An expected outcome of the cooperation is 

both capacity development of the concerned parties in applying certain methods, as well as 

model testing and data production.  The added value is that models can be tested in an 

environment unlike Sweden, and that the formal character of the cooperation enables expert 

exchange with authority staff, not only researchers, in other countries. And in addition, it 

allows direct communication with decision-makers, compared to the usual SMHI participation 

in expert groups. International cooperation, including the bilateral cooperation is considered 

necessary for keeping competence up to date. Due to this focus the SMHI activities differ 

from the other authorities.  SMHI would like the projects to have a technical focus, and a 

larger budget (at least 1 million SEK project) and a longer time perspective, which means that 

SMHI restricts its participation to 2-3 countries. That has created some discussions in the 

coordination group, since the activity budget for the other authorities is on average 200-

400 000 SEK and spread out on more countries (Interview 5, 2016). 

A specific component of total international cooperation  

As an overall governing image, the bilateral cooperation was framed as a specific function 

complementary to other international cooperation. It provided an opportunity to go in-depth 

with partners to discuss issues of certain importance, or partners that it was difficult to 

influence in a multilateral context (All interviews).  

The bilateral dialogues are the deepest, it is where we can build relations and 

really have a different kind of contact 

                 Head of division for international cooperation, Swedish EPA 

The mercury issue was an example of synergetic interactions preceding the signing of the 

Minamata convention. Mercury was strongly perceived as a global issue. Swedish EPA and 

KemI worked a long time in the EU, and simultaneously pushed the issue in the Arctic 

Council, together with large community of experts and research institutes. China was 
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identified as one of the largest emitters of mercury and in need of capacity building to be able 

to fulfil the convention requirements. Therefore, a number of bilateral initiatives were 

initiated in China (Interview 3, 2016). KemI also implemented a number of bilateral 

initiatives on mercury, notably in China, Brazil, Indonesia and South Africa connected to 

workshops on a Global Harmonized System for Classification and Labelling of Chemicals 

(GHS) and SAICM. Furthermore, Uruguay was considered a proactive agent in the Minamata 

context, so a specific initiative was undertaken with them (Interview 3, 2016; 

Naturvårdsverket, 2014, p. 7). 

We push multilaterally, we push within EU, we push bilaterally. And the whole 

research community is involved. That is why we highlight the mercury issue as a 

good example. We have been able to use a diversity of channels where Sweden is 

engaged….The point of departure should be that when we find an issue that 

complicates the fulfilment of the environmental goals, we should identify the 

mechanisms, and how we should work. 

Coordinator, Swedish EPA 

 

Another example is Poland, which had been less ambitious regarding the climate negotiations. 

Raising Poland’s ambition was considered urgent for the outcome of EU positions on climate. 

The global significance of the climate issue motivated the use the bilateral allocation for an 

EU country. Bilateral seminars on environmental technology were arranged in Poland, and a 

Polish minister was invited to Sweden to study concrete examples of economic gains from 

being “climate smart”. (Interview 1, 2016; Researcher meeting notes 1, 2016; Researcher 

meeting notes 2, 2016). 

All organizations have a weakest link. We focus on the weakest link. 

    Comment in group discussion at coordination meeting, on Poland 

In sum, the presence of bilateral interactions is considered important by the actors, for 

governing certain issue areas in support of Swedish priorities and the agencies’ assignments, 

and for filling certain functions supporting other international governing relations. 

10.1.3. Interactions and process for activity selection 
 

When the MEE enacted the allocation for bilateral cooperation in the end of 2013, the 

Swedish EPA was mandated as coordinator, and assigned a staff function for the purpose. The 

formal selection and implementation process is described as follows: 
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1) At the end of each year, the authorities develop proposals for bilateral projects and 

present to the coordinating function at the Swedish EPA. 

2)  Before the decision on allocations is taken at Swedish EPA, there is a joint 

reconciliation in the Coordination group, that consists of the MEE, the program 

coordinator function and representatives of all four authorities.  

3) The decided allocations are delegated to the four authorities which take full 

responsibility for implementation. Exchange of information about the progress takes 

place in the coordination group 3-4 times a year. 

4) Swedish EPA produces a yearly report based on input from the authrorities, 

The formal process for administration of the bilateral cooperation allocation is outlined in 

Figure 1 below.  

 

10.1.4 Key practical aspects influencing the process 
 

The interviews revealed that the interactions between the actors, as well as the dynamics 

between various steps of the selection process, influenced the selection of actual projects. The 

key aspects perceived by the actors are outlined below. 

Equal distribution of funds  

From the perspective of the coordinator, each agency is responsible for selecting and 

implementing the proposed activities. Neither the coordinator nor the MEE would interfere 

with how the respective agency interpret the need for bilateral cooperation in relation to the 

overall assignment. The relevance assessment in relation to a certain environmental issue area 

is the responsibility of each agency. (Interview 1, 2016; Interview 3, 2016) The coordinating 

Coordination group
MEE, Swedish EPA, SwAM, KemI, SMHI

Decision (Swedish EPA)

Administration (Program coordinator)

Implementation

SwAM KemI
Swedish 

EPA
SMHI

Figure 1 Administration process for the 
bilateral allocation. 

 Source: Yearly report 2014 of the 
authorities’ environmental and climate 
cooperation with strategic countries and 
environmental cooperation with Russia 
(Naturvårdsverket, 2015d, p. 17), translated 
from the Swedish original 
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function of the Swedish EPA would in practice distribute a relatively equal share of the scarce 

fund to each authority rather than prioritizing between environmental areas (Interview 3, 

2016; Interview 9, 2016). Since the four authorities are at the same administrative level under 

the MEE the model with one agency coordinating the others was received with some 

skepticism in the beginning, but is now widely accepted and appreciated, especially since the 

coordinator lifted some of the administrative burden, such as reporting. (Interview 1, 2016; 

Interview 8, 2016, p. 8; Interview 9, 2016). 

  

Historical presence 

The bilateral strategy is considered too broad to give any practical guidance on activity 

selection. The country priorities expressed by MEE, in the strategy and in coordination 

meetings  are however considered a point of departure (Interview 1, 2016; Interview 9, 2016; 

Researcher meeting notes 1, 2016; Researcher meeting notes 2, 2016). Historical presence in 

countries and with certain counterparts so far have a major influence on selection; the bilateral 

allocation has only existed for a couple of years and several contacts have a basis in previous 

aid-financed cooperation. The time it takes to build trustful cooperation was stressed, and 

therefore the historical cooperation was important (Interview 1, 2016; Interview 6, 2016, p. 6; 

Interview 7, 2016; Interview 8, 2016; Interview 9, 2016).  

Counterpart dialogue, mutual interest and expert availability  

Once an activity was selected for priority, the following interactions also influenced whether 

the activity was implemented or not: 1) dialogue with the bilateral counterpart could reveal a 

lack of interest or capacity. The feasibility of carrying through an activity with a certain 

counterpart could be decisive, rather than the environmental relevance. A strong mutual 

interest was considered a prerequisite. 2) Internal interactions in the authority to establish 

expert availability for the assignment.  At some occasions, when there was competing 

requests for an expert, the international assignment has to stand back to domestically related 

work. That could happen even when the activity was already agreed. In such case, the option 

was to send a consultant, postpone or cancel the activity (Interview 3, 2016).  

