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The Nordic Council of Ministers decided on 6 November 1989, 
by means of a written procedure, to introduce a harmonized, 
voluntary, positive Nordic ecolabelling scheme.
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Foreword

I’m an ecolabeller. I took on the job long ago and hope that someone 
speaks up when the day comes that I do more harm than good. When 
it does, I’ll probably get on the lift with my Swan-labelled walker, be 
wearing ecolabelled clothing and have already ordered the text for my 
headstone: “Coffins don’t kill the rainforest”. If I choose cremation, it 
will be a service with heat recovery, a dioxin filter and a metal recycling 
system. 

It’s unusual these days for someone to stay in the same line of 
work for more than 25 years. But I’ve remained motivated because 
there’s nowhere else that I could have made a greater contribution 
to sustainable development. I’m privileged to have a meaningful and 
varied job in one of the richest countries in the world.

There are few areas of public life in which there have been so 
many vague pronouncements and grand speeches as environmental 
protection. Perhaps that’s because it’s so easy to agree on the 
goals, but so hard to find the right solutions, and even more difficult 
to practise what you preach. The Nordic countries are pioneers in 
environmental technology, but the effect of good environmental 
choices is still being swallowed up by the shocking level of consumption. 
In any case, it’s not enough to simply talk about what we must do, we 
need to actually do it too. Here at the Nordic Swan, we’ve done things 
properly from day one by setting concrete, measurable environmental 
performance requirements. There have been many disputes over how 
the labelling scheme should contribute, which requirements should be 
set for various types of environmental impact and how strict these 
requirements ought to be, but no one can deny that ecolabelling has 
led to significant environmental improvements. 

I offered to write this report because I believe that anyone who has 
worked with ecolabelling or come into contact with it in different ways 
deserves a comprehensive report, a celebration of what results we 
have achieved. Perhaps the summary of the first 30 years can serve 
as motivation for future use of the tool. And funny, thought-provoking 
things have happened almost every day.
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Nordic Ecolabelling could have done more, within other areas, in 
other ways, with other target groups and we have, of course, made 
many mistakes. But like Ola Elvestuen, the current Norwegian 
Minister of Climate and Environment, I say this: Ecolabelling is 
effective environmental protection. Those wishing to criticise Nordic 
Ecolabelling for how much money it costs, should note that the 30 
million kroner that Ecolabelling Norway costs Norwegian business and 
authorities each year, for instance, is equal to the cost of building 200 
metres of motorway or the cost of 10 minutes of advertising on the 
TV2 television channel. And for that price, five million Norwegians and 
tens of thousands of buyers receive sound environmental guidance. 
The Nordic market with its 30 million people, making it the world’s 
twelfth largest economy, is large enough to make a difference when 
businesses plan product changes and marketing campaigns. That’s 
why the Nordic Swan is a success with influence far beyond the 
borders of the Nordic region. 

If you read through all of this report, you will see that ecolabelling 
works and that we ought to do more of it. As the business world and 
authorities come together, it’s no longer possible to get away with 
just words; the time has come for action. It’s certainly about time! The 
Nordic Ecolabelling management team have allowed me to write this 
report without a detailed outline, but I have had access to a reference 
group for fact checking purposes. The report is subjective and it’s just 
as well really; nothing is truly objective after all. The most important 
thing that we’re doing is taking the world forward and in doing so we 
must endure the bumps in the road.

When writing about the first 30 years of the ecolabel called the 
Nordic Swan, it’s essential to describe events that can represent 
different aspects of the scheme and to consider the scheme from 
different viewpoints to get the full picture. The main chapters of the 
book are in chronological order and I have attempted to highlight 
different aspects in different chapters.

Happy reading! 

Tormod Lien, 
Oslo, Norway, 
15 October 2019
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It’s windy at the (mountain) top! 
From left to right: Anita Winsnes, Ragnar Unge, Gun Nycander,  
Riikka Holopainen, Martin Fabiansen and Elva Rakel Jónsdóttir.

12
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A message from  
the directors

The Nordic Swan Ecolabel is for you and me, for all of us. Most people 
live busy lives and an ecolabel is perfect for our time, because now 
you can make quick and good choices that contribute to sustainable 
development. 

In the Nordic market there are almost 40,000 different Swan-
labelled goods and services that you can choose from, whether 
you’re an ordinary consumer, a buyer/investor, a manufacturer or 
a distributor. The ecolabel fulfils two purposes: to make it easy for 
you to choose the products that safeguard the future and to make it 
financially profitable to supply eco-friendly products to the market. 

The Nordic Swan is 30 years old this year. Six of the employees of 
Nordic Ecolabelling have followed the organization for 25 of the 30 
years it has existed: Jan Erik Stokke, Björn-Erik Lönn, Ragnar Unge, 
Gun Nycander, Sinikka Karppelin and Tormod Lien. The latter has been 
commissioned to write this anniversary report without a detailed 
outline for the text. The publication has been written from Tormod’s 
perspective and experiences and thus will not be a complete history 
of the Swan. We hope and believe this will be a successful choice, 
motivating you as a consumer to make good choices with our common 
label, for our common future. 

Those who have followed us can see that we are all grown ups 
now. We have more self-confidence but can also show humility in our 
encounters with others because we are facing the same struggle. 
The struggle to make the world a better place, for nature, for future 
generations and for ourselves. It seems that no one loses out with 
ecolabelling. Consumers and buyers get basic environmental guidance, 
manufacturers and suppliers deliver in an environmentally adapted 
way with profitability and authorities see that ecolabelling makes 
genuine contributions to a reduction in greenhouse gas emissions, 
reduced resource use, greater biodiversity and lower consumption 
of substances hazardous to health and the environment. This 
comprehensive approach is understood and valued, and our authorities 
want to bolster the international environmental ecolabelling schemes. 
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The Nordic Swan is a comprehensive ecolabel and the world 
needs comprehensive solutions. Nordic Ecolabelling will 
continue to do its part; use us, we know we can deliver. We 
start the report with a story that describes how the label is 
becoming a fixture of everyday life. 

Go out and live your Nordic Swan story;  
it’s easier than you think. 

MD, Ecolabelling Norway Anita Winsnes

CEO, Ecolabelling Sweden Ragnar Unge

MD, Ecolabelling Denmark Martin Fabiansen

MD, Ecolabelling Finland Riikka Holopainen

Head of Department for Climate and Green Communities, Elva Rakel Jónsdóttir
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YOU are turning  
the world green!

A whole generation of people from the Nordic countries live with Gro 
Harlem Brundtland’s words: “Everything is connected to everything.” 
Yet many believe that the Nordic Swan operates only within the Nordic 
countries. The fact is that production of Swan-labelled goods and 
services takes place in more than 45 countries. If countries where raw 
materials and semi-finished goods are produced that form part of 
Swan-labelled production are also included, it can be safely asserted 
that the Nordic Swan is helping to make the world green. Or, in 
actual fact, you are helping to turn the world green, whether you’re 
a consumer, buyer, investor, manufacturer, supplier or distributor of 
Swan-labelled products. You can be proud that your environmental 
choices are contributing to the main goal, which is about saving the 
world – a little bit every single day.

Did you know that the Nordic region’s total gross domestic product 
makes us the world’s twelfth largest economy?1  Or that the Nordic 
countries are larger than all of India and thus the seventh largest land 
mass in the world? Now you can understand why it was so important 
to bring the Nordic countries together behind an official ecolabel. You 
can understand why producers of products and services all over the 
world are actually very interested in the environmental requirements 
and other trends that originate from our region. Not only because 
many of them “look to the Nordic countries” because new ideas 
introduced here often spread to other regions, but also because it is 

1  Nordic Statistics 2017.

Production of 
Swan-labelled  
goods and services 
takes place in  
45 countries all  
over the world.
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economically important. It’s a myth that our economies are too small 
for large global manufacturers to bother devoting any time to us. 

In the story below, only two things are imaginary: the name of 
the protagonist and where they live. No one has yet moved into the 
Swan-labelled flats that JM is currently building in the new residential 
area of Vestre Billingstad in the Norwegian municipality of Asker. It is 
important to remember that the story could just have easily been set 
in Tampere in Finland, Snæfellsnes in Iceland, Gilleleje in Denmark or 
Upplands Väsby in Sweden. 

A day with the Nordic Swan
Lilja Aker stretches out in bed without knowing that her bedding was 
produced by a company called Roki Tex based in the city of Lahore 
in Pakistan. But she does know that her bed was made by a local 
manufacturer because she goes climbing by Drammen Fjord and can 
see the Jensen factory in Svelvik whenever she plants her toes in the 
granite, which she does as often as she can. 

The fact that the living room is full of Swan-labelled building 
materials is no accident, because the constructor JM has bought 
paint from Jotun Sandefjord, windows from Nordan (produced in 
Poland), parquet floors from Kährs (produced in Nybro in Sweden) 
and sealant from Hey’di (mixed in Frogner in Norway). Lilja Aker is 
married to Werner Aker Jr, an asthmatic and idealist born in Oslo, a 
self-proclaimed indicator of the city’s environmental condition. They 
had to move from Oslo due to the bad air, but now they’re visiting 
the city as often as they can.

Werner has already cycled into the city he had to leave 10 years 
earlier because of his asthma, while Lilja sends grateful thoughts to 
the Norwegian textiles company Princess for the soft towels, not 
knowing they are manufactured in Bandung in Indonesia. She puts 
on her jeans bought from Cubus, made with denim from the world’s 
biggest producer, Isko in Turkey, and the Swan-labelled T-shirt she 
was given by a friend with the slogan “No planet B” on it, supplied 
by the Swedish company Cottover. She has read up on the textile 
requirements and knows that there are no hazardous chemicals used 
in the production of cotton, that the waste water is treated and the 
clothes are free of toxins when they arrive in the shops. 

Lilja doesn’t eat much in the morning; she just has a latte and two 
milk chocolate hearts. A tradition she and Werner established when 
they had only just met and have kept up for many years. 



17

She moves around the kitchen and turns on a dishwasher using 
detergent from Unilever in Le Meux in France, a business with global 
revenue of NOK 100 billion and 50,000 employees. In the bathroom, the 
shampoo is Änglamark, which she buys from the local Coop, although 
it is manufactured in Silkeborg in Denmark.

Naturally they’d like to manage without a car, but with two kids at 
nursery near Semsvannet Lake, they bought a little Ampera electric 
car. And that has to be washed and so two milk chocolate hearts, 
one for each of the kids, are consumed in the car once they are safely 
at nursery and the St1 car wash takes care of the car. It’s the first 
Swan-labelled car wash in Norway, opened with tributes from the 
minister in charge of consumer affairs, the mayor and the Vestfjorden 
Wastewater plant, all happy that the waste water is a tiny bit cleaner 
so they can turn poo into gas and a soil improvement agent. The biogas 
is Swan-labelled of course.

Before taking the train to Oslo, Lilja has to stop in at the office in 
Asker. She works in accounts and sits comfortably in an office chair 
from Håg Capisco produced in Røros and also flirts a bit with the 
male secretary sitting on a reception sofa from Helland furniture, 
made in Stordal. Lilja has taken time off work to attend an event 
that Werner has recommended, the Nordic Swan Ecolabel Conference 
at the Scandic St. Olavs plass in Oslo. She prints out the programme 
on a Sharp printer, manufactured in Yamato-Koriyama in Japan, on 
copying paper from Lenzing in Austria. In the doorway on the way 
out she meets a Polish lady from Elite Servicepartner, who runs the 
Swan-labelled cleaning service, and gives her a milk chocolate heart 
while sending grateful thoughts to demanding buyers who have made 
it profitable for Elite to ecolabel the business.

Lilja Aker is looking forward to enjoying a day crammed with eco-
friendly inspiration at the Swan-labelled hotel in the heart of Oslo. 
She knows that hotels are miniature communities and the ecolabelling 
guarantees that this hotel is one of the best eco-friendly venues in 
terms of the restaurant, conference facilities and bedrooms. On the 
pavement outside, there is a van from the laundry chain that has 
supplied clean bed linen with minimal environmental impact. Nor 
Tekstil has saved energy equivalent to the consumption of 4,500 
vehicles per year since they started working with the Nordic Swan 
Ecolabel. Now more and more of their own vans run on biogas and the 
chain is among the first to have filters for capturing microplastics on 
several of its washing machines. “A good start to the day,” thinks Lilja.
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A product unlike any other

Now you know more about where we are today, and soon you can read 
the history right back to 1893. But you should know a little about how 
ecolabelling works to get more out of your reading. You know that you 
say? Yes perhaps you do, but then again perhaps you don’t. 

What do licensees get? 
Nordic Ecolabelling offers manufacturers and distributors a product 
unlike any other. The work of convincing a supplier that they should invest 
in Nordic Ecolabelling is as far away from selling vacuum cleaners as 
you can get. Those marketing the goods gain a competitive advantage 
from Nordic Ecolabelling, as an independent party, guaranteeing that 
their product is among the most environmentally friendly. The main 
reason for applying for the label is almost always commercial; people 
want to boost revenue at their business and guarantee its position 
or its survival. It does happen that businesses which do not certify 
themselves or their products end up losing such large contracts that 
they have to stop production. More and more often, the players also 
have a genuine desire to contribute to a better environment, but the 
effect of ecolabelling does not depend on this.