An overall limitation of selection was the funding limitation, which was perceived as the main 

reason for not expanding the bilateral cooperation. A reoccurring theme is that bilateral 

cooperation is seen as very strategic and could be significantly expanded if more funding was 

available. (Interview 1, 2016; Interview 3, 2016; Interview 4, 2016; Interview 6, 2016; 
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Interview 7, 2016).At the same time, the MEE points out that it is “incredible how much can 

be done” with the small resources (Interview 1, 2016). 

Thematic versus country priorities  

There are diverging views about whether the possible impact on an environmental issue is the 

first criteria of selection, or if a number of countries are set first. The MEE prefers to take a 

country perspective based on a global impact, such as large polluters as the BRICS countries 

and USA, or countries influencing global conventions. Due to the economic status, capacity 

building in the BRICS is no longer eligible for aid funding. Therefore bilateral cooperation is 

seen as filling the gap to conduct concrete activities in these countries (Interview 1, 2016; 

Interview 3, 2016, p. 3). 

In the practical process, thematic and country priorities are mutually influential. When the 

concerned authority makes a formal activity choice based on its assignment, it assesses 

environmental goals, issues, convention work etc. The authority then considers the overall 

MEE country priorities, not least because the formal backup by MEE and/or potential 

synergies with other authorities could strengthen the prospects of the success of the selected 

activity (Interview 3, 2016; Interview 8, 2016). Country-specific knowledge in the Swedish 

authorities could also play a role in defining need, which countries that have an interest for 

cooperating with Sweden and what is feasible. The strongest impact is expected when there is 

a combination of thematic relevance and a mutual interest (Interview 6, 2016).  

India is an example, high on the priority list, where all four environmental authorities 

experienced difficulties to initiate cooperation with Indian environmental authorities. Finally, 

the solution came with an NGO, Center for Science and Environment (CSE) with a formal 

assignment from the Indian ministry to train environmental authority staff. CSE approached 

the Swedish EPA and suggested cooperation. The cooperation with CSE is considered very 

strategic as it reaches out to a large number of environmental officials at regional level, many 

with responsibility for control of industries that except to improve the environment in India, is 

relevant for the generation goal and Swedish companies producing in India (Interview 7, 

2016; Researcher meeting notes 1, 2016). However, the responsible program officer points 

out, that Swedish EPA would like to have a direct cooperation with environmental authorities 

as well, in order to have a peer-to-peer relation and participate in concrete implementation. 

The limited funding has restricted the further development of these ideas, it does not sound 
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feasible according to the respondent to push very hard for cooperation, and then have no 

activity funding to offer (Interview 7, 2016). 

Strategic vs flexible 

While authorities on the one hand saw the importance of strategic planning and selection, it 

was also stressed that it is often the occasion that makes the opportunity. It is in many cases 

the good relation with key agents in a country that creates the possibility for cooperation on 

an issue. Therefore, it might happen that Sweden starts out with an idea about which issues to 

initiate with a country, but at the meeting table the country gives some other suggestions. 

There are so many urgent environmental issues so it is unlikely that any thematic area 

suggested would be irrelevant, according to the respondent. It is better to be sure of a mutual 

interest, otherwise the cooperation will not succeed (Interview 3, 2016). “It would be 

unrealistic to think that we can steer the priorities of India and China”, says one respondent 

(Interview 4, 2016). 

At the same time, large amounts of ad hoc proposals from other countries constitute a large 

challenge to the MEE. Sorting among those, and to concentrate on suggestions with a long-

term cooperation perspective was one of the main reasons for the need of a strategy for 

bilateral cooperation (Interview 1, 2016; Researcher meeting notes 2, 2016). Swedish EPA 

took the initiative to design a “contingency fund” to handle requests for ad hoc cooperation 

such as visits, presentations which has facilitated the implementation of such requests.  

Another complication with a flexible approach concerned how to eventually end cooperation. 

When cooperation was initiated to push a specific environmental issue from the perspective of 

a negotiation or similar, the continued cooperation could still may have significant diplomatic 

importance. The same problem was perceived also for some of the countries with a long 

historical cooperation. When the need to prioritize from an environmental perspective turned 

lower, discontinued cooperation was felt as a risk of ‘badwill’ (Interview 8, 2016; Researcher 

meeting notes 2, 2016). 

Process chart 

Figure 2 below shows how interactions on various levels shape activity selection. Compared 

to the formal organization scheme, which is top-down, this picture shows a more dynamic 

picture. Strategy work conducted in the MEE, discussions in the coordination group, within 

the agencies for budget and staffing dialogue, thematic input from specialty departments when 

applied, with the partner countries and finally some communication efforts and report 
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dissemination. Each such interaction is important for the way activities are selected, as will be 

further discussed later. 

 

 

 

10.1.5 Perceived qualities  
 

A door opener 

The specific character of bilateral cooperation is that it places itself between the political or 

policy level, and practice (Interview 6, 2016). It is a door opener that can enable a certain 

political level in the dialogue. Especially from the perspective of MEE, the potential of 

forging high level relations was crucial, and then MEE would leave it to the authorities for 

implementation (Researcher meeting notes 1, 2016).  

If they (the political leadership) are at some climate negotiation, they can sit down 

with the minister and say ‘our cooperation in this and that area is great, and we 

Main factors influencing selection:  Steps of selection 

 History of previous cooperation       1) Agency proposal (relevance) 

 Availability of funding        2) Coordination group discussion 

 Equal distribution of funding between agencies 3) Dialogue with counterpart 

 MEE Country priorities  4) Expert availability (Swedish side) 

Figure 2: Process and priorities for activity selection. The picture outlines the major steps and 

types of interactions occurring in practical implementation. Source: Interview 3 (2016) 
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are happy for that’. That creates a feeling of having something special in common 

between our countries…and then they can talk about other issues. It is much 

easier. 

Desk officer, Ministry of Environment and Energy 

 

Trust, peer-to-peer, and political  

Directing the cooperation to partners with a similar formal mandate was seen as giving a kind 

of legitimacy for the cooperation (Interview 3, 2016), In addition, it was felt that this kind of 

peer cooperation with colleagues in the same position enables a trustful relation that could not 

be reached otherwise. That provided a peer-to peer level of impact, directly related to how the 

colleagues in other countries work with policy development, standard setting and so forth 

(Interview 6, 2016). “Few people realize the potential of being similar”, comments one 

respondent on the issue of why it would not be the same result to engage a consultancy firm 

(Interview 4, 2016). 

Cooperating with authorities brings a possibility of influence, joined with a trustful 
relation. More trustful than a country the size of Sweden could otherwise think of.  

Program officer, Swedish EPA 
 

A difference from working level expert groups in for example EU or UNEP was stated. 

Bilateral cooperation was to be seen as an on-the-job exchange. The thematic experts already 

have their own networks,  so such networks were not considered the first priority for the 

bilateral allocation (Interview 1, 2016). When asked further about the difference with 

thematic expert networks, one desk officer said that the thematic networks tend to have “joint 

EU” or a “joint multilateral” identity, but the bilateral cooperation give Swedish authorities 

the possibility to act independently, in the name of Sweden (Researcher meeting notes 2, 

2016). That underlines a specific political quality of the instrument that is applied to make an 

impact. 

Sharing or gaining knowledge  

Swedish successful experiences was believed to raise the level of ambition among 

environmental authorities in partner countries. On the institutional level, examples used in the 

bilateral cooperation can be used by authorities in the partner country in domestic “lobbying” 

for stricter legislation. This has for example been the case in Russia where there has been a 

debate on whether or not legislation should be adapted to EU. Bilateral cooperation has 
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facilitated dialogue between Russian authorities and industry on whether applying BAT (Best 

available technology) should be required in environmental permitting. Recently a new law on 

BAT was enacted (Interview 6, 2016; Naturvårdsverket, 2015c). On the individual level, 

environmental authority staff in the partner countries need to be inspired and get new 

impulses in order to be able to push issues (Interview 2, 2016). It was also pointed out, that if 

Sweden manages to train and raise the knowledge of a group of people in the same authority 

during some years, that group becomes a critical mass with change agents (Interview 9, 2016).  

Some examples were also provided on what Sweden can learn from other countries. Examples 

from the POPs cooperation with Brazil, and air quality modelling has been presented above. 

Mutual learning occurred also in cooperation on protected areas with Russia. Sweden has an 

advantage in management, whereas Russia could share technical knowledge on biodiversity 

and how to do research in protected areas. That has resulted in a permanent exchange program 

between protected area managers on country boards in Sweden and their Russian peers, to the 

benefit of implementing CBD (Convention on Biodiversity). (Interview 6, 2016; 

Naturvårdsverket, 2015c, p. 36). Marine spatial planning in Brazil was targeted as another 

such area, where both countries are about to introduce new approaches (Interview 1, 2016). 

A problem mentioned was that the opportunity for the Swedish side to learn and make use of 

bilateral cooperation was not always obvious to decision-makers, both in the MEE and 

agencies it could be regarded as primarily “helping other countries” (Interview 2, 2016; 

Interview 6, 2016).  

Increased synergies between environmental authorities  

There is an on-going discussion in the group is to what extent to strive for more synergies and 

interactions within the group, such as to do projects together. Some saw opportunities in joint 

representation by several Swedish authorities in bilateral cooperation, especially as each 

activity is small the combined cooperation could represent a more satisfactory offer to the 

counterpart (Interview 3, 2016; Interview 8, 2016). Others stress that participation in each 

activity should be decided by the environmental issue, and not only for its own sake. 

Cooperation on the Swedish side was seen as relevant when there are true synergies such as in 

the waste sector where Swedish EPA end KemI are both involved, which is seen as positive 

(Interview 7, 2016).Such examples where several agencies, and in some cases private 

companies, have been involved and could draw upon each other’s contacts are presented as 

successful (Researcher meeting notes 1, 2016). 
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10.2 System properties 
 

10.2.1 Public governing systems  

As mentioned above, the interviews and policy documents alike see public partners as the 

main target for interactions, thereby the governing systems it addresses are formally made up 

by states. Environmental regimes, non-binding agreements, work on capacity development of 

domestic environmental agencies are the main areas.  

Environmental regimes and EU. The function of bilateral cooperation was often mentioned 

in terms of capacity building needs for countries to fulfill their obligations in environmental 

regimes. However, in the case with leaf-eating ants in Brazil, the usefulness of learning more 

about eachothers positions was also mentioned. Some years back, larger government 

allocations for environmental cooperation with Russia has enabled strong synergies between 

bilateral cooperation with Russian environmental authorities, and multilateral work in Arctic 

Council and Barents Euro-Arctic Council. This work had its own specific allocation, which 

has been incorporated into the present bilateral cooperation in reduced form(Interview 6, 

2016; Researcher meeting notes 1, 2016). Bilateral cooperation in support of other 

multilateral regimes is integrated into the general allocation and the overall discussions of 

priorities. A remark by the actors was that communication and interactions between bilateral 

cooperation activities and the MEE and agency regime negotiators needed to be strengthened. 

Non-binding agreements. The work on SAICM and CCAC and mercury (before the 

Minamata-convention) are examples where the bilateral cooperation has been used to interact 

to develop multilateral work in areas not yet covered by agreements. Especially, the need of 

different activities as awareness raising was pointed out (Interview 9, 2016). 

Capacity building of environmental authorities. The need for domestic capacity building 

were seen as having an impact on large countries environmental performance as a potential 

way to influence other countries’ positions in multilateral or regional organizations(Interview 

1, 2016; Interview 2, 2016, p. 2; Interview 6, 2016). Simultaneously, some of the focus 

countries are important production sites for products that are consumed in Sweden, and 

bilateral cooperation was thus also seen in relation to the generation goal (Interview 1, 2016; 

Interview 7, 2016; Interview 9, 2016). 

10.2.2 Interaction with private partners 

The participation by private actors involves both aspects of interactions and system properties. 

Private companies, are not part of the governing system based on states, and their 
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involvement in bilateral cooperation is thus a specific question. There are diverging views 

among the actors on how to implement the participation by private actors set out in the 

strategy. Even though the MEE in line with the agencies see partners with a corresponding 

mandate as primary entry points, the MEE would also like to see more private actors 

involved. An important aspect of participation by private partners, and especially 

environmental technology producers, would be to use their examples to demonstrate and 

discuss concrete implementation of technology and enabling policy solutions. (Interview 1, 

2016). The authorities express concern whether promoting specific technology solutions could 

in fact be perceived, by partners and in Sweden, as in conflict with the task of enforcing 

environmental law and control (Interview 7, 2016; Interview 9, 2016). Further, it is also seen 

as an advantage compared to cooperation modes of other countries, especially to create the 

mutual trust strived for in expert to expert contacts, that the relation does not come with an 

implicit offer to buy Swedish technology solutions (Interview 5, 2016).  

The MEE acknowledges the perceived problem, and intends to develop specific mechanisms 

for public-private bilateral initiatives, with clear roles (Interview 1, 2016). There are already 

some examples in place, relating to EU policy on blue growth and water management (Source 

to Sea), which have been received well by cooperation partners and regarded as successful by 

SwAM, which also mentions that cooperation with private actors goes well with the authority 

assignment to develop innovations and technology (Interview 8, 2016).   

Private actors in the cooperation countries are also addressed in the activities, such as how 

control agencies should work with BAT-based legislation (as in the example of Russia 

above), or involve the industries in pollution control (see for example India). How these 

aspects relate to governing systems, or systems to-be governed requires further analysis, and 

will be addressed again in the analysis section. 

10.2.3 The actors’ analysis of the system properties 

A question in the governability assessment scheme concerns whether an analysis has been 

made on the instruments’ contribution to governing systems or systems-to-be governed, as 

that is relevant for establishing how the interaction is placed in the respective systems.  

Efforts had been invested in analyzing the potential of bilateral cooperation in relation to 

various environmental issues (Interview 6, 2016). An analysis of the legal competence of 

Sweden towards the environmental issues covered by quality goals, and suggestions for 

indicators for the environmental goals with impact from the EU and international context was 
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made in 2009 by Statistics Sweden (Statistiska centralbyrån, 2009). Furthermore, an analysis 

of Swedish international cooperation and the thresholds for planetary boundaries had been 

made, in connection with the work to follow up the environmental goals. The suggestion of 

that analysis, was that several of the large economies, have the highest environmental impact. 