There is probably no other industry where someone only receives 
“the product” they pay for ( license to use the Nordic Swan) if they 
document that what they supply complies with stringent requirements 
and they risk losing the license after just three to five years. Because 
the player offering the license has since made the qualification 
requirements more rigorous. Licensees still take the risk because “the 
seller” has an objective other than financial profit, namely continual 
environmental improvements. An objective that (almost)2 everyone 
in society agrees with. 

The organization
Nordic Ecolabelling has some 160 employees divided between offices 
(secretariats) in Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Finland and Iceland. The 
tasks are to develop ecolabelling requirements, process applications, 
go around the world on production inspection visits, market the 
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2	 There are societies who believe in prophecies of the end of the world being nigh, where 
those who believe will be rewarded with eternal life in an even greener heaven. This is not 
an easy “product to sell” either, but undoubtedly there are people capable of this too.
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products in partnership with suppliers, pass on knowledge to the 
population, promote sales to manufacturers and suppliers, manage 
all the aforementioned areas and ensure the economically sustainable 
operation of the organization. In recent years, all the Nordic countries 
have also established their own network for ecolabelled procurement, 
which assists buyers who set environmental requirements by providing 
motivation and guidance. 

Swan-labelled products
In May 2019, 38,764 goods and services were registered with the Nordic 
Swan Ecolabel in the Nordic countries within 51 of the 65 product 
groups for which ecolabelling requirements have been developed. As 
many as 14,101 of the products are reusable toner cartridges for 
many different models of printer, so a more representative figure 
would be 25,600 products. 

Nordic Ecolabelling maintains and revises the 65 business area 
requirements against new knowledge of sustainability topics, as well 
as developing requirements for quality tests, work environment and 
social conditions in addition to the purely environmental requirements. 
A fair amount of administration is required when all raw materials, 
semi-finished goods, chemicals, processes, factories, consumption 
figures and processing for almost 40,000 goods and services need 
to be documented with formulas, safety data sheets, analyses and 
descriptions, and all this information is promised to be treated in 
confidence. 

Developing requirements
Every three to five years, Nordic Ecolabelling reviews, expands or 
tightens up the many thousands of different requirements so that 
the labelling keeps up with the times. This requires highly educated 
experts within many environmental fields: all forms of chemistry, 
energy and materials science, building engineering, biology, ecology, 
nature conservation and social rights. 

Broad expertise is required to communicate with the numerous 
target groups for the Nordic Swan, covering manufacturers, 
distributors, buyers/investors, lawyers, consumers, bureaucrats, the 
media and politicians alike.

In international standards terminology, the Nordic Swan is a Type 
1 ecolabel and is regulated by ISO standard number 14024. This 
means that the label is voluntary, sets broad-spectrum environmental 
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requirements (multiple criteria), is based on lifecycle approaches, 
sharpens the requirements regularly, develops the requirements 
transparently, operates with known costs and runs a third-party 
certification system that is independent of the industry. 

Financing
Licensees pay a fee for use of the label, typically 0.3% of the revenue 
from the Swan-labelled product, e.g. EUR 3,000 for Swan-labelled 
revenue of EUR 1 million. The maximum fee per product group is EUR 
100,000.

In addition to this, there is an application fee of EUR 3,000, plus 
the manufacturers cover time spent working on documentation, the 
necessary tests and assessments and, in some cases, higher prices for 
raw materials. It is rare for the costs to be so high that the certification 
leads to price increases for buyers. This is due to manufacturers 
reaching a level of environmental maturity in 2019 which means 
that they consider environmental adaptation of the products to be 
an expected cost just like any other product development costs. This 
should go without saying of course. It also helps that the Nordic Swan 
is a very cheap environmental marketing campaign, so in essence it 
pays for itself.

What does environmentally friendly mean?3  
Is it cutting CO2 emissions? If we are to secure a safe way of life 
for our children, the climate issue must be resolved first. Or are 
environmental toxins even more important? They do irreparable harm 
to health and the environment, so the most important thing must 
be to cut their use? And what about plastic? The plastic that floats 
everywhere and does not disappear when it (eventually) breaks down, 
simply becoming smaller pieces. Hang on though, surely biodiversity 
is the most important thing? The Intergovernmental Science-Policy 

Example of revision 
plan for the criteria 
for single-family 
homes, dwellings, 
schools and  
nurseries.

3 Abridged version of a text written by Gro-Ellen Linnås from Ecolabelling Norway.
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Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) recently 
presented a report that documents how more species are threatened 
with extinction now than ever before in history. It’s quite obvious that 
ecosystem collapse must be environmental problem number one, 
right?

It would be great if the question of what is best for the 
environment had a simple answer. But that would be far too easy. 
Environmental issues concern the whole planet, all of nature, the 
entire human race. They relate to everything that sprouts and grows, 
breathes and lives. They concern major and worldwide phenomena 
and the forces of wind and water and heat. Could there really be one, 
universal solution for all of that? When the Nordic Swan develops 
environmental requirements, we are not only cutting down on energy 
use and greenhouse gas emissions, we are also safeguarding the 
supply of raw materials and biodiversity, as well as cutting the use 
of environmental toxins and harmful chemicals down to the bare 
minimum. We need to think holistically.

A computer is not environmentally friendly because it uses little 
energy if it still contains a lot of mercury. A sofa is not environmentally 
friendly because the woollen cloth it is upholstered with comes from 
organic sheep if the wooden legs come from a destroyed rainforest. 

Everything in nature is connected. That’s the way it has to be 
to sustain life, from the smallest insect to the biggest mammal. 
Environmental problems – climate change, hazardous chemicals, loss 
of biodiversity, resource depletion and excess waste – affect the whole 
spectrum of nature from top to bottom. Since we can’t come up with 
a one-dimensional solution, we need to take a wide-ranging approach 
and reduce environmental impact across the board. And that is what 
the Nordic Swan ecolabel does.
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A message from  
Nordic ministers

Timo Harakka, Finnish Minister of  
Employment 

“The Nordic Swan Ecolabel contributes  
to sustainable development. By choosing  
a Swan-labelled product, the consumer  
can contribute to a better environment  
while also supporting Nordic work and  
the Nordic economy. For companies,  
the Nordic Swan provides added value,  
specially in the Scandinavian market,  
and a competitive advantage by influencing 
the purchasing decisions of consumers  
and customers.”

Ardalan Shekarabi, Minister for Public 
Administration, Swedish Ministry of Finance 

“In public procurement, the Nordic 
Swan Ecolabel makes it easier for  
major purchases to be characterised  
by responsibility for the environment.”4

4  “30 years of the Swan” from Ecolabelling Sweden.
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Ola Elvastuen, Norwegian Minister of  
Climate and Environment 

“Ecolabelling is very effective  
environmental protection!”5

Guðmundur Ingi Guðbrandsson, Icelandic  
Minister for the Environment and Natural  
Resources
 
“The Nordic Swan Ecolabel makes it easier 
for most people to make a contribution to the 
environmental struggle. We trust the Nordic 
Swan because they have exhaustive processes 
and exhaustive controls. The big advantage is 
that the Nordic Swan is recognised as an eco-
label, which is not the case for all ecolabels.”

Rasmus Jarlov, Danish Minister of Business and  
Financial Affairs6 

“The Nordic Swan Ecolabel stimulates 
the business community to deliver better 
environmental solutions. The companies 
that certify their goods or services with 
the Nordic Swan will be guaranteed to be 
more competitive in the future market.  
It should pay to invest in being green and 
the Nordic Swan is a guarantee for this.”

5  Nordic Swan Ecolabel conference held in Norway on 31 May 2017.
6  Minister of Business and Financial Affairs from 21 June 2018 to 27 June 2019.
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1893-1909 The first 
Swan-labelled products  
appear in Denmark

The term “Swan label” was actually first used as far back as 
125 years ago, long before the ecolabel itself was even thought 
of:

This advertisement was printed on 17 September 1906 in the 
Hejmdal newspaper in Denmark. The product was marketed 
with the Swan label as early as 1898, but without any 
explanation of what it meant. 

The first ever products advertised with the Swan label in 
Denmark were pieces of cutlery, and this dates back to 1893 
when the advertisement on the right was placed in the local 
newspaper called Næstved Tidende, Sydsjællands Folkeblad. 
The reason why the Swan label is perceived as a stamp of 
quality is unclear, but it could probably be due to the fact that 
as a bird the swan is clean and white. 

But it doesn’t stop there; on 24 August 1907 in Aarhus 
Amtstidende (and on numerous subsequent occasions), 
Representative N. Holm Jensen marketed a Swan-labelled 
essence produced from the healthiest herbs. It was claimed 
that the product contains no harmful chemicals. The main 
stockist was O.R. Tranberg in Elsinore.

“The housewife’s pride and  
joy is dazzling white linen.  
The best way to achieve this 
for the past 25 years has been 
to use Dr Thompson’s soap 
powder bearing the Swan 
label. Stocked everywhere.”
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As early as June 1909, it appears that the advertisement has had 
some effect, given that “Now everyone’s drinking” the Swan-labelled 
bitters, if we are to believe the message in Jyllandsposten.

In an advertisement in Kolding Socialdemokrat the same year, the 
manufacturer is even more delighted: 

“Once someone drinks the age-old,
original digestive bitters bearing
the Swan label, they never drink anything else.” 

This must have been a fantastic product! Imagine having lived in that 
time. 

But don’t forget that such a drink must have consequences and the 
clipping overleaf taken from the København newspaper in 1909 also 
tells us about the downside. It doesn’t help that the essence is Swan-
labelled, because you can still get addicted to it (become an alcoholic). 
Nevertheless, it’s tempting to enjoy a small glass in the heat. If nothing 
else, it’s a short-term solution, because if you get drunk you can’t feel 
the mosquito bites and don’t need to put a jacket on.
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Tranberg sells the essence. 
If you want to buy a sum-
mer jacket, you will find it 
for sale at Vestervoldgade 
5, while Mrs Pedrin heals 
the alcoholics.



29

1913 The first Swan- 
labelled laundry powder  
appears in Norway

A search in old Norwegian newspapers reveals that O. G. Fjeldheim was 
already marketing the first Swan-labelled laundry powder in Norway in 
1913. It is not clear why the supplier chose to call the product Swan-
labelled. It probably has nothing to do with the environment, but it 
is still interesting that the product is marketed as follows: high fat 
content, uncommonly long-lasting and extremely lathersome.

The first  
advertisement  
for a Swan-labelled  
laundry detergent.
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For several decades it was also common to market quality oranges as 
Swan-labelled in Norway. And in the 1930s there were advertisements 
for Swan-labelled linoleum wax and yarn.

Advertisement for 
Swan-labelled oranges.
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1960-1980 Environmental 
awakening

Our planet had already begun to show symptoms of overload and 
toxicity in the 1960s and 1970s. The highly toxic chemicals in the 
group called polychlorinated biphenyls (PCB) were revealed to be an 
environmental time bomb. The substance was used in chemical building 
products, double-glazing units and electrical equipment. Problems 
associated with the use of mercury became visible, as did the effects 
of large-scale use of the pesticides DDT, Lindan and Klordan. There 
was major eutrophication due to phosphates and other emissions 
from agriculture, the paper industry and households. 

Mining operations created problems and in the early 1980s the 
company Titan filled the Jøssing Fjord with mine sludge and had to 
clean it up 10 years later. The Chernobyl nuclear power accident took 
place in 1986, and in 1987 all the countries in the world signed up to 
the so-called Montreal Protocol, which would lead to greatly reduced 
emissions of ozone depleting substances.

Organizations in the environmental movement helped to bring 
pollution to light. In Norway, they took action against the dumping 
of sludge outside Jøssing Fjord and discovered filter acid buried in 
Fredrikstad, nuclear waste in unsecured drums in Kjeller and heavy 
pollution in the harbour basin in Oslo. In Sweden, the movement 
protested against major emissions of lead and other heavy metals 
from the Höganäs ironworks. The 1970s saw legal action taken 
against BT Kemi, a company that had buried 200 barrels of residual 

It is illustrative that in 
1969, participants in 
the May Day march, 
which is the Norwegian 
working class’s rally 
day for workers’ and 
social rights, protested 
against the poisoning  
of the environment  
and encouraged more  
protection for nature.
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products from the production of pesticides. The area affected is still 
not free of pollutants.7 

The Chernobyl disaster, the hole in the ozone layer over Antarctica 
and the Brundtland Commission contributed to greater public 
awareness of environmental issues throughout the 1980s. This also 
created greater civil engagement. In 1989, interest in the environment 
was greater than ever before it started to fall.8

Where did the contamination in the Nordic countries come from? 
There were many sources of pollution. In the 1970s, it could mostly 
be traced back to the consumption of energy that was produced 
industrially, or to the production and consumption of industrial 
goods. In Norway in 1976, industry and mining emitted 114,000 
tonnes of sulfur dioxide, accounting for 74 per cent of the entire 
country’s emissions. These emissions contributed to respiratory 
infections and to the acidification of soil and water. Industrial 
emissions of key toxins such as cadmium, zinc, lead and dioxins were 
the main cause of warnings not to eat fish or shellfish. 