Cooperation with them should focus on reducing the environmental impact. Developing 

countries on the other hand required cooperation directed towards raising capacity. The study 

recommended an analysis whether bilateral cooperation should prioritize countries mainly 

based on the global impact, or if local or regional impact should also be considered, as it may 

cause indirect global effects. The analysis also stated that several pressing issues and 

substances was not covered by legally binding international regimes, but by non-binding 

agreements or not at all. That also put in question whether regimes should be the main target, 

or for example the potential impact on planetary boundaries (Nykvist et al., 2013).  

Time and resources were seen by some respondents as too constrained to operationalize such 

analysis in the implementation of bilateral cooperation (Interview 1, 2016; Interview 6, 2016; 

Researcher meeting notes 1, 2016). Others stated that they were going to initiate more 

analytic work, but it was yet in the planning stage (Interview 8, 2016).  

The findings confirm that of the recommendations of the above-mentioned study is reflected 

in the bilateral cooperation, notably the priority to BRICs countries, and the use of bilateral 

cooperation to support implementation of non-binding agreements. KemI was for example 

supporting the implementation of SAICM, and rather large efforts were directed at 

establishing a specific coalition, Climate and Clean Air Coalition (CCAC), for regulating 

short lived climate pollutants (SLCP) (Interview 1, 2016; Interview 9, 2016).  

An analysis of Sweden’s legal competence towards the governing arenas it is part of was also 

part of the follow up of the environmental goals. The possibility of impact was considered 

reasonably good in relation to EU. Most of the Swedish environmental laws are dependent on 

EU law. Therefore, strategic work both on agenda-setting and implementation in the EU is 

crucial to achieve the Swedish goals. Swedish legal competence does have some limitations 

as the decisions in the EU are taken in cooperation with others. For areas regulated by global 

agreements, the Swedish legal competence is considered more limited than in the EU, as they 

require unitary decisions. In terms of addressing pollution and environmental impact that 

actually occurs abroad, the Swedish authority in considered as extremely small. Bilateral 

cooperation was suggested in the 2012 evaluation of the environmental goals as a means to 
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cooperate and influence countries that have an impact on Sweden, and where Swedish legal 

competence is low (Naturvårdsverket, 2012b, p. 129). This analysis is referred to by the 

partners as a justification for the bilateral cooperation (Naturvårdsverket, 2015c), however it 

gives no concrete directions on how to operationalize bilateral cooperation, or for example 

how much budget it would be reasonable to allocate. 

Interpreted as analysis of the system properties as basis for how to place the bilateral 

interactions, the Statistics Sweden analysis (2009) shows that there are relevant environmental 

indicators for some of the international impact on Sweden, however the Nykvist et al.(2013) 

study indicates that models for calculating impact of governing interactions on the level of 

planetary boundaries, the ultimate limit for global issues, are insufficent. The main 

recommendation from the follow up of the environmental goals (Naturvårdsverket, 2012b, p. 

129 is then to complement existing governing systems, mainly directed at countries with high 

impact and low performance.  

10.3 Capabilities 
 

 10.3.1 International cooperation and environmental policy 
 

The third area for governability assessment, after the interactions and system properties, 

concerns the capability of the instrument to take the relevant context into account. A key 

question is the compatibility with the bureaucratic structure. Several respondents stated, that 

despite all the importance given in policy documents to international cooperation for fulfilling 

the Swedish environmental goals, the organization of the bureaucracy was perceived to have a 

domestic bias. This concerned both the MEE and agencies. (Interview 2, 2016; Interview 3, 

2016; Interview 4, 2016; Interview 6, 2016) The budget for international cooperation of any 

kind is insignificant in comparison to the total domestic work. The Swedish EPA has on 

several occasions, for example in the follow up of the environmental goals commented to the 

government on the need to integrate international cooperation in the overall work, and in the 

fulfilment of environmental goals. So far, no radical changes have been noticed at the 

EPA(Interview 4, 2016). 

Only after a long process EU-related environmental work came to be regarded as “internal 

work” within the ministry and its agencies, but all other international work is still seen as 

“external” which has implications both for staff and funding availability. For some of the 

environmental goals, international cooperation constitutes the means for fulfilling the 
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remaining gap. According to one respondent, there is a lack of analysis on the marginal gain 

that could be obtained by increasing international cooperation. The likely possibility that 

progress towards environmental goals could be obtained at a lower cost with international 

cooperation, than by increasing domestic efforts has not been investigated (Interview 2, 

2016). 

This does not only have organizational consequences, as international issues being situated in 

a specific unit both at the MEE and in the agencies, but also practical consequences. As 

mentioned above, when an agency’s own experts could not prioritize bilateral cooperation it 

was sometimes necessary to use consultants. Assigning temporary consultants was seen as  a 

risk of losing the element of developing long term and trustful peer-to-peer contacts is, an 

important quality of bilateral cooperation (Interview 3, 2016; Interview 4, 2016; Interview 6, 

2016).  

This problem was most imminent at the Swedish EPA. The availability of their own experts 

for participation in bilateral cooperation sometimes became the deciding factor for whether 

the activity was undertaken or not. In SwAM, the same problem had existed but now it had 

been significantly reduced by the creation of an internal communication process where all 

division heads and the relevant experts meet bi-annually to discuss international and bilateral 

cooperation. The idea had been advanced as a competence development for the staff 

(Interview 8, 2016) In KemI and SMHI the problem of competing for experts with domestic 

work was less emphasized, it was more a case of Sweden being a small country and experts 

are generally few, which inevitable brought some constraints (Interview 5, 2016; Interview 9, 

2016).  

One important explanation for the constraints at Swedish EPA was seen as the amount of 

government assignments that the agency had to deliver and coordinate. Besides its own 

responsibility areas Swedish EPA has coordinating responsibility for processes involving 

several agencies, such as the follow up of the environmental goals. These are very clear 

assignments with a delivery date. In comparison, bilateral cooperation requires input from 

several actors, including a foreign country, which is more difficult to steer and coordinate 

(Interview 4, 2016). International cooperation in general was seen as more difficult to 

evaluate in terms of results attributed to the activity as such, and a higher risk-taking since it 

has to be implemented by agencies outside the Swedish control, which has the implication 
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that less resources and less attention was directed to it from MEE and agency leadership 

(Interview 2, 2016). 

 10.3.2 Challenges for evaluation and communication 
 

In general, the agencies have a good overview of international governing institutions of the 

environmental issue in question. They appreciate that bilateral cooperation fill important gaps. 

At the same time all respondents state that it is difficult or impossible to evaluate results of 

international cooperation, and especially so for such small contributions as the bilateral 

cooperation.   

How to evaluate results was discussed in one coordination meeting. The challenge concerned 

the difficult to establish with certainty that something changed because of a certain bilateral 

activity. One participant stated that evaluating whether the political aim is fulfilled required 

other evaluation criteria than measuring effects of capacity development. Such evaluation 

criteria were not yet developed, and further work was needed (Researcher meeting notes 1, 

2016). Several respondents stress that more interactions with the thematic departments in the 

Ministry and the agencies, would be the way forward to improve the analysis of needs with 

regard to the issue area. (Interview 1, 2016; Interview 6, 2016; Researcher meeting notes 1, 

2016). SwAM for example mentioned that they previously classified an activity as relevant 

for a convention, such as UNCLOS, merely on the subject matter of the activity. The agency 

now saw the need to initiate analysis work on how, the activity concretely could have an 

impact on UNCLOS (Interview 8, 2016).  

Better analysis of the contribution to governing environmental issue areas could also be used 

to improve both internal and external communication Some respondents thought that results 

of bilateral cooperation was not sufficiently communicated, mainly because communication 

efforts were not part of activity planning (Interview 6, 2016; Interview 7, 2016). KemI 

considered its internal agency communication to be strongly facilitated by having the 

international staff and convention negotiators in the same corridor.(Interview 9, 2016). As 

mentioned in the previous section, internal communication about bilateral cooperation had 

been integrated in the competence development for SwAM staff, which had improved the 

expert availability for participation in bilateral work.(Interview 8, 2016). 
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11. Analysis 
 

11.1 Goals, images and interactions at routine level (Research question 1) 
 

The results show that interactions within the coordination group have an impact on selection 

priorities based on the strategy for bilateral cooperation. The actor-centered perspective of the 

thesis revealed different governing images, the development of a dynamic process of selection 

and structural impact, as well as mutually influential country and thematic priorities. 

The development of multiple governing images. The routine-level, daily interactions of the 

actors in the four agencies and the MEE have developed and specified the governing image of 

the bilateral cooperation, as compared to the broad and overarching goals of the strategy. 

Multiple governing images are present in the same instrument of bilateral cooperation, in line 

with the conceptualization of how governing images develop as a dialogue between actors, 

and though an explicit governing image is the ideal of governing, the reality is often a 

multitude of implicit governing images (Kooiman, 2003, p. 30). Key differences concern the 

focus on policy development and knowledge production, and the role of interactions with 

private partners. The respondents have not indicated that this is a large source of conflict, 

however different the needs of funding, cooperation model and focus have been a topic of 

discussion in the group. Since environmental problems such as air quality need both 

knowledge development and policy, and involvement both by public and private actors, 

diverging governing images are in a way in line with an instrument addressing diverse 

governing systems.  However, it also raises the question about how much diversity this kind 

of instrument actually can handle. When many activities compete for small funds it can be a 

problem for selection if criteria differ too much, and options are too many, regardless of 

whether it corresponds to a more relevant problem analysis of the governing system it 

contributes to. 

A working administrative process. When the bilateral cooperation was enacted by the MEE 

the aim was a more strategic implementation of bilateral cooperation. That can be considered 

as partly achieved. The actors perceived the creation of the administrative process for bilateral 

cooperation, and its facilitation of exchange and learning between the agencies and MEE as 

an improvement towards this aim. The continued inflow of “ad hoc” requests from other 

countries, and other Swedish ministries that, especially from the perspective of the MEE, 

challenges strategic planning. Nevertheless, the authorities in general perceive it as an 
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opportunity rather than a challenge that the strategy goals are rather overarching, and would 

not like more detailed interference by the MEE in their planning The MEE expressed 

satisfaction with the dialogue in the group and the response it gets to suggestions (Interview 1, 

2016). In some areas, the agencies would on the contrary like more specific steering from 

MEE.  Those areas are the general prioritization of international cooperation, and the role of 

cooperation with the private sector in bilateral interactions.  

Dynamics between country and thematic priorities. The country priorities are in line with 

what is said in the strategy. The bilateral strategy is fairly specific with regard to what type of 

countries bilateral cooperation should be directed to, but not specific with regard to 

environmental issues to cover. Thereby, the analysis that could be related to governability of 

issue areas is done by the respective agencies in their proposals for activities. In several 

urgent issue areas, such as climate and chemicals, thematic and county priorities coincide. 

The large countries correspond to large emissions and are also influential in environmental 

regime contexts. The adjoined priority occurs because the bilateral instrument is not designed 

primarily to directly remedy environmental effects, but to influence the policy context in a 

global perspective. If the severity of the environmental problem would be a point of 

departure, developing countries would to a larger extent become a target. That is as mentioned 

earlier covered by other funding allocations. Considering an overview of the governability of 

a specific environmental issue area, the synergies with for example development aid have to 

be taken into account. 

The challenge from a governability perspective, is the extent strategic analysis of bilateral 

cooperation can be developed, what level of detail that is realistic, and also what it could 

mean to be strategic in this context. It is a small contribution aiming at an impact on 

influential countries. The process for selection of activities showed a lot of ad hoc 

considerations, such as the possibility of interactions with thematic staff, foreign counterpart 

input, distribution of equal shares and cooperation history. As with the governing images, 

interactive governance as a perspective shows that actors, such as government agencies also 

consist of actors and are in fact “actions within interactions” (Kooiman, 2003, p. 15). 

Summing up research question one, interactions in the coordination group, with other 

departments in Swedish environmental agencies and in the ministry, as well as responding to 

counterpart contribute to developing the goals and priorities of bilateral cooperation. The 
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routine-level interactions between the implementing agencies was generally perceived as 

functioning well. Structural challenges to action are discussed in section 11.3 below. 

11.2 Presence of interactions (Research question 2) 

The presence of interactions between the governing system and an environmental issue area is 

necessary for its governability (Jentoft and Chuenpagdee, 2015a, p. 20). The actors express 

that the bilateral interactions create a presence of interactions which fills an important gap in 

the governing systems they work, which would not be possible without the existence of the 

funding allocation (Interview 2, 2016; Interview 3, 2016). Actors define it as having a place in 

the total Swedish international cooperation on environmental issues. The framing of the 

interaction in relation to governing systems concerned mainly environmental regimes, other 

non-binding environmental agreements and domestic capacity building. This is in line with 

the official analysis produced (see section 10.2.3).  

The two broad governing images (policy oriented and knowledge production) also represent 

two different aspects of governing relations. It is easier to place the policy-oriented governing 

image in an idea of governing system made up of regimes, agreements and domestic policy. 

Governing that emanates from the research community is more complex (eg. Haas, 1992), and 

the advantages of a bilateral set up are more difficult to grasp. At SMHI, the interaction with 

public actors enabled by bilateral cooperation added the presence of public interactions its 

regular research community and semi-public expert contacts. It is likely that the political 

framing opened the doors to cooperate on applied research among public practitioners, which 

was the knowledge gap in air pollution and climate research that SMHI wanted to cover by 

such activities.  

Turning to the “regime-oriented” bilateral cooperation, the actors saw a need to use in-depth 

peer-to-peer relations to influence and raise countries’ performance in regimes. This role of 

bilateral cooperation corresponds to findings by Hassler (2008) regarding oil spills in the 

Baltic Sea (see section 2 above). It was expressed as “developing the weakest links” 

(Researcher meeting notes 1, 2016). That is in line with the proposal for using bilateral 

cooperation initiatives to address the “lowest common denominator”, in Hassler (2008), that 

is to use leadership for raising the ambition of the low performers thereby getting the regime 

to work better. It is interesting to note that there is a difference in the framing compared to the 

bilateral strategy, where there is more emphasis on forging alliances with other pro-active 

countries and “vanguard countries” to gain impact in regimes and otherwise. It is not so that 

examples of cooperating with vanguard countries were completely lacking. For example 
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Uruguay had been supported for its pro-active work with chemicals, and New Zealand on 

phasing out fossil fuels (Interview 1, 2016). The need to convince low performers was 

nevertheless more emphasized by respondents. Another important aspect was that though the 

actors found this strategy important and effective, they experienced little structural support for 

it. Funding was limited and competed with a range of other agendas. There was no regular 

mechanism for internal interactions with regime negotiators, which prevented bilateral 

cooperation from becoming part of a coordinated negotiation strategy. This was however a 

development area identified by the actors in the upcoming revision of the strategy for bilateral 

cooperation (Interview 1, 2016).  