National and international environmental problems were thus 
the backdrop when ecolabelling emerged as a possibility at the end 
of the 1980s. 

On a personal note, a few years before this, my mother had given 
up her good habit of rinsing out milk cartons in water and reusing 
these for packing fish. She had stopped keeping old rubber bands 
from jam jars and no longer washed out plastic bags so she could 
reuse them. She had given into peer pressure from her friends who 

This photograph is from the 
former Czechoslovakia,  
which after the fall of 
the Berlin Wall and the 
dissolution of the Soviet 
Union, could reveal to the 
world that the communist 
experiment had had major 
implications for the natural 
environment of Eastern  
Europe, with forest decline 
and major emissions from 
various industries. People 
were now more concerned 
about living conditions than 
having more money.

7	 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Teckomatorp
8	 The www.norgeshistorie.no [Norway’s history] website.
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“kept up with the times” and threw it all in the bin and bought new 
packaging in the shops instead.

My father operated a felling machine and that was his contribution 
to the industrial revolution in forestry. He was also “modern” enough 
in his thinking to let the engine oil drain directly onto the ground 
whenever he changed it. “There’s just so much forest and land, it won’t 
make any difference,” was his comment when I challenged him on his 
unsustainable behaviour. 

Both my parents had adopted the attitudes of modern society: 
nature endures everything and “the solution to pollution is dilution”. 
Their youngest son would soon challenge them on this. 

We are now in 2019 and the international environmental problems 
are far from solved, which this story from Accra illustrates. Accra has 
visions of becoming Africa’s cleanest city, but they have some way to go.

Awareness is dawning decades later in Africa than it did in the 
Nordic countries, but it does force its way though, just as it did in the 
former Czechoslovakia. In Accra, both domestic animals and fish end 
up eating so much plastic that it threatens the existence of society 
as a whole. Many people believe that the Iron Curtain fell because of 
an unsustainable environmental policy just as much as because of a 
lack of freedom. 

There will always be a need for ecolabelling. The environmental 
problems were also very visible in the Nordic countries 30 years ago, 
paving the way for the Nordic Swan Ecolabel. But the official German 
ecolabel came into being before then.

Photograph of a  
resident of Accra in 
Ghana throwing rubbish 
straight into the sea.9

9	 https://www.nrk.no/urix/xl/accra-skal-bli-den-reneste-byen-i-afrika-1.14585229 (in Norwegian)
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1978 The Blue Angel is 
established in Germany

In 1978, West Germany established the world’s first official ecolabel 
and chose the United Nations Environment Programme’s angel logo 
as its symbol, but with the colours reversed. In other words, the angel 
was blue and not white.

After a decade, 2,250 products from 500 different businesses were 
entitled to use the ecolabel, while 80 per cent of West Germans knew 
the label and its significance, equivalent to 45 million consumers. The 
organization behind the ecolabel argued that ecolabelling of paint 
alone had protected the environment from the annual emission of 
40,000 tonnes of solvents. 

It was the West German Interior Minister together with the 
then Ministry for Nature Conservation that established the scheme, 
which would only cover product types when it was not obvious which 
products were the environmentally adapted ones. There was also 
focus on developing only a few criteria covering the most important 
environmental impact. So products such as water-based paint, low-
energy lamps, recycled paper and so on had the ecolabel.
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1987-1988 A common  
Nordic ecolabel

“The background to a positive Nordic ecolabel scheme must be 
seen in the light of a stronger emphasis on the product-oriented 
environmental policy towards the end of the 1980s. The Brundtland 
Commission report ‘Our common future’ led to the concept of 
sustainable development landing on the agenda, something 
which included greater focus on the link between production and 
consumption. The report highlighted the responsibility of both 
manufacturers and consumers alike to contribute to sustainable 
development.” 

Evaluation by Nordic Ecolabelling, Part C, 16 May 2000

Swedish politicians had discussed ecolabelling as far back as 1987, 
but at that time the starting point was a Swedish scheme. On 14 
November 1987, an article in the Swedish newspaper Dagbladet said: 

“Energy Minister Birgitta Dahl has announced a system for 
ecolabelling of products that already exist. It is being considered how 
an ecolabelling system would be structured.”

In 1988, the then Narvik Engineering College archived a study 
carried out by the Norwegian Consumer Council called “Proposal for 
model and organization of ecolabelling in Norway”, dated July 1988. 
The study is surprisingly prescient with regard to what challenges and 
opportunities the labelling scheme may present. And the introduction 
is clear on the purpose of the ecolabel. The themes that are touched 
on and partially addressed in this account have influenced the labelling 
scheme throughout its 30 years.

The study expresses this as follows: “Earlier this spring at a Nordic 
ministerial meeting, Norway’s Consumer Minister presented the idea 
that the Nordic countries should develop a way to ecolabel products 
together. Following on from that, the matter has been discussed by, 
among other bodies, a subcommittee of the Nordic Committee of 
Senior Officials for Consumer Affairs, and it has been granted funds 
for an ecolabelling consultation forum for 1989.  An integral element 
of this project is that Norway and Sweden in particular are able 
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to start an organization to manage such a label. The work of this 
consultation forum will therefore mainly consist of: 

•	 Coordinating the criteria to be selected;
•	 Coordinating the production of promotional material;
•	 Promoting interest in ecolabelling among Nordic
	 manufacturers and importers; and
•	 Working to eliminate any technical trade barriers to ecolabelled 

products.”

It is argued in the study that in Norway there is greater environmental 
awareness than in many other countries and this is due to concern 
about the hole in the ozone layer and algae growth. 

The table of contents demonstrates what the most important 
issues were that needed clarification before work started. The 
following needed to be established:

•	 Whether there was a market for eco-friendly products 	
among consumers and buyers;

•	 Whether there was interest in ecolabelling among 			 
manufacturers and importers; 

•	 Whether it was possible to copy the German Blue Angel 		
ecolabel that had been established back in the 1970s;

•	 What organizational structure should be chosen; and
•	 What would be the implications of a Nordic collaboration, plus 

its costs, revenue and reasonable fees it could charge.

The matter was also taken up by the Nordic Council of Ministers 
through the Nordic Committee of Senior Officials for Consumer 
Affairs (NEK), which was commissioned to investigate the possibility 
of a harmonized Nordic ecolabelling scheme. It was assumed that 
Nordic coordination would result in improved cost efficiency, less 
duplication of work and generate greater manufacturer interest than 
establishing national schemes because the market was larger. 

The then Norwegian prime minister not only served as the world’s 
environmental protection minister, by virtue of her role for the United 
Nations, but also signalled her support for ecolabelling early on, for 
instance by writing a piece for Arbeiderbladet that was published 
on 23 January 1989. But it was the Norwegian Consumer Minister 
Anne-Lise Bakken who first proposed the label and took the initiative 
at Nordic level.
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It is inspiring to see that Anne-Lise Bakken still supports good 
environmental initiatives 30 years later. At the time of writing, she is 
the chairman of Hedmark Trafikk, which is the county company that 
operates bus services in Hedmark County. In June 2019, the company 
signed a contract to deliver bus services worth NOK 1.6 billion. One of 
the environmental measures included in the contract is the increased 
use of biogas and electric buses, the other is Nordic Swan certification 
of the bus washing facilities that will be used.10 These will be the first 
two bus washing facilities in Norway to be Swan-labelled.

Back in 1988, the Swedes presented a study in December of that 
year. Sven Rune Bergkvist, the director of the Swedish Foundation for 
Occupational Safety and Health for State Employees, was responsible 
for the Swedish study.11 It suggested that a White Angel should be the 
symbol because the intention was to adopt the German system, which 
has a Blue Angel as its symbol. It later turned out that the Germans 

Gro Harlem Brundtland 
advocated establishing a 
common Nordic ecolabel.

10	 https://www.ringsaker-blad.no/nyheter/kollektivtransport/samferdsel/slik-blir-det-nye-busstilbudet/s/5-79-225912 
(in Norwegian)

11	 Dagens industri, 23 January 1989.
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Hedmark Trafikk, June 2019. From left to right: County Councillor Anne Karin Torp Adolfsen;  
Managing Director of Hedmark Trafikk, Arne Fredheim; Chairman Anne-Lise Bakken and  
Managing Director Ole Engebret Haugen from Vy Buss AS.
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would not accept this and it would be necessary to quickly look for 
other symbols. In hindsight, it is unclear what right Blue Angel had 
to stop anyone using the UN environment symbol, the White Angel.
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1988 Stefan Edman,  
the voice of the environmental 
movement
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In the 1980s, biologist and author Stefan Edman was already a 
renowned environmental activist in Sweden. He claimed he was 
an optimist, despite his dark descriptions of the direction in which 
development was heading. An interview with Edman by Göteborgs-
Posten was printed on 13 January 1988, in which he painted a 
gloomy picture of the time he lived in. He said that environmental 
protection and conservation had to be simple and he believed in 
ecolabelling, like the system they had in West Germany, explaining 
that labelled products could also contain detailed information on 
their environmental impact. In other words, he believed in both the 
simplification inherent in a labelling scheme and that consumers could 
understand and benefit from complex environmental information.

–	 “There are people who profit from us being scared and seeing 
ourselves as small, insignificant good-for-nothings. It’s a profitable 
idea for the forces of commercialism. They know that the more 
scared we become and the less we fight against the destruction 

Biologist and 
author Stefan 
Edman.
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of our world, the more things we’ll buy to console ourselves and 
drive away all the unpleasant thoughts we have. There are a great 
many people who profit from resignation and pessimism, and that 
makes me very upset.

–	 “When I was a child, it felt wonderful to let cool spring rainwater 
run down my face. Now in the late 1980s, we should be relieved 
that acid rain isn’t melting away our corneas. It used to be a delight 
to slake our thirst with a frosty glass of ice-cold water. Today our 
drinking water contains several different cancerous substances. 
Just a few decades ago, fish were swimming happily in lakes and 
seas. Now lakes are empty and dead, while in the sea, in the best 
case scenario, creatures chock full of chemicals that were once 
called fish now swim.”

–	 “It should be easy to be environmentally friendly. You shouldn’t 
have to go to 10 study circles to live in an eco-friendly way.”

–	 “If we get an ecolabel, like they already have in West Germany, texts 
like this will appear on every product we buy: ‘the manufacture of 
this product harms water systems in the following ways’ or ‘use 
of this packaging will cause environmental damage’. That is when 
capitalism itself will do its job, so that those who manufacture 
these products don’t stand a chance against an informed public.”
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1988-1989 War of words  
on environmentally friendly  
paper explains ecolabelling

Industries based on timber as a raw material are, and have always 
been, important in the Nordic countries. Extraction from forests 
remains high, although there is net growth in the Nordic countries at 
the time of writing. It’s not so strange that the industry is competing to 
have the most environmentally friendly production process. At the end 
of the 1980s, the natural environment in our neighbouring countries 
began to show symptoms of disease. Pesticides damaged more than 
the pests they were supposed to eradicate. Phosphate in detergents 
led to eutrophication in Nordic watercourses. Chemicals hazardous to 
health were doing great harm to employees in the printing industry, 
auto repair workshops and the chemical industry. Logs were wasted 
in the paper industry, sulfate factories emitted horrible smells and the 
bleaching of paper resulted in large discharges of chlorine compounds. 

“Our solution is the only right one!” declared the suppliers in a choir 
of voices, while in more or less subtle terms suggesting that paper 
produced by “others” was absolutely terrible. 

The Norwegian Consumer Council tries to tidy up
On 29 March 1989, the Norwegian newspaper Dagens Næringsliv 
wrote that the Norwegian Consumer Council was sorting out the 
environmentally friendly paper shambles. This was a modified truth. 
Through Tore Killingland, who would later work for the Norwegian 
Society for the Conservation of Nature and serve on the board of 
Nordic Ecolabelling, the Norwegian Consumer Council said that they 
would provide clear definitions of what constitutes environmentally 
friendly paper at a seminar they would be arranging in April. 
The Council “leaked” a preliminary conclusion: Chlorine-bleached 
paper will not be accepted as environmentally friendly, regardless 
of the chlorine compound used. Recycled paper can be good but 
it also has its negative sides, while mechanical pulp (moistened 
ground pulp) has limitations they want to address at the seminar.  
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By this time the government had announced it would establish 
an official ecolabelling scheme, but at the seminar on 18 April, 
Killingland said that with the chaos reigning over the manufacturers’ 
own environmental claims and own ecolabels, there was no time to 
wait for this. 

The guidelines were expected to be ready in May, and the 
Norwegian Consumer Council considered prosecuting those who 
used the term environmentally friendly about their paper if these 
paper products did not follow the guidelines. 

The legal basis for such prosecutions was the Norwegian 
Marketing Control Act’s provision on misleading marketing. The 
main criterion was still totally chlorine-free production. What made 
the situation more complicated was that the Swedish Society for 
Nature Conservation had already approved an application for the Bra 
Miljöval (Good Environmental Choice) ecolabel for a paper bleached 
with chlorine dioxide (which is far better than chlorine gas but still 
contains chlorine compounds). 

The paper industry alternated between saying that all paper is 
environmentally friendly and claiming that Norwegian paper should 
be recognised as environmentally friendly because it was based on 
hydropower as a source of energy. This did not make an impression on 
the Norwegian Consumer Council, which argued that the guidelines 
should only cover conditions that the producers had control over. 

Dag Elgethun from  
Hippopotamus offered 
the first recycled paper 
to the Norwegian  
market.
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Illustrative of many ecolabelling industries
This prelude to ecolabelling features many of the fundamental 
challenges that Nordic Ecolabelling has worked with for 30 years, 
across a large number of different industries. The paper industry’s 
development is a good example of industry changes that we recognise 
from other industries. 

•	 The chaos that reigned in terms of the industry’s own ecolabels, 
and environmental claims, was a key reason for establishing an 
independent label that consumers could trust. 

•	 The point of ecolabelling must be to highlight the best options 
within a production method by setting requirements relevant to 
the method in question. 

•	 Ecolabelling should not simply dismiss a production method out 
of hand. Ecolabelling should develop requirements for all three 
paper production methods: mechanical mass, chemical mass and 
recycled mass, as well as for the subgroups of sulfite method and 
sulfate method. By doing so, this would ensure good utilisation of 
the logs and minimise the emissions to the aquatic environment 
and air. 

•	 Optimisation. The Nordic Swan was supposed to say no to chlorine 
gas that could be replaced with less environmentally hazardous 
alternatives such as hydrogen peroxide and ozone as bleaching 
agents, but it did not say no to chlorine dioxide. Chlorine dioxide 
is still being used in 2019 in combination with the other two 
chemicals. The reason for this is that it is necessary to use the 
chemical EDTA to stabilise hydrogen peroxide and EDTA plays a 
role in heavy metals dissolving in the sediments on the seabed. The 
best alternative is thus a mixture of several chemicals, including 
chlorine dioxide.

•	 The pragmatism of ecolabels leads to conflicting thoughts for 
environmentalists. Chlorine compounds result in the formation 
of PCBs and dioxin, as well as direct poisoning effects when they 
are released in nature as adsorbable organic chlorine (AOX), but 
there is an essential difference between chlorine gas and chlorine 
dioxide. If chlorine dioxide had not been accepted in version 1 of 
the criteria, consumers would not have had any better alternatives 
to choose from and in practice would have been unable to help in 
the environmental struggle. The industry will rarely supply anything 
that is not in demand. Nordic Ecolabelling had to start at the level 
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of the best products and then gradually make the requirements 
more strict. We cannot start at a level that no one is on, because 
the industry expects earnings and it becomes too risky to invest 
large sums of money in something that may not be worth it. The 
principle behind the chlorine issue played a part in the Norwegian 
Society for the Conservation of Nature withdrawing from the 
ecolabelling boards in all the Nordic countries in 1994. Fortunately, 
they came back.

•	 The points system increases the possibilities and effects. Nordic 
Ecolabelling should not put decisive emphasis on environmental 
factors that suppliers cannot influence, such as the choice of 
energy sources, but this can be resolved by introducing weighting 
models/points systems. In other words, a party applying for a 
Nordic Swan license will receive extra credit for renewable raw 
materials, such as hydropower, but not in such a way that they are 
automatically excluded if they use a different type of power. It has 
since become completely essential to set stringent requirements 
for the consumption of energy.

This case demonstrates the need for independent ecolabelling that 
is based on scientific principles and a holistic view, so that it is not 
subjective perceptions but the facts that determine the requirements. 
As far as I know, there was never any guidance from the Norwegian 
Consumer Council, but it also took almost two years before the first 
two Swan-labelled paper products were licensed. On the other hand, 
these decisions were based on a comprehensive assessment of the 
environmental impacts and not on principles and emotions.
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1989 The Nordic Swan is set to 
replace the Panda – but industry 
wants environmental declarations

In an article printed in Göteborgs-Posten on 19 February 
1989, a journalist wrote that ecolabelling organizations could 
make money on ecolabels and introduced the term “panda 
capitalism”. The article revealed great ignorance of how 
both the Panda and other ecolabels worked. Many thought 
the Panda label was a guarantee of high environmental 
performance for the products bearing it, but that has 
never been the case. The Panda label is a guarantee that a 
percentage of the revenue from the labelled product goes to 
the preservation of endangered animal species. The label was 
an important source of income for the World Wide Fund for 
Nature’s (WWF) work for a number of years before the official 
ecolabel started. In the late 1980s, WWF Sweden’s annual 
income from the scheme was around SEK 6 million.12 But 
this money also went towards the work to help endangered 
animal species.

WWF is not a capitalist enterprise, just as Nordic 
Ecolabelling is not today. A capitalist or commercial enterprise 
is by definition synonymous with the organization working to 
maximise its profit so that shareholders can take out dividends.

The Panda label was only awarded to a single player in 
each industry and the environmental requirements imposed 
on the products either did not exist or were very feeble.  As a 
consequence, there was nothing strange about the Swedish 
Society for Nature Conservation criticising the Panda. In a 
piece heavy with symbolism printed in Svenska Dagbladet, it 
was said that the Nordic Council wanted to use the Nordic 
Council label as the basis for its ecolabel and on the same 
page its readers were informed that the Panda had stopped 
signing new contracts. 13 

12	 Dagens industri, 15 November 1989.
13	 Svenska Dagbladet, 16 August 1989.
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14	 Göteborgs-Posten, 19 February 1989.
15	 Göteborgs-Posten, 27 October 1989.

A large number of  
products had the  
Panda label on their 
packaging at the end  
of the 1980s.14

In October 1989, Swedish  
Consumer Affairs Minister 
Margot Wallström presented a 
finished design for the Nordic 
Swan as the symbol of the 
official ecolabel.15 She explained 
that the organization in Sweden 
would fall under the purview 
of the Swedish Standardisa-
tion Federation (SIS) and that 
she expected to see the first 
Swan-labelled products on the 
market by the summer of 1990.
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In the same month, WWF declared it would stop using the Panda as 
an ecolabel on products.16 

At the start of the year, a Dagens industri editorial argued that 
labels were an oversimplification. The newspaper’s view was that 
environmental declarations on products were a better approach 
and that it had found support for this in a study from the Swedish 
Environmental Protection Agency from the previous autumn.17 

Environmental declarations describe the environmental impact of a 
product but leave it up to the customer to conclude whether the product 
is a good environmental choice compared to other products. The view 
that was presented by Dagens industri has followed ecolabelling 
throughout its journey and these days declarations are an option for 
more and more industries, but paradoxically enough not for common 
groceries as had been suggested by industry in the early years of the 
Nordic Swan. Environmental declarations were adopted early on for 
paper goods and ICT equipment for the professional market, but their 
use eventually became increasingly widespread for building materials 
and furniture. 

Yet Dagens industri still believed that ecolabelling had great 
potential to succeed, although the newspaper did highlight the 
difficulties associated with developing requirements that would 
work in a holistic perspective. The newspaper also demonstrated 
understanding that it would take time to develop proper requirements. 
Other sections of industry and trade would become the leading critics 
when it turned out that criteria development required hard work over 
a long period of time.

16	 Svenska Dagbladet, 15 August 1989.
17	 Dagens industri, 23 January 1989.
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1989 Claims and labels  
that cannot be trusted

In 2019, some people, especially journalists and businesses reluctant 
to join up, point out that there are more than 400 ecolabels and 
sustainability labels globally. There would have been 40,000 or 
400,000 ecolabels in the world today if the trend from 30 years ago 
had continued at the same rate! 

In the 1980s and early 1990s, every single pro-environment 
supplier or manufacturer established its own ecolabel. If they 
produced detergent without phosphate, it was a happy salmon, while 
for chlorine-free paper production the label was usually a tree. We 
saw flowers, leaves, tufts of grass, globes, arrows in circles and lots 
more in a similar vein. 

The Swedish newspaper Dagens industri wrote: 
“The companies have understood the marketing value of 

environmental symbols and have therefore created their own. The 
spruce or fir tree is common in this context. Holmen and Mölnlycke 
use fir trees, KF a Christmas tree and Finess a whole fir tree forest. 
Only the company itself knows which requirements apply to a fir tree 
product.”

In the Norwegian Altaposten newspaper, engaged consumer Sonja 
Eggesvik wrote an enlightening reader’s piece called “Misleading 
ecolabelling”,18 in which she gave examples of what was then current 
practice: 

18	 Altaposten, 3 November 1992.
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The fundamental idea behind an official multinational ecolabel is that 
consumers need an ecolabel that is independent of the manufacturers:

•	 A label they can rely on, run by a non-commercial player;
•	 A label they can recognise; and
•	 A label that looks at the whole picture and whose requirements 

are known. 

The Ministers of Consumer Affairs in the Nordic Council of Ministers 
decided to establish a labelling scheme that would resolve the chaos 
that reigned at that time. The Nordic Swan Ecolabel would become 
the greatest success instigated by the Nordic Council of Ministers. 

Sonja Eggesvik writes about consumers being mislead in Altaposten in 1992.
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1990-1991 Ecolabelling  
organizations are established19

On 6 November 1989, the Nordic Council of Ministers decided to 
introduce a harmonized, voluntary and positive ecolabelling scheme 
for products. Norway and Sweden were part of the scheme from 
1989, Finland joined in 1990, Iceland in 1991 and Denmark from 1997. 

The principles on which the scheme would be based had already 
been described by the Nordic Committee of Senior Officials for 
Consumer Affairs (NEK), which presented its report in 1990.

It was decided that the ecolabel scheme would be managed 
by national organizations (generally referred to as secretariats). 
A national organization was selected for several reasons, one of 
which was to ensure that national interests would be safeguarded. 
In accordance with the guidelines, the work of the national 
organizations would be coordinated by the Nordic Coordination 
Body, which was also supposed to look after the Nordic interests and 
work on harmonization and determination of criteria. The ministers 
introduced the consensus principle to the Coordination Body, in line 
with the intentions and practices of the Nordic Council of Ministers.

Each country chose a different model for organising their 
activities. By June 1990, there were 10 employees in the Nordic 
countries, who assessed ecolabelling within 15 product groups and 
had already been contacted by 100 potential applicants. This looked 
very promising, but it would prove to be more complicated than 
it first seemed to get requirements established and the label on 
actual products.

Norway: Stiftelsen Miljømerking (Ecolabelling Norway) 
In Norway, Ecolabelling Norway was appointed to the task by 
the Norwegian Parliament in 1989. The authorities wanted an 
organization that was as neutral as possible, independent of party 
political interests.

Organizations, media and the business community wanted 
information, materials and presentations. The Confederation of 
Norwegian Enterprises (NHO) sent out brochures on Ecolabelling 
Norway to its member companies. By June 1990 it already had 
four employees. At this time, Ecolabelling had not drawn up any 

NEK Report 1990:  
2. The Nordic  
Committee of Senior 
Officials for Consumer 
Affairs report on  
Nordic Ecolabelling.

19	 Parts of the text are taken from Evaluation by Nordic Ecolabelling, Part C, Description of the Nordic  
ecolabelling system from an environmental standpoint, 16 May 2000, Nordic Ecolabelling Board.
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documents on environmental requirements. This didn’t seem to 
worry the ecolabellers. In their first newsletter, they encourage new 
(immature) industries to apply. This would never have happened in 
2019. 

They opted for an optimistic and open approach and wrote simply:

“Since no requirements have yet been drawn up within any product 
group, this means no application form has been devised that specifies 
in detail which properties must be documented in order to be awarded 
the ecolabel. For the time being, we are therefore asking everyone who 
wants to have the ecolabel on their products to write an application 
in which they place great importance on:

•	 How they define/determine the product group that the product is 
part of;

•	 The manner in which they believe their product stands out in 
relation to other products in this product group;

•	 Information on what is contained in the documentation for raw 
materials, the production process, properties in use and as waste, 
recycling, etc.;

•	 Production volume and market share; and
•	 Relevant trade associations/research institutions and any contact 

persons.

The first four employees of  
the Nordic Swan’s secretariat 
in Norway. Tove Tronstad was 
the general manager in Norway, 
Geir-Olav Fjeldheim the case 
officer, Grethe Fjelstad the  
secretary and Jan Erik Stokke 
the information officer.20

20	 Newsletter for Ecolabelling Norway in 1990.
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In the first instance, the application may be concise. Ecolabelling 
Norway may then, as and when necessary, request the required 
additional information and documentation to support the application. 
All information will be treated in confidence.”