As can be recalled from above, there were some diverging views on private sector 

involvement in the strategy. The relationship of government agencies and the private sector in 

this instrument concerns two different types of relations. One is the role of the agency 

controlling the industry which is integrated into the sharing of Swedish examples of the 

authority function. (Interview 3, 2016; Interview 6, 2016; Interview 7, 2016; Interview 9, 

2016).The ambiguous stance among actors concerned mainly whether agencies can be 

associated with promoting examples of technology solutions.  

The MEE is working on promoting the link between technology in the development of new 

cooperation mechanisms relating to blue growth and water management. By a preset 

cooperation model, the MEE seeks to solve the agencies’ ambiguity towards private 

participation. It is also seen as resource-saving (Interview 1, 2016). The risk with preset 

models of public-private cooperation, is that they are developed by the supply side, and may 

be less adapted to local needs and local conditions. An evaluation of a similar tool developed 

by the Swedish government, “Symbio City”, targeted at sustainable urban planning, found 

that a generic core concept supposed to work in various circumstances could be a strength if 

the concept has a solid design and focused on introducing what’s new and different (Dahlgren 

and Wamsler, 2014). The question of participation by private actors in bilateral cooperation 

could open up for discussion of technology needed in systems-to-be governed, and whether 

such technology should be developed locally or through imports. Compared to policy-oriented 

activities where focus is on meeting needs of the governing system, the introduction of 

technology-related activities has a potential to connect interactions to the system-to-be 

governed. It remains to be seen whether a realistic analysis of such a connection can be done. 
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11.3 Challenges, opportunities and perceived quality (Research question 3) 
 

An overall challenge felt by the actors is the need to address influential actors and large scale 

issues with small means and limited resources. At the same time, the bilateral cooperation was 

an opportunity to do this, which would otherwise not be possible. While expressing a positive 

evaluation of what has been achieved, the actors are also hesitant to draw too large 

conclusions about the impact of small activities. 

The short-term perspective emanating from yearly budget allocations, and a not yet 

formalized strategy was a challenge. A long-term perspective was considered as crucial for 

developing and maintaining the central quality of trustful relations. Historical presence was 

influential as (implicit) selection principle. To complement the small budget, synergies with 

other on-going programs, for example with EU, UN organizations or development aid, were 

also sought. 

The specific qualities of bilateral cooperation are seen by the actors as emanating from in-

depth contact with similar functions in other countries, and by working together on 

implementation of practical examples. Opportunities are created from in-depth knowledge in 

the authorities about the need for international cooperation in relation to various 

environmental issues within their mandate, additional knowledge about country-specific 

needs and interests, and from requests for cooperation. A challenge is the balance between on 

the one hand to be strategic and selective, and on the other hand grasping the opportunities. In 

a governability perspective, primarily demand driven strategies can be a problem, as the 

demand might not match the analysis of governing priorities. On the other hand, is there is no 

demand there will be no interaction at all, as demonstrated by some examples in India. 

Some would also like to stress the opportunity of working as a group of four authorities for 

raising the overall impact of bilateral cooperation. Others see that if group work does not 

involve a relevant division of labor, more interactions and meetings risk to result in addition 

of labor. To design activities based on mandate with regard to the environmental issue, and 

what is requested by the counterpart was then seen as crucial.  

A structural challenge is the perceived domestic bias of the environmental administration. 

That was perceived to result from the larger uncertainties involved when interacting with 

actors outside the Swedish authorities control, compared to investing in domestic control 

measures (Interview 2, 2016; Interview 4, 2016). Since several of Sweden’s environmental 
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quality goals, and the overall generation goal are dependent on international cooperation, 

some organizational consequences could be expected, but it seems to be out of scope due to 

an implicit discourse of “compartmentalized” international cooperation. Compartmentalized 

here refers to the way Hajer (1997, p. 25, see 6.1.4 above) described the lack of 

communication between organizationally separated departments or entities within the 

environmental administration. In the case of global scale environmental problems, the 

problem analysis has incorporated the conception of large scale problems, but the 

organization has not fully adapted. For a domestic agency to be successful in taking unilateral 

action in a complex, diverse and dynamic context, it is likely to require new considerations of 

staff and resource planning. 

Despite the actors’ positive view on the usefulness of the instrument, the minimal budget of 

15 MSEK for four authorities bilateral cooperation could easily be taken as a sign that the 

instrument is not highly promoted in the government offices. A larger budget would however 

not necessarily enable a scaling up of bilateral cooperation, nor develop it as an instrument for 

strategic pro-active governing of complex issues. Such development would require that it 

becomes part of a general analysis of how (in this case Sweden) should contribute to, and 

participate in international and global governing institutions of different kinds. Some of the 

examples from chemical substance regimes, and the synergetic set-up bilateral activities in 

Russia and Arctic Council confirm that such analysis already takes place, but has a potential 

to be further developed.  

 

12. Discussion 
  

12.1 Interactions as overlap 

 

As mentioned above, governability requires interactions between (the conceptualized) 

governing system and a system to be governed (Jentoft and Chuenpagdee, 2015a). The first 

question to be answered is then if adding this interaction between the systems makes a 

difference. According to the involved actors, the instrument for bilateral cooperation has 

unique qualities, primarily in how it joins policy and practice. It addresses governing needs 

perceived as not covered by other types of international cooperation. In answer to the overall 

purpose of the thesis, bilateral cooperation is perceived to make a difference. 
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The main quality perceived by the actors, which made the difference, was the possibility to 

connect political dialogue directly to practice, and discussing problems in the real setting with 

those who have a mandate to influence changes. In the case of Underdal (1994) mentioned 

earlier, the practical demonstrating of a “cure” as strategy for leadership is primarily seen in 

the context of regime negotiation . In the perspective of interactive governance applied in this 

thesis, the regime is embedded in a larger web of governing institutions. The role of the 

bilateral interaction is to fill a gap (create an overlap) needed for the governing system to 

govern the environmental issue area.  

Analyzing interactions as such an overlap, has one purpose referring to the understanding of 

the architecture needed to govern a certain issue area, and one political to be used by an actor 

for designing pro-active actions for raising the governing ambitions of other actors, as in the 

case of addressing the legal competence deficit. The second kind is further discussed in the 

next section. 

This thesis took bilateral interactions as an example to explore what kind of systems or issue 

areas it provided an overlap to. The explorative character is emphasized, in that it investigates 

how to think when placing the instrument in relation to governing systems, but without being 

able (in this particular thesis) to map the whole governing system or establish a relevant 

system to be governed for the concerned environmental issue areas. As a second step, insights 

of global governance research such as institutional interplay (Young, 2002) or earth system 

governance (Biermann et al., 2010; Galaz et al., 2012) could be used to discuss how 

governing systems are interlinked in various issue areas. The point is that such architecture-

level analysis tends to be abstract, while this instrument centered study reveals what the actors 

perceive that they can govern, and how. 