Everyone has to start somewhere, and this is a start that is open 
and inviting, not restrictive and difficult. It was meant to demonstrate 
that the management of this organization knew which direction they 
wanted to go in and that they wouldn’t be bullied. 

By only the second edition of the newsletter, which came in 
August, Ecolabelling Norway had been criticised for being too slow. 
The market was particularly keen for requirements relating to paper. 
Ecolabelling Norway said that they were on track, reminding critics 
that it took 15 months for the Canadian ecolabelling system to get 
the first labelled product in the shops once the work had started. 
The newsletter suggests that things were going slowly with the 
paper requirements because the Norwegian Pulp and Paper Industry 
Association did not want to join the group. 

In the last section of the column “In the margin”, the organization 
showed that it was concerned about quality. This approach was 
absolutely essential to ensure the credibility of the Nordic Swan, even 
today: 

“It goes without saying that it’s nice that people expect the 
labelled products to be available on the market and we’re doing what 
we can for the work to go as quickly as possible. On the other hand, 
it’s not very sensible to put too much pressure on the labelling work. 
It’s a difficult field and for the labelling to be credible, there must be 
a proper basis for the label. And for that reason, we’ll take as much 
time as we need to get it right.” 

Sweden: SIS Ecolabelling Sweden (now Ecolabelling Sweden)
In Sweden, the industry view that the scheme ought to be linked to an 
established, objective and independent organization with respected 
procedures for developing criteria and product approval was 
accepted. The secretariat was therefore placed under the purview of 
the Swedish Standardisation Federation. 

Bo Assarson was the general manager and only employee in 
Sweden in 1990. He soon acquired colleagues, and by 1995 there was 
a total of 11 employees.
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In the front: Catharina Daggenfeldt,
control managager (started 1994) 
and Anne MarieVass, environmental 
expert. Centre: Monica Backlund,  
secretary (1990/1991); Gun  
Nycander, environmental expert 
(1995); and Mathilde Vretblad,  
environmental expert. Back: Bo  
Assarson, manager; Kersti Sahlen,  
EU ecolabel coordinator (1990/91); 
Ragnar Unge (1993), information  
and marketing; Kerstin Gustafsson, 
environmental expert; and Urban 
Jonsson (1994), Nordic Swan  
coordinator.21 Pernilla Hedberg  
was also hired in 1995, but is not  
in the picture.

Finland: SFS-Ympäristömerkintä (Ecolabelling Finland)
The decision in Sweden contributed to the Finnish secretariat 
also being placed under the purview of the Swedish 
Standardisation Federation.

21	 Expressen, 25 October 1995.

The first Finnish board from 1991: 
Second row from left: Hannu Laikari, 
Finnish Water and Environment 
Administration; Mirja Salkinoja- 
Salonen, Finnish Consumers’ 
Association; Ilkka Cantell, Finnish 
Trade and Industry Ministry; Paula 
Kainulainen, trade representative, 
Ilpo Kuronen, Finnish Association 
for Nature Conservation; Pentti K 
Väisänen, Finnish Ministry of the 
Environment; Markku Markkula,  
chairman of the ecolabelling  
reference group. First row from  
left: Eeva-Liisa Arponen, head of 
ecolabelling; Vesa Majamaa,  
chairman of the board and  
Professor at Helsinki University;  
and Riitta Larnimaa, Finland’s  
Central Federation of Industry.

Eeva-Liisa Arponen led the Finnish organization from 1990. 
She left Ecolabelling Finland in 1993.
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By 1995 there were already 
eight employees in Finland. 
From back left: Eeva  
Parviainen, head of section; 
Anne Kankaanpää, secretary; 
Leena Nyqvist, environmen-
tal expert; and Sinikka  
Karppelin, environmental 
expert. Front from left:  
Harri Hotulainen, environ-
mental expert, and Matti 
Järvi, environmental expert. 
(Hannu Mattila, environ- 
mental expert, and Mari  
Kellokumpu are not  
pictured.)

Denmark: dk-Teknik (Ecolabelling Denmark)
As the only EU member at the time, Denmark wanted to wait for 
the European ecolabel scheme to be established. Denmark did, 
however, have observer status and then became a member of Nordic 
Ecolabelling in 1997. Following a public tender procedure, the Danish 
Environmental Protection Agency decided to award operation of 
the ecolabelling secretariat to dk-Teknik, which was an “Approved 
Technological Service Institution” (approved by the then Danish 
Ministry of Business and Industry) and had relevant experience after 
being involved in the EU’s ecolabelling work.

Iceland: Environmental and Food Agency of Iceland (Ecolabelling 
Iceland)
The Icelandic secretariat was placed under the purview of the then 
Environmental and Food Agency of Iceland (now the Environment 
Agency of Iceland). Iceland established a collaboration agreement 
with Ecolabelling Norway for help with, among other things, the 
processing of licensing applications. This is Birgir Þórðarson’s own 
description of how the work started: 

“I was originally contacted by the Icelandic Ministry of Industry 
and Commerce, which was before we had a separate Ministry of 
the Environment here. At that time, I worked in the Environmental 
Protection department at the National Centre for Hygiene, Food 
Control and Environmental Protection, which then came under the 
Ministry of Health. 
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“So that meant the Ministry of Industry and Commerce got an 
‘environment man’ to host the Nordic Ecolabelling delegation on their 
first visit to Iceland and to show them around Gullfoss and Geysir and 
take them for a successful al fresco brunch up a hill by Þingvallavatn. 
We remember it being one of the best days of the summer, sunny and 
fine, with Thingvellir looking its most beautiful and fairytale-like. It 
was, I think, the summer of 1989. Then we had the meeting the next 
day and it was decided that I would become the Nordic Ecolabelling 
contact for Iceland. 

“Later, I came to understand that the government, the National 
Centre for Hygiene, Food Control and Environmental Protection and 
the Ministry of Commerce and Industry believed it would be very 
positive for the environmental side of things if Iceland could participate 
and become a member country.

Back then everything was much simpler; in 1989 they just said to 
me: ‘OK Birgir, you look after Nordic Ecolabelling coming to Iceland to 
promote the environment.’ 

“In early 1990, 23 February to be exact, Iceland’s Ministry for 
the Environment, Umhverfisráðuneytið, was founded. In September 

Birgir Þórðarson hosted  
a Nordic Ecolabelling  
delegation at Þingvellir  
in Iceland, in the summer 
of 1989. From 930 to 
1798, Þingvellir was the 
place of assembly for  
the Althing (Alþingið), and 
is where the independent 
Republic of Iceland was 
proclaimed on 17 June 
1944. Thingvellir also 
served as a court.
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1991, I received a letter from the Minister for the Environment, 
Eiður Guðnason, dated 4 September 1991. The Minister wrote of 
his interest in the Nordic Ecolabel and that the Nordic Ministers of 
Consumer Affairs had decided in their meeting on 6 November 1989 
to collaborate on an ecolabel and so on. So this letter constituted the 
decision to found a collaboration group, called the Ecolabel Council, 
in order to launch the Nordic Ecolabel in Iceland. This council was 
made up of representatives from nine organizations and the public 
sector, with a board from the Ministry for the Environment, the 
Environmental and Food Agency and the Consumers’ Association of 
Iceland.

“Officially, I was working very limited hours, around 10% of a full-
time position at the start, from September 1991 to the end of 1993. 
Progress was very slow in the first few years, most of the work was sort 
of introducing the public sector, various associations and businesses 
to the new Nordic Swan. I was the ‘General Manager’, a member of 
the steering group and the board and also the contact in Iceland until 
I changed jobs in 1993. Naturally I have many fond memories of this 
job, especially from the time when the other Nordic managers came 
to Iceland, when the specialist sector and understanding grew. Nordic 
environmental trips around Iceland, such as a trip up to Mount Hekla 
in my old Russian Lada, and in Hlíðarendi when one of our Nordic 
friends quoted very dramatically a scene from Njáls Saga in both 
Finnish and Icelandic, are good memories and I miss the clever people 
who were part of the leadership of the Nordic Swan, especially the 
management in Norway from that time.

“Meetings in Brussels, to discuss with the EU whether the Nordic 
Swan Ecolabel and the EU Flower could perhaps work together were 
very long and tiring with a negative outcome on that occasion. Maybe 
that’s why I found another great job as environmental manager at 
the Environmental and Public Health Authorities of South Iceland.”

The last part of the letter 
from Iceland’s Minister  
for the Environment,  
Eiður Guðnason, to  
Birgir Thorðarson, dated  
4 September 1991.  
Representatives of the 
above organizations and 
agencies are forming the 
Ecolabelling Council,  
which will discuss issues 
surrounding the Nordic 
Swan. The board will 
receive a case from the 
Nordic Coordination Body, 
discuss applications, refer 
them for more detailed 
assessment and advise 
the Ministry on this case. 
Remuneration for the 
members of the Commit-
tee will be determined by 
the State Commission.
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In the first few years, the response from the Swedish market was very 
poor and Bo Assarson was not happy. In 1990, he accused industry of 
putting the brakes on and not reacting to consumer pressure while 
still complaining about lack of progress in the ecolabelling work. Lars 
Gunnar Larsen, the environmental director of the Swedish National 
Federation of Industry, said that it was proving so difficult to describe 
complicated contexts in a simple way that industry wanted all goods 
to have an environmental declaration instead.22

The year afterwards, Bo Assarson was quoted as follows in 
Göteborgs-Posten: “There are a small number of companies that 
have great dominance in the market. They think that they can just 
ignore all this.”

It was so difficult to get started that in 1991 SIS Ecolabelling 
produced a two-page advertisement to explain why results were not 
being generated.23 The headline was: “Government Swan struggles 
to take off” and explained the complexity of the work. It criticised 
the paper industry for not being interested and expressed confidence 
that consumer power would ultimately prevail with the support of 
environmental and consumer organizations, even if the industry 
organizations were being negative. 

“Three years after the government decided to introduce the Swan 
Ecolabel on environmentally friendly products, no products have 
been ecolabelled. The disputes of the past week in the Ecolabelling 
Committee are not exactly increasing confidence in the Committee’s 
work either.”

This extract is taken from the “Other side” column in Göteborgs-
Posten published on 28 November 1991. The column described 
how SIS Ecolabelling had already spent the SEK 5.6 million it was 
granted in the first round of funding earmarked for establishing a 
self-financing labelling scheme by the end of 1993. The last point 
about disputes in the Ecolabelling Committee is discussed in the next 
chapter. By this point in time, criteria had been devised for batteries, 
dishwashers and chainsaw oil, but so far no products were certified.

1990-1991 Teething  
troubles

22	 Dagens Nyheter, 5 November 1990.
23	 Svenska Dagbadet, 19 February 1991.
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Nordic Ecolabelling’s own assessment 10 years later would see more 
clearly the reason for the problems than those who were experiencing 
them at the time24: 

•	 Nordic Ecolabelling had intended to use product groups and criteria 
from the “Blue Angel” scheme to quickly get started with criteria 
development. The authorities had formulated ambitious targets 
for the number of ecolabelled products on the market. They quickly 
realised that the Nordic ecolabelling scheme would have to select 
product groups based on suggestions from manufacturers and 
consumers in the Nordic market to a greater extent. In addition, 
the German criteria only had requirements for the product itself, 
while the Nordic Swan was supposed to be developing criteria 
from a life-cycle perspective.

•	 The ecolabel scheme received a lot of external criticism right from 
the start because the criteria development went too slowly, the 
number of product groups didn’t increase fast enough and there 
were too few licenses granted. The expectations were difficult to 
meet. In hindsight, these can be deemed completely unrealistic in 
light of how other ecolabel systems developed.

•	 A lot of time and resources were tied up with establishing 
operations in the individual Nordic countries, but the choice 
of product groups and criteria development was also largely 
controlled at a national level. This created some difficulties in the 
Nordic coordination and decision-making process, meaning that 
closer Nordic collaboration became necessary.

•	 In the next four to five years, substantial resources were injected 
in order to increase the number of product groups and criteria. 
There were four criteria at the beginning of 1992 and 46 by the 
end of 1996.

Meanwhile, back in 1991, the press continued to revel in bad news 
about the official ecolabel. Several newspapers believed that the 
government ecolabelling scheme would never get off the ground 
because the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation’s “falcon” 
(the Good Environmental Choice label) was certifying more and 
more products. It turned out that the press were being rather 
presumptuous here in their relish at such a fiasco. They never got 
the pleasure of covering the Nordic Swan’s funeral. Unfortunately, 
it’s much easier to get press coverage for negative things than for 

24	 Evaluation by Nordic Ecolabelling, Part C, Description of the Nordic ecolabelling system from  
an environmental standpoint, 16 May 2000, Nordic Ecolabelling Board.
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positive news. Negative stories and conflicts sell more newspapers 
(and in our time: hits online). This is a persistent challenge for positive 
ecolabelling, which in itself promotes positive effects and good news.
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1991 Can ecolabelling  
experts be biased?

On 25 October 1991, the Swedish National Federation of Industry 
and the Swedish Wholesalers’ Association wrote a joint letter to the 
director of the Swedish Standardisation Federation (SIS) in which 
they declared that they had lost faith in the ecolabelling scheme. 
In addition, they argued that the technical experts used by SIS 
Ecolabelling were biased. Two weeks later, Ulf Karlström from the 
Swedish Society for Nature Conservation (SSNC) was asked to leave 
the Committee formed to develop the criteria for laundry detergents. 
Karlström had been involved in SSNC’s campaign against the laundry 
detergent Via. SIS Ecolabelling thought it was unwise for the expert to 
engage in a campaign against one of the products he was supposed 
to be developing criteria for. Several of the representatives on the 
board of SIS Ecolabelling reacted negatively to Karlström having 
to step down and the expert was then welcomed back. Göteborgs-
Posten responded with scepticism to both the fact that it was not 
the board of SIS Ecolabelling which fired Karlström but an official, 
and to the fact that he was brought back into the fold. 

The conflict points to an important principle relating to bias. 
Is it absolutely necessary for experts to be impartial? Industry, 
environmentalists, health authorities and other interested parties 
must be considered to be biased given that their views and standpoints 
originate from the organizations where they work. A definition of bias 
is when a person who (characteristically) agrees with one side of an 
argument without any factual reason for doing so.25 Is this bias? I put 
the definition and question to Hans Petter Graver, a law professor 
and former chairman of Ecolabelling Norway. He has previously been 
the head of the Faculty of Law at the University of Oslo and is the 
current President of the Norwegian Academy of Science and Letters. 
He should know the answer. 

Graver’s response was: “It may be easy to distinguish between 
subjective bias, i.e. prejudice, and a person who objectively has such a 
special relationship with a party or to the case that there is a reason 
to raise doubts about their impartiality. Only the latter of the two 
scenarios can really be regulated, as we need to see into the head of 

25	 https://www.naob.no/ordbok/partisk?elementRefid=53019144 (definition of “bias” in Norwegian)
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the person concerned to ascertain the first scenario. When it comes to 
the objective approach, the ideal starting point is that the relationship 
must be special. Everyone has a point of view after all, so that in itself 
is not special.”  

That led me to ask the expert how to define the concept of “special” 
and I received an answer the very next morning (on a Saturday at 9.15 
am): “Special means a position or association out of the ordinary. In 
other words, you must take what is usual as your starting point. And 
the usual is someone having one job or different roles. Strong financial 
ties, a management position, strong hostility, public partisan views, 
etc. are special/unusual.”

Official rules have been established which clarify that a board 
representative is expected to do the best for the organization on 
whose board they sit, that the role is not to represent the company 
which employs them. Someone sits on a board because they possess 
the knowledge and capabilities that have been acquired in their own 
organization, but the role of board member is not, as many believe, 
to represent their own organization. The same must be said to apply 
to work in expert groups; the expert ought to make the choices that 
they believe are best for the organization at any one time. This leads 
to the key question: Does the expert violate the rules of bias simply 
by saying and doing what they have been taught in their work? Hans 
Petter Graver says: “Of course not.”

Someone usually believes that there is a sound reason, don’t they? 
People don’t acquire full insight into other sound reasons and then 
simply express a different opinion, do they? And this is where the 
employees of Nordic Ecolabelling come in. They have the challenging 
task of weighing up all the considerations and input that comes 
in during the course of a criteria development process, input that 
sometimes must be expected to be biased. Sometimes this is of a 
technical nature and sometimes it is political. Ecolabellers must take 
into account costs and other use of resources imposed on license 
applicants. Often they must compare and give weighting to different 
types of environmental impact and this is perhaps the hardest part, 
as there is no definitive answer. Nordic Ecolabelling has always 
operated with public consultations of criteria proposals and thus 
given “stakeholders” the opportunity to fix poorly developed criteria 
or criteria too strongly influenced by special interests. 

It is unclear whether Ulf Karlström was involved in the campaign 
even before he was appointed as an expert. If someone already has a 
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biased view of a product they are meant to assess, this certainly does 
not enhance the level of professionalism involved. Hans Petter Graver 
commented: “No, and it might be special, given that it’s not ordinary 
people with knowledge who’ve expressed an opinion on the product.”

The “Other side” column in Göteborgs-Posten published on 28 
November 1991 also describes the inherent conflicts of interest 
between the various players with an interest in Nordic Ecolabelling: 
Industry has no interest in revealing trade secrets. Trade associations 
within industry and commerce are supposed to serve the interests of 
all its members, both the largest polluters and those who will make 
money on their eco-friendly products. 

The strictest environmentalists want only a few of the products 
to be permitted to display an ecolabel. Paradoxically enough, this 
will have less of an environmental effect as these rarely achieve 
a significant market share. Yet setting the bar for environmental 
requirements too low will not achieve a major environmental effect 
either, and the risk of doing that is falling confidence in the labelling 
scheme.
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Nordic Ecolabelling was criticised for taking too long to develop 
the first ecolabelling requirements, but when they were ready these 
requirements were exemplary in their comprehensive approach. 
The three main environmental impacts that the copying paper 
manufacturers could do something about in the first instance 
were included: chlorine emissions, eutrophication and acidification, 
expressed by the three parameters adsorbable organic halogens 
(AOX), chemical oxygen demand (COD) and sulfur. All emissions 
would be measured in kg related to the quantity of paper in tonnes. 
It was possible to get six points for paper pulp, which meant that 
products could score differently in different parameters and still obtain 
a license, as long as they did not exceed the maximum values. The 
maximum values can be seen from the values in the right-hand corner 
of the table below (three points). Use of chlorine gas would result in 
chlorine emissions that far exceeded AOX of 0.5 kg per tonne of paper 
and thus could not be Swan-labelled. Requirements for sustainable 
forestry were not included until the requirements were revised, but 
that is another story. Many of the Norwegian paper manufacturers 
did not want to adapt to environmentally friendly production; they 
sat back and watched. Perhaps they imagined the trend would fall 
by the wayside. What need did they have for purifying plants and 
sustainable paper? Several of these companies went bankrupt a 
few years later. That was not the fate of Stora Enso, Metsä-Serla, 
Neusiedler, Lenzing and other paper manufacturers who understood 
which way the wind was blowing. The environmental protection 
movement thought the requirements were scandalously low, while 
business organizations believed they were too rigorous and would 
rather wait for the EU’s ecolabel.

With a European label, it would be possible to communicate more 
effectively to a larger market. History would show that it would take 
even more time for the EU label to establish itself and come to a 
consensus on how strict the requirements should be. Not to mention 
that the Nordic Swan wanted to quickly establish greater knowledge, 
familiarity and customer follow-up systems than the EU’s ecolabelling 
organization. 

1991-1992 Requirements for 
copying paper and the first 
two licenses
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The environmental movement 
protested.

The first license for Swan-labelled 
copying paper was awarded to 
Metsä-Serla paper from Kangas in 
Finland, which was announced in 
the Swedish-language newspaper 
Hufvudstadsbladet just before 
Christmas in 1991.

NorCopy2000, produced by  
Sarpsborg Papirfabrikk in Norway, 
soon acquired a license too.  
The first advertisement (in  
Norwegian) for Swan-labelled 
paper was printed in Aftenposten 
on 31 March 1992. Rank Xerox  
reported a strong increase in 
sales.

But it was not just the environ-
mental movement that protested. 
So did the industry, saying that 
the requirements were too strict! 
At the same time, some people 
wanted to wait for the European 
Union’s ecolabel and there were 
good arguments both for and 
against doing so.

The table explains the first version 
of the Nordic Swan Ecolabel’s 
requirements for copying paper.
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It’s hardly a surprise that laundry detergents were the next products 
to feature the Nordic Swan on their packaging. These are consumer 
products that absolutely everyone buys and uses in large volumes. At 
that time, the production of detergents was attracting a great deal of 
attention due to the eutrophication problem in water and rivers, with 
phosphates getting much of the blame. 

Lilleborg factories in Norway gained the first Nordic Swan for a 
laundry detergent: Omo Color. The company used the Nordic Swan 
to consolidate its position as Norwegian and a brand that could be 
trusted. They were successful with the strategy and were one of the 
few Norwegian players to resist the competition from multinational 
companies. Lilleborg still had a large production setup in Norway and 
solid marketing muscles, factors which helped to make the Nordic 
Swan known in Norway. Over time they have become part of the 
Unilever system. 

Detergents have been important for the Nordic Swan and it was 
only the next year that another large manufacturer opted for this 
rather than Good Environmental Choice (the Falcon). 

1993 Laundry detergent  
becomes the second 
Swan-labelled product

Consumer Minister  
Grete Berget awards  
the Nordic Swan Ecolabel 
to Omo Color from  
Lilleborg in 1993.Ph
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In the early 1990s, the textile detergent Via from Lever accounted 
for 30 per cent of the revenue from textile detergents in Sweden 
and Lever’s products had a total market share of 50 per cent. The 
Swedish Society for Nature Conservation (SSNC) believed that 
Lever’s products were not environmentally acceptable and were 
probably right. At this point SSNC had established their own ecolabel 
Good Environmental Choice and only one of the products from Lever 
met its criteria. In December 1994, SSNC’s long-standing call to 
boycott Lever’s products was summarised in Svenska Dagbladet.26  
The polemic between Lever’s CEO Aart Wejburg and Anders Wijkman 
from SSNC illustrated key points from both sides of the environmental 
struggle. Wikjman believed that the industry had accepted the 
environmentalists’ wishes, was on the right path and had admitted 
that SSNC was right. Lever protested and said that they did not 
want SSNC’s radical strides, although they did favour smaller steps 
in the eco-friendly direction with less chemical use and biodegradable 
raw materials being used to a greater extent. Wejburg argued that 
the only product that met the criteria for Good Environmental Choice 
did not have the required cleaning effect and thus was of no interest 
to the overwhelming majority of customers. The exceptions to this 
were those few people who loyally supported the boycott. Wejburg 
believed that Lever’s own work on reducing chemical emissions had 
an estimated effect eight times greater than the small increases in 
market share achieved by products with the Good Environmental 
Choice label. 

It was argued in an article that a tangible result of SSNC’s action is 
that Lever, together with two other manufacturers in 1994, intended 
to come up with revised requirements for the Nordic Swan. Wejburg 
from Lever said: “We will look at the detergents from the cradle to 
the grave, not just at their individual components.” And it is precisely 
this way of developing criteria that the Nordic Swan has become 
known for, while Good Environmental Choice at that time had a more 
limited method.

The breakthrough for the Nordic Swan was substantial in both 
Norway and Sweden, but progress was slower in Denmark. The Swan 
did not accept the type of surfactants called linear alkylbenzene 
sulfonates (LAS), but Procter & Gamble, which had a large market 
share in Denmark, did not agree that LAS was problematic for the 
environment. They did not want to adapt to gain the Nordic Swan 
Ecolabel in spite of pressure from both the Danish Environmental 

26	 Svenska Dagbladet, 9 December 1994.
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Protection Agency and consumer organizations. Nothing really 
happened with the label in Denmark until 2000, when Procter & Gamble 
nonetheless had developed a variant without LAS for the Swedish 
market. The reason for this was that the players who guaranteed rapid 
and secure revenue, namely the supermarket chains, now required 
them to have the Nordic Swan Ecolabel.27 The supermarket chains 
have often been the best ally in expanding recognition and use of 
Swan-labelled products. The sector is proactive and wants to provide 
consumers with the products that are best for the environment, while 
consumers in many cases are a risky hand to play. 

27	 Jyllandsposten, 10 February 2000.
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1993 Egil Teige and  
the chainsaw massacre

On my first working day at Ecolabelling Norway, the atmosphere 
was very tense. Egil Teige, who presented the popular consumer TV 
programme Forbrukermagasinet on Norwegian state broadcaster 
NRK, had launched the Nordic Swan with the following salvo in his 
strong Bergen accent: 

“And what type of product has the organization behind the 
Nordic Swan Ecolabel found to start off with and guide consumers 
towards?” He lifted up his right hand, pointed to a small can with his 
left and with a roguish smile continued: “That’s right, chainsaw oil!”

None of us had registered anything else really, and now half of us 
were getting under each other’s feet while the rest just sat in shocked 
silence in their offices. Maybe we should have known this was bound 
to happen. On the other hand, there were actually several arguments 
in favour of selecting chainsaw oil: 

•	 Emissions from chainsaws were a significant environmental 
problem then, as they went straight into the natural environment 
from the chain during use.

•	 We knew which chemicals caused the problem and we knew there 
were alternatives that were better. 

•	 The contamination of soil and water was receiving a fair bit of 
attention at the time. The paper industry was releasing chlorine 
compounds from paper bleaching and phosphates from detergents 
that ended up in watercourses. The chemical problems were a 
ticking environmental time bomb that people were starting to 
become aware of.