12.2 Governability perspective as selection principle 

 

The fourth research question concerned whether a strengthened focus on governability could 

improve the instrument for bilateral cooperation. Governability as stated above, relates to 

presence of interactions, i.e. the contribution by interactions to strengthening the overlap 

between the governing system and the system-to-be governed. The management ideals of the 

environmental administration, on the contrary evaluates primarily the effect of an interaction 

(or management measure). The interviews show that actors are struggling with expectations 

for results, saying that it is impossible to attribute change to small bilateral activities.  



A case study of Swedish bilateral environmental cooperation  Anna George 
   
  

56 (68) 
 

If governability assessment were applied, it could at least partly solve this problem. The 

analysis could concentrate on why the bilateral cooperation is believed to make a difference 

when added to existing governing systems. Indicators could address the cooperating 

organizations role in a relevant governing system of the environmental issue area, and as far 

as possible identify further governing systems in which the directly targeted one is embedded. 

The bilateral activities are, wholly or partly, already implicitly selected on such premises, but 

reporting requirements are perceived as demanding “results” in terms of environmental 

changes. Or, for the same reason it is perceived that results cannot be reported since it is 

“impossible”. This is relevant not only for bilateral cooperation, but international cooperation 

on environmental issues as a whole. The conclusion drawn by the author of the thesis is that a 

lack of methodology for reporting effects, according to the principles of the results based 

management principle of Swedish bureaucracy, may explain the perceived underfinancing and 

understaffing in comparison to the significance international cooperation is perceived to have 

for the achievement of the environmental goals. 

The part of the environmental problems of relevance for Sweden that cannot be addressed 

within the mandate of Swedish authorities, is called the legal competence deficit. The analysis 

already made with the aim to quantify the legal competence deficit (Nykvist et al., 2013) 

shows the methodological difficulties of evaluating and following up management measures 

for international cooperation. Analysis of the ecological dimensions must continuously be 

carried out, as it is crucial for understanding the system-to-be governed. However, it requires 

advanced modelling and data production, including international cooperation on data 

production, and cannot realistically be made in relation to assessing and following up each 

activity within the bilateral cooperation. As already suggested by the Swedish EPA (Interview 

4, 2016) a scaling up of the assessment of ecological consequences and prerequisites for 

international cooperation would preferably be integrated into the follow up of the 

environmental goals.  

A governability assessment could serve to set process-related goals, serving as a bridge 

between achievements on activity level and effects for the environmental issue area. The 

relevance assessment made by the authorities, when selecting bilateral activities already fully 

or partly covers how the activity relates to a governing system. It only needs to be further 

developed with indicators of how the presence of a new interaction relates to a positive 

development of the governing system. The mechanisms for how an activity opens up for 

environmental leadership in line with the political priorities also need to be clarified. 
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Governability assessment and the creation of interactions has a positive connotation. It could 

replace the notion of a legal competence deficit, which indicates a lack of control. Its implicit 

pessimistic view on the possibility for impact may inhibit action.  

Governability assessment could also lead to a clarification of the role of private actors. The 

present focus of the MEE is environmental technology promotion. An alternative track would 

be to explore links between environmental policy and standard setting governing institutions 

such as the ISO standards and CSR standards. A possible use of bilateral activities and 

practical example is to integrate such public and private governing systems. 

 

13. Conclusions 
 

Facing transboundary, international and profoundly complex issues, domestic agencies with 

an ambition to exercise environmental leadership and fulfil ambitions environmental goals 

inside and outside their borders need new ways of governing without legal competence. This 

study has shown how bilateral interactions are used by Swedish environmental authorities to 

fill certain functions in governing systems of environmental issue areas.  

The first area of analysis showed that the perceived goals and purpose of bilateral cooperation 

developed in dynamics between interactions and structure. Activity selection is determined 

through an interactive process between the involved agencies and with partner countries. The 

formal focus on BRICS countries and US expressed in the bilateral strategy is followed, 

however multiple governing images have evolved on what type of governing systems to 

support. Control authorities prefer to support policy and legal development and 

implementation of regimes. SMHI prefers to support the knowledge production. The study 

also highlighted how bureaucratic structure and discourses on international cooperation 

constitute important limitations to the development and use of bilateral cooperation. If 

bilateral cooperation is to reach its full potential as “governing interaction” in a diverse 

system, such limitations need to be addressed.  

Secondly, the analysis showed that even though bilateral interaction are a small part of all 

interactions carried out by Swedish environmental authorities, they are perceived to make a 

difference for the governability of relevant environmental issues. On important function the 

actors identified for the bilateral cooperation was to complement other efforts in the formation 
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and implementation of environmental regimes. The official goals of the strategy for bilateral 

cooperation stressed the use of bilateral cooperation to form coalitions with vanguard 

countries and environmental leaders. However, with some exceptions, the main motive 

expressed by actors was addressing low performers or “weakest links” of regimes and 

multilateral arrangements. Whether developing trustful cooperation with the vanguards or 

weakest links, or both, is the most successful strategy remains to be established by future 

research.  

The third question concerned specific qualities of bilateral cooperation. It was seen as an 

opportunity to develop in-depth contacts with similar functions in the environmental 

administration. The strength of such cooperation was the possibility of being both practical 

and political, seen as a possibility of impact even with small means. Practical examples and 

on the job exchange could have an impact on political standpoints of the partner country. 

Main challenges were the need for a long-term perspective in order to reach the necessary 

level of trust. Furthermore, a perceived domestic bias of the Swedish environmental 

authorities restricted available resources for such cooperation. While focusing on public 

partners private companies were involved on the one hand as examples for demonstrating the 

regulating role of environmental authorities, on the other hand as a provider of examples of 

technology solutions. A conclusion of the thesis is that bilateral cooperation could be further 

strengthened if the role of cooperation with the private sector was clearly defined in relation 

to the governing needs it is expected to fulfill.  

The perspective of interactive governance applied in the thesis had the advantage of enabling 

an analysis of several dimensions of the bilateral relation, from the governing images and 

meanings actors attributed to interactions at different levels, connected to governing systems 

and systems-to-be governed. Since the approach was explorative, it provides a first step for 

analyzing the creation of interactions in relation to social governing systems of various 

environmental issue areas. The actor centered perspective revealed that multiple governing 

images were present in one instrument, as well as the process of its implementation. As a case 

of governance, the analysis of governing interactions is useful on the one hand for 

understanding the governance architecture from the perspective of participating agencies, and 

on the other hand as input to the design of pro-active governance of environmental issue areas 

in a multi-level, transboundary context. 
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Relating to the design, this thesis recommends to use governability assessment as a tool for 

setting indicators on which activities of bilateral cooperation could be selected and followed 

up. Process goals relating to the role the interaction, and the interacting organization plays in 

the governing system could be a way forward to improve the design, as well as 

communication and reporting about the achievements of bilateral cooperation. 