•	 Chainsaw oil, but not other lubricating oils, was included in 
the product group and we could concentrate on developing 
environmental requirements for a specific product with a clearly 
defined application. From that perspective, chainsaw oil was a 
good model for what was to come. 
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There were also arguments against it: 

•	 Relatively few consumers needed chainsaw oil. 
•	 On its own, the story was not particularly newsworthy; 

we couldn’t have expected it to cause the newspapers to 
sell out. 

Teige failed to mention that we had also launched ecolabelling 
requirements for paper, batteries and dishwashers at the very 
same time, and that we had received a hundred applications 
for the Nordic Swan. Or that a number of products were 
already Swan-labelled. We were well on our way, but on this 
particular day the atmosphere was miserable. 

At nine o’clock, the phone rang for the first time that day. 
It was a paper manufacturer who had seen the programme 
and wanted to apply for the Nordic Swan. Half an hour later, 
a detergent manufacturer rang who wanted its products to 
be Swan-labelled. There were a lot of phone calls that day and 
several were from potential applicants. Many were just from 
people curious about what we intended to do going forward. 

That day in August was our first real experience of the 
saying: “Any publicity is good publicity!”
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1994 Boycott by soft paper  
manufacturers and SSNC  
leaves the board

28	 Dagens Nyheter, 10 November 1992.
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The Nordic manufacturers of toilet paper and paper towels did not 
have a positive opinion on ecolabelling. They wanted to wait for the 
EU’s official ecolabel and were very critical of the Nordic Swan’s 
requirement for 90 per cent recycled fibre. In this case, the industry 
wanted requirements relating to emissions from the factories rather 
than a requirement for recycled fibre. On 30 August 1994, Aftenposten 
described how a unified industry, led by the industry organization 
Scansulfit, had decided to boycott the official ecolabel. The industry 
produced 250,000 tonnes of paper each year, so the environmental 
effects were potentially substantial, and this was a serious setback 
for ecolabelling at a Nordic level.

Jan Erik Stokke of Ecolabelling Norway declared that the Nordic 
paper industry was too passive and the use of recycled fibre in 
paper towels and toilet paper was entirely possible. Consumers and 
manufacturers in Germany were of the same view, and by then there 
was already a great deal to indicate that the Nordic industry had 
only succeeded in delaying the inevitable evolution within industry as 
a whole. 

Around the same time, the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation 
(SSNC) decided to step down from the board of SIS Ecolabelling.28 

The first argument for this decision was the fact that industry had 
too much power over Nordic Ecolabelling, which was somewhat of 
a paradox given that the industry in question had chosen to boycott 
the Nordic Swan precisely because they did not get the ecolabelling 
requirements they wanted.

The second argument from SSNC was dissatisfaction with the 
system that funded the ecolabelling scheme. Licensees had to pay a 
fee for their ecolabelled products. SSNC believed this would make the 
eco-friendly products more expensive. The funding system has also 
subsequently been the subject of debate, as many people believe that 
it goes against the principle of the polluter having to pay.
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1994 Ecolabelled people?

This poem, which was published in Svenska Dagbladet on 7 October 
1994, points out the opportunities that ecolabelling people would 
present.
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1994 The Nordic Swan as  
a requirement in public  
procurement

The Norwegian Consumer Council’s assessment of the creation of the 
Nordic Swan in 1988 had already determined that ecolabelling could be 
used by environmentally conscious buyers in the public sector. This was 
even used as an argument for why it was proposed that Ecolabelling 
Norway should fall under the purview of the then Norwegian Ministry 
of Government Administration and Consumer Affairs (FAD). 

“There are several factors that justify why FAD is the appropriate 
home for the secretariat. One is that, through the Norwegian 
Consumer Council, the National Institute for Consumer Research 
and the Norwegian Consumer Ombudsman, FAD has clear tasks 
and international contacts today that will facilitate the work to 
implement the ecolabelling. In addition, this Ministry has responsibility 
for government procurement through the Norwegian Government 
Administration Services and the Norwegian Directorate of Public 
Construction and Property. FAD will soon have to make a decision 
on following an environmentally focused procurement practice. 
Ecolabelling will provide a basis for procurement practices equivalent 
to the importance we place on the Furniture Facts label today.”29  

It is therefore even more interesting that as early as 1994 Eigersund 
Municipality had requested an ecolabelled option when procuring 
copying paper.30

It took decades before it was legally clarified that an ecolabel 
could be a requirement in public procurement procedures. Questions 
were also raised about whether it was permitted to set requirements 
for the production process in public procurement. The question was 
settled by the EU Commission in the 1990s, but many lawyers and 
buyers were not aware of this fact until well into the 2000s. 

In the meantime, countless buyers across Europe have requested 
ecolabelled paper, or at least paper that meets the ecolabelling 
requirements, without having the slightest idea that this meant 
setting requirements for the production process. In actual fact, is it 
not the case that requirements for the production process are the only 

29	 Proposal for model and organization of Ecolabelling Norway, dated July 1988, pages 19–20.
30	 Dalane Tidende, 14 October 1994.
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meaningful requirements that can be set for paper, perhaps with the 
exception of the requirement for archive resistance (although this is 
also a requirement that can only be fulfilled by taking action in the 
production process). 

See also the chapter “A personal perspective”.

Requirement for Swan- 
labelled paper from a  
municipality in 1994.
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1994 Ecolabel jungle or a 
walk in the park?

The aim of ecolabels is to simplify complex environmental 
messages so that consumers and professional buyers are able 
to make genuinely good environmental choices. One of the main 
motivations for establishing schemes that are independent of 
the manufacturers is precisely to avoid the jungle of different 
labels that will shoot up if every industry or worse, every single 
business, devises an ecolabel for its own products. 

More of the same?
On the other hand, if many different national and regional 
ecolabels are established in the various markets and the 
requirements on which they are based are not harmonized 
across borders, this will digest much of the simplification. 
Fortunately, it’s easier to find your way in a small forest of 
competing national labelling schemes than in a global jungle of 
schemes, but for suppliers it will quickly become too costly and 
labour intensive to be certified for multiple labels. We know 
that there are many different environmental certifications and 
there are many other certification schemes and quality labels. 
Many suppliers use a high number of labels on their products, 
in order to achieve a breakthrough in the different markets.

31	 https://www.forbrukerradet.no/merkeoversikten/  
(an overview of the various labels in Norwegian)

Examples of sustainability 
labels in the Nordic market.31
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Not all of the ecolabels shown above are relevant to all industries; 
several of them are not type 1 ecolabels. 

The starting point is that it’s sensible to establish ecolabelling in 
the largest possible market areas and the EU Ecolabel (previously 
called the EU Flower) is an example of a label that can guide all of 
the 450 million inhabitants of the EU/EEA area. From the outset, it 
was also a goal for this label to take over from the national/regional 
labelling schemes that already existed within the area, such as the 
Nordic Swan, Blue Angel and NF Environnement. All that had to 
be done was to ensure that the knowledge and prevalence of the 
Ecolabelled products were on a par with those of the labels it was 
supposed to replace, and this is yet to happen. The development of 
criteria within the European Union has been too demanding and the 
level of recognition is far from satisfactory.

Global Ecolabelling Network
By 1994 the most recognised ecolabels in the world had already 
established a network whose aim was to help simplify and quality 
assure the ecolabels: Global Ecolabelling Network (GEN). GEN 
is a non-profit association of leading ecolabelling organizations 
worldwide. It was founded to help protect the environment by 
improving, promoting and developing the ecolabelling of green 
products and sustainable services. The organization is celebrating its 
25th anniversary in 2019 and now has 27 full members, four affiliate 
members and two associate members from all over the world. 

I asked the chairman of the network, Björn-Erik Lönn, one of the 
true veterans of Nordic Ecolabelling, to share his thoughts on the 
effectiveness of GEN, why it was established and what future he 
envisioned for the network. It must be noted here that Björn-Erik has 
been part of the movement for more than 25 years, that he has been 
a driving force behind the Nordic collaboration for many years and 
that he has gradually became more and more of an ambassador for 
ecolabelling on an international front. It was therefore quite natural 
for him to finally take on the lead role in the network and will retain 
this position until the end of 2020. And now I will hand over to Björn-
Erik: 

“In the early 1990s, after several national ecolabelling schemes 
had come into being, there was a need for coordination, both in 
relation to the World Trade Organization discussions on whether 
these labels constituted an illegal trade barrier and to make the 
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labels comparable. The standardisation in ISO got underway and the 
GEN members put a great deal of work into ISO 14024, which was 
published in 1999. This standard is still followed by all GEN members. 
GEN now brings together very different organizations in the field of 
ecolabelling. Everything from small NGOs to national environment 
agencies operate ecolabelling schemes and the range of products 
covered varies just as much. Some start with building materials, while 
others opt for foodstuffs or textiles. The common denominator is the 
methodology and that the best environmentally performing products 
are the ones that are ecolabelled.

“When new labels are launched these days, they are often 
stimulated by a policy for Green Public Procurement (GPP), while 
further development then takes place in the consumer market. 
Support from the government agencies is often based on combating 
greenwashing in the same way that the Nordic Council of Ministers 
argued for when they founded the Nordic Swan in 1989.

“Today, serious ecolabelling is fully accepted internationally and 
supported actively by bodies such as the United Nations and its 
Environment Programme. GEN is a small organization with one part-
time employee and to promote ecolabelling globally its budget of 
USD 200,000 a year would have to be increased five-fold. That is why 
it’s the active members as employers, which in my case is the Nordic 
Swan, that donate time to GEN and our common endeavour to offer 
ecolabelled products in ever-more markets and product areas. On 17 
October 2019, we celebrate the second World Ecolabel Day. It’s an 
ideal opportunity for all members and licensees to market ecolabelling 
as a global tool for reliable environmental information. GEN has made 
available a great deal of material free of charge that can be utilised. 
Among other, this can be found at www.globalecolabelling.net.” 

With members from countries across the globe, the collective 
expertise of the Global Ecolabelling Network is unparalleled. GEN itself 
does not develop criteria or certify products, but supports members’ 
development of environmental leadership standards and ecolabelling 
of products and services. To this end, GEN tracks its members’ active 
standards, and compiles and updates the information annually. The 
Nordic Swan’s standing in this context must not be underestimated. 
With its 160 employees, Nordic Ecolabelling is the largest ecolabelling 
organization. This also proves the success of our Nordic label. 
Ecolabels need to be harmonized so that the costs of manufacturers 
and suppliers are kept down, and buyers can rely on the requirements 
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in the various different schemes going in the same direction and being 
at a high level. This is where GEN has gone a step further, in 2017 
establishing a Memorandum of Understanding between 21 member 
countries.32 In this agreement, the parties assess the implementation 
of activities such as:

A.	 Cooperation on certification criteria. 
B.	 Cooperation on research.
C.	 Harmonization of existing certification criteria and/or testing 

methods.
D.	 Harmonization of product categories. 
E.	 Establishing equivalency between testing requirements with the 

aim of mutual recognition. 
F.	 Verification of compliance with the other schemes’ criteria/

requirements with the objective of mutual recognition of 
compliance.

In addition, a manufacturer/distributor should simplify its environ-
mental communication by selecting a label that covers the same or 
more criteria than other competing labels. If you have the Nordic 
Swan Ecolabel on your printed products, paper or furniture, there is 
no need to certify to FSC or PEFC. If you have the Global Organic 
Textile Standard (GOTS) label on your textiles, then there is no 
need to apply for the Nordic Swan or Organic label as well. If you 
have TCO on your computers, then you’ve met the Energy Star, EU 
Ecolabel and Nordic Swan Ecolabel requirements. But who knows all 
this, apart from us ecolabellers? Too few, and that also represents 
a real challenge.

32	 https://globalecolabelling.net/assets/Uploads/GEN-Memorandum-of-Understanding.pdf
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1995 Who was given the first 
license for T-shirts?

1995 was the year that the first Swan-labelled clothing arrived on the 
market. Urban Jonsson and Matilde Vretblad conducted inspection 
visits at a cotton farm in Bullock in the US state of Texas.33 According 
to a pull-out produced by SIS Ecolabelling, they went looking “among 
cotton, machinery and barrels containing unknown substances.” The 
husband and wife team could show off cotton without unnecessary 
toxins and the rest of the inspection also went to plan.

But 14 days earlier, Dagens Nyheter had revealed the news that a 
wholesaler could now supply Swan-labelled T-shirts. On 11 April, the 
newspaper wrote about the company Texet AB, which had apparently 
received the first license for its Natura Organic T-shirts.