Further research could focus on governability assessment of international cooperation (not 

only bilateral) based on specific environmental issue areas. Two or more countries, could be 

compared on their approaches to creating governing interactions in relation to different issue 

areas. Are unilateral initiatives developed differently in relation to different regimes? Is there 

domestic bureaucratic support for developing such interactions? How could it create synergies 

with larger capacity building efforts of for example UNEP or development aid? Has any of 

the countries an approach integrating non-public governing systems, for example how 

companies work with corporate social responsibility? How are public and non-public 

governing systems such as standard setting interlinked in relation to certain environmental 

issue areas? Using interpretative methods for identifying further governing images and 

discourses is also an area to explore further. 

Relating to the previous research by Underdal (1994) on leadership through demonstrating a 

cure, the use of practical examples for developing interactions could be further explored. In 

interactive governance leadership is a dynamic process (Kooiman, 2003, p. 66). Knowledge 

could be developed about the connection between leadership and the governing of complex 

environmental issues, what kind of leadership and concrete international activities it takes to 

address environmental goals such as the generation goal or a non-toxic environment. Further, 

the question whether cooperating with low performers or high performers is the most 

influential leadership strategy could be addressed. 
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Annex A: Interview guide (Coordinator) 
 

Interview guide for the interview with Swedish EPA, Coordinator for bilateral cooperation. 

Time: 18 February, 10.00-11.30 at Swedish EPA. 

Purpose of the interview: 

- Understand how the bilateral cooperation, and the specific allocation is viewed from the 

perspective of the coordinator. 

- Understand the program coordinating role, setting of priorities. 

Interview language: Swedish 

 

1. Vad anser du vara strategins syfte och mål? 

1.1 Bilateralt samarbete för ökad rådighet att nå svenska miljömål är en rubrik i 

rapporten 2014, vad menar ni med det? 

2. Kan du beskriva NVs roll som samordnare? 

2.1 Vad menas med att NV gör en ”samlad bedömning” av prioriteringarna? 

  2.2 Accepteras denna bedömning? 

3. Hur väljs insatserna ut?  

3.1 Är det enbart myndigheternas förslag? Föreslår NV insatser åt andra 

myndigheter? Är det någon annan som kommer med förslag? 

3.2 Beskriv samrådsprocessen, inkl när informella samråd behövs.  

 3.3 Kan det bli konkurrens mellan myndigheters förslag?   

 3.4 Har Miljö- och energidepartementet någon roll i samråd/prioriteringar? 

5. Vilka aspekter fokuserar ni på i rapporteringen? Är det rätt fokus?  

5.1 Är det något i inriktningen av det bilaterala samarbetet som borde ändras/utvecklas? 

5.2  Är det något i organisationen som borde ändras/utvecklas? 

6.  Vad för kontakter skapas med samarbetsländerna? Vilka aktörer?  

6.1Hur förvaltas dessa kontakter? 

6.2 Leder samarbetet också till utbyte mellan samarbetsländer sinsemellan? 
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Annex B: Interview guide (MEE) 
 

Interview guide for the interview with Ministry for Environment and Energy, Desk officer for 

bilateral cooperation. 

Time: 1 March 2016, 15.00-16.30 at the respondents’ office in Ministry of Environment and Energy 

Purpose of the interview: 

- Understand the background of the bilateral strategy and allocation 

- Understand how the bilateral cooperation, and the specific allocation is viewed from the 

perspective of the Ministry of Environment and Energy. 

- Understand the steering mechanisms. 

Interview language: Swedish 

 

1. Varför utvecklade ni en bilateral strategi? 

 

2. Vad är status på strategin (uppges av NV vara arbetspapper)? 

 

3. Vad menar ni i strategin med att det bilaterala anslaget borde bli mer strategiskt? Är det inte 

strategiskt? 

 

4. Hur förhåller sig bilateralt till annat internationellt miljösamarbete? 

 

5. Vad är Miljö och Energidepartementets roll i att välja ut insatser? 

 

6. Har ni något inflytande på valet av insatser? 

 

7. Vad menar ni i strategin med byggande av partnerskap?  

 

8. Hur används skapade kontakter? 

 

9. Hur relaterar det bilaterala samarbetet till miljömålen? Har ni några prioriteringar där? 

 

10.  Finns det någon aspekt av hur det bilaterala samarbetet fungerar som du själv funderar 

över? 

 

Comment: The respondent emphasized the importance of environmental technology exports, which 

led to the adding of such sub-questions 
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Annex C: Interview guide (Open-ended interview) 

Interview guide: Open-ended interview with authorities 

Interview language: Swedish 

 

Vad ser (myndigheten) som syftet med det bilaterala samarbetet, hur stödjer 
det (myndighetens) uppdrag inom specifika områden och Sveriges prioriteringar? Hur har ni 
resonerat kring urvalet av insatserna? 

Utifrån några konkreta exempel diskutera hur det fungerar, hinder och förutsättningar.   

Har ni synpunkter på hanteringen och inriktningen av anslaget, om och hur något kan bli bättre? 

 

Eventuella följdfrågor om det inte kommer upp automatiskt: 

Har ni tagit del av prioriteringen från departementet av samarbete med miljöteknikföretag och 
har ni någon erfarenhet/åsikt? 

Hur fungerar medverkan av/tillgång till sakexperter för att genomföra aktiviteter? 

Koppling till miljömål och miljökonventioner som nämns i beskrivningar av insatser, hur menar 
myndigheten att denna koppling konkret ser ut? 

Vad fyller samordningsgruppen för syfte? 
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Annex D: Participation guide (Coordination meeting)  
 

Participation guide 

Coordination meeting 13 April, 2016 13.30 – 17.00 at Swedish EPA. 

21 representatives from authorities and Ministry of Environment and Energy (MEE) present 

 

1) Presentation and participatory discussion of initial findings and reflections on interviews 

Purpose: Interview validity, collect more information, give back to participants, joining research and 

practice. 

Finding Discussion point  

Different value added of bilateral cooperation 
control authorities vs. knowledge production 

Correct? 

Synergies of Russia, Barents and Arctic Council 
has a strategic set up compared to bilateral 
work towards other regimes 

Why is there for example no corresponding 
Minamata allocation or UNCLOS allocation? 

Several countries have a history of 
development aid 

What is the difference between aid cooperation 
and environment political cooperation? How does 
history influence the type of projects? 

Almost everyone said it is impossible to 
“measure” the results 

What do you think of analyzing process goals, 
related to the functions of the supported 
organizations? 

India is an example where it’s been difficult to 
initiate cooperation. Now, only one project is 
running. 

How do you prioritize when it’s difficult to establish 
cooperation? How much effort can you invest in it? 

Allocations for staff time distributed in no of 
weeks.  

Is there a conflict between the aim to develop 
influential peer-to-peer relations and possibilities 
for staff to allocate time? 

EU countries have been addressed by bilateral 
cooperation while the EU cooperation is 
normally another routine  

Why are EU countries addressed by bilateral 
cooperation? 

Dynamic process of country and thematic 
priorities 

Is theme or country most important as starting 
point? 

The MEE stresses environment technology 
export but the authorities would like clear 
directions on the purpose and expectations 

Opinions? 

 

Comment (160527): More topics were prepared but did not allow for discussion due to time shortage. 

2) Observation of a discussion on how bilateral cooperation could relate to Agenda 2030, and 

a discussion of experiences from a delegation visit to Brazil. 

Purpose: Learn more about the functioning of the coordination group, and topics discussed in the 

group. 

 