On the very same day that Expressen published the pull-out from 
SIS Ecolabelling describing a successful certification “over there”, 

33	 Expressen 25 April 1996.

Ecolabelling bloodhounds  
inspect cotton production  
in Texas.
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Dagens Nyheter wrote about the so-called T-shirt wars. What had 
happened was that, in conjunction with the fifth anniversary, SIS 
Ecolabelling had briefed the press that clothing from Dibb AB had 
been given the first license, and while Dibb did import the Swan-
labelled products from Texas, it was actually Hefa in Kungälv which 
sold them in Sweden. The press coverage also mentioned that Texet 
AB had received its license. The marketing manager at Hefa believed 
that the licenses were granted at the same time and that it was 
unnecessary of SIS Ecolabelling to make any distinction here. And 
he clarified that their business also imported products sold by the 
wholesaler Texet. It was perhaps remiss of SIS Ecolabelling not to 
announce that the suppliers were granted a license simultaneously, 
in all practical senses of the word. But, as the saying goes, if any 
publicity is good publicity, then extra visibility for both licensees and 
distributors was guaranteed thanks to this lively war of words.

Dagens Nyheter reports on the dispute among T-shirt manufacturers.  
Who got the Nordic Swan first?
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1995 Five years in service to 
the environment

The photograph below is from the celebrations in Finland to mark five 
years of the ecolabel (“ympäristomerkki” in Finnish). 

The photograph shows the Minister for 
Trade and Industry Antti Kalliomäki,  
the Finnish Standards Association’s 
(SFS) MD Kari Kaartama and Minister 
for the Environment Pekka Haavisto. 
They are drinking to a new agreement 
on ecolabels (Swan/SFS – Flower/SFS). 
This happened during the fifth anniver-
sary. The Finnish Minister for Trade and 
industry was known for setting high  
targets and achieving them. In actual 
fact, he took the silver medal in pole 
vaulting at both the Summer  
Olympic Games in 1976 and the  
European Championships in Prague  
in 1978, as well as setting a Finnish 
record of 5.66 metres in 1982.34

34	 https://nn.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antti_Kalliom%C3%A4ki
35	 Pull-out from the Nordic Swan in a Swedish newspaper.

The diagram overleaf shows how Nordic Ecolabelling was organised at 
this time35: Nordic Ecolabelling came and still comes under the purview 
of the Ministers of Consumer Affairs in the Nordic Council of Ministers, 
under the Nordic Committee of Senior Officials for Consumer Affairs. 
The Nordic Coordination Body was established to coordinate and lead 
the Nordic ecolabel system.
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.

In 1995, Bo Assarson could 
finally celebrate the Swan 
getting lift-off.36

36	 Expressen, 5 April 1995.

Nordic Ecolabelling came 
under the purview of the 
Ministers of Consumer Affairs 
in the Nordic Council of 
Ministers, under the Nordic 
Committee of Senior Officials 
for Consumer Affairs.
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2019 The author, back from 
the future – a personal  
perspective

And at the time of writing, the author cannot wait to write a few 
words on his personal perspective, even if it means travelling in time, 
going back 25 years. Or 25 years ahead, depending on how you see it. 

Outdoor voice
Once you become an adult, you are expected to be more patient, 
tolerant and diplomatic. That hasn’t happened for Nordic Ecolabelling. 
We are proud whenever someone says we are impatient and rebellious. 
As my boss Anne-Grethe said at an internal meeting the other day: 
“Now that we’ve reached 30, we should be allowed to talk in our 
outdoor voice!”

Those of us who work with the Nordic Ecolabel are so lucky that 
what we do is still perceived as rebellious, but equally unlucky that we 
live in a time where many inhabit a bubble of denial when it comes to 
the limits of nature’s tolerance. 

Half of the employees of Ecolabelling Norway are over the age of 
50, with a slightly lower proportion in the Nordic countries on average. 
It’s a bit trendy to pretend that you’re the environmental Mick Jagger, 
but it’s not that cool to be part of a generation of global citizens 
that our successors will refer to as reactionary fossils without a clue 
about the circular society. A circular society that they will presumably 
have joined. Perhaps they will be able to rebuild the basis of existence 
we have clearly managed to disturb in the course of just four or five 
generations. 

If you manage to read through this publication or read articles on 
the Nordic Swan’s websites, you will see that in the world of ecolabelling 
we are swimming in good news and that absolutely everyone can 
become part of the solution and share the credit – in perpetuity. 

Action may not cost money, but it does require determination, 
concentration and persistence. The reason I’m still working for 
Nordic Ecolabelling after 25 years is that we are setting tangible, 
measurable environmental requirements that produce tangible, 
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visible environmental improvements. Since the Nordic Swan Ecolabel 
is without question the best recognised and most respected ecolabel, 
I’ve ended up in the right place, as have you, dear environmentally 
conscious reader.

Secrets
In 2010, an unenlightened bureaucrat came to our office and asked 
if I knew of anyone who had identified the possibility of setting 
environmental requirements for several backward links in the supply 
chain. He thought that those of us who worked with “environment and 
that sort of stuff” might know. In any case, he had been commissioned 
to tie up the loose ends. 

“Well yes,” I replied. “That’s us. We’ve been doing it for 20 years. 
At least.” 
The unenlightened but keen bureaucrat wrote this down in his 
ecolabelled notebook. 
“Do you see that label on your notebook?” I asked. He nodded 
meaningfully, yes almost proudly. 
“The ecolabel of course.”
“What requirements do you think we set for the paper in Swan-
labelled notebooks?” 
“That it’s based on renewable raw materials?”
“All paper is based on renewable raw materials.” 
“That the paper should be recyclable?”
“All paper is recyclable, almost everything is recyclable, as long 
as you can afford to pay for it. But paper is one of the simplest 
things to recycle.”
“That the paper is actually recycled?”
“Yes, that’s right; there is a way to get paper Swan-labelled, if 
the manufacturer also meets stringent requirements for deinking 
chemicals, which are the substances that remove the old ink.

But it didn’t start there. When we set requirements for the Swan 
labelling of paper 25 years ago, the first link we set requirements for 
was the pulp manufacturer and its emissions of chlorine compounds. 
What’s more, we set requirements for the next link, the third link 
really, which was the paper manufacturer and its emissions of sulfur 
and its energy consumption. When the criteria were revised in 2000, 
a requirement for sustainable extraction of timber, which is the very 
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first link in the supply chain, was included. All the requirements were 
requirements that went backwards in the supply chain. That’s how 
it started. How much money have you been given to investigate this 
issue then?”

The conversation did not go any further, because the bureaucrat 
got the picture immediately and said thank you for passing on an 
important piece of information, perhaps realising his ignorance and, 
at the same time, the unsound basis for the task he had been given, 
namely to investigate the possibility of someone being able to develop 
environmental requirements for supply chains. He understood that this 
had already happened, that it had been going on for some 20 years. 

I sat where I was after he had gone, looked out of the window, 
rubbed my temples. How in the world have we managed to keep this 
a secret? Why don’t more people know all this? Or at least some of it? 

Are we amateurs or are we surrounded by idiots?
After 30 years of ecolabelling, why don’t more people know that we set 
requirements for much more than irritating substances in washing-up 
liquid?

We can and should direct this frustration inwardly, towards 
ourselves and our own organization. What have we at Nordic 
Ecolabelling done to not be noticed, to not be understood? Why do 
we often get forgotten? Are we amateurs? Or are we surrounded by 
idiots? 

I think the answer is unremarkably simple: everyone is often 
forgotten. Every good message is swallowed up by everything else, 
or to paraphrase the mother of our country Gro Harlem Brundtland: 
“Everything is mixed up with everything.” We get overwhelmed with 
information; we need to make choices, not only in what we choose to 
spend time on – in a society where everything is accessible to almost 
everyone (except for travelling to the moon) – but also in what we 
choose to spend time thinking about. 

For the sake of convenience, let’s say you’re planning to take a PhD 
in the tanning of leather, something which is much too broad a field. 
(If you don’t know what the tanning of leather is, go to Wikipedia.) 
You narrow down the theme to the environmental effects of vegetable 
tanning of leather. And, of course, you discover that replacing the 
toxic, but effective, tanning substance chrome VI with the vegetable 
alternative, which was the original method in the proud history of 
tanning, involves its own costs and disadvantages. The raw material 
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for vegetable tanning is bark extracts and a lot of forest is required 
to get the quantity of raw material needed to do the same tanning 
work. The point is that PhD theses are being written on vegetable 
tanning of leather, as one of several methods of tanning. Leather is 
one of many materials that can be used in furniture and furniture can 
be Swan-labelled. There are requirements for all materials included in 
furniture and this can be made from combinations of wood, textiles, 
plastic, rubber, padding, metals, glass, electronics and leather. The 
same complexity also exists in 65 other industries. PhD theses are 
being written not only on a method of tanning; theses are being 
written on the light resistance of textiles, on the recyclability of 
plastics and on conflict minerals in electronics. There is an incredible 
amount of detail everywhere.  

Who on earth cares about the tanning of leather? A few people, but 
not many. And those who are absolutely obsessed with the tanning 
of leather in their job are probably not that interested in the light 
resistance of textiles in their spare time, but they might be of course. 
In their spare time, they may be interested in orienteering, orchids 
and opera. Not because they have a fixation on things that start with 
the letter O, but because that’s just the way things turn out. 

How many people are walking around who remember the 
difference between disinfection with ozone and hydrogen peroxide, 
or who care about the fact that, among other things, ground-level 
ozone is formed due to nitrogen emissions from vehicles, while EDTA 
is widely used to keep hydrogen peroxide stable in solution when the 
substance is used in the bleaching of paper?

Hardly any. 
But despite that, they ought to have grasped the fact that the 

Nordic Swan is not found on food, that it sets requirements for the 
production process and that Petter Stordalen owns Nordic Choice 
Hotels and not Scandic Hotels, retort my colleagues. Well yes, I answer, 
they ought to. In addition to a huge number of other things they ought 
to do. They ought to brush their teeth for a bit longer, a little more 
often, with a toothpaste that doesn’t contain the antifungal agent 
triclosan; they ought to have got up earlier on the first day of their 
holiday, so they didn’t have to drive to make the tram on time; they 
ought to have visited all their old friends when they were ill, and 
preferably before they got old and became ill; they ought to have 
sent birthday cards; they ought to have wiped down the exercise bike 
after their workout; they ought to have attended the play Peer Gynt; 
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they ought to have replaced the boards in the outside toilet at the 
cabin; they ought to have read the last book that Cervantes wrote; 
they ought to have eaten more magnesium; and they ought to have 
worried less about all the things they didn’t have time for. 

Do you see what I mean?

Frustration and then that’s it
The observant reader will understand that we ecolabellers have more 
than enough frustration to go round. The most frustrating thing of 
all though is having to keep the frustration inside. That’s what’s 
frustrating! 

We could well imagine telling everyone we meet about all the 
greenwashing that is going on, all the bluff, about all the systems 
that portray themselves as the ultimate guarantee of environmental 
friendliness. We tear our hair out when buyers and consumers let 
themselves be misled by beautiful packaging with hazy content. It isn’t 
difficult to think that we should consider everything, look at all the 
different aspects, but setting tangible, measurable requirements that 
can be documented and which ensure environmental performance 
across the authority level – that isn’t as easy as you might think. 

Many people don’t know the difference between environmental 
information and environmental performance. That’s bad enough. 
Many people don’t know the difference between environmental 
awareness and environmental action; many people don’t know the 
difference between big words and big actions. This is where the 
Nordic Swan wants to make a difference. 

“Be humble, for every soul has its struggle!” 
Nordic Ecolabelling, and I, will soon be grown up and have begun 
to understand that everyone has their limitations. The conclusion is 
therefore that no one can do everything – but everyone can do a little, 
that many people won’t do anything – but that many do a great deal. 
And finally, that we can achieve a lot – but must manage even more. 

Now you can read on. You have reached the year 1996.
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1996 The Danish Parliament 
votes in favour of the Nordic 
Swan

“A flower that will not bloom”
Denmark was a loyal member of the European Union and pushed 
hard for the European Flower Ecolabel, and for that reason had not 
been involved in establishing the Nordic Swan Ecolabel. For more 
than five years, Denmark had focused its efforts on the EU Flower, 
but felt that criteria development was at a very slow pace and that 
finished criteria were diluted due to the influence of the industry. It 
was of course a problem that criteria development, and not least 
approval of new products, went much slower with the EU Flower. 
Nor did it help that there had been hardly any marketing of the EU’s 
ecolabel, while the various countries that looked after the Nordic 
Swan Ecolabel had already carried out many campaigns.

Right from the very start, Denmark had observer status in the 
Nordic Swan, and there were strong voices in Denmark and the Nordic 
countries that wanted Denmark to be a full participant in the scheme. 
On 16 January 1996, the Danish Parliament passed a motion to ask 
the government to put forward a bill on Denmark joining the Nordic 
Swan Ecolabel. At this moment in time, the Nordic Swan scheme 
had 1,000 licensed products within 40 product groups, while the EU 
Flower had about 50 licensed products within 10 product groups. 
Environment Minister Svend Auken, who was also the environment 
spokesperson for the Socialist People’s Party, agreed that the time 
was right to join the Nordic ecolabelling scheme.

The arguments against joining the Nordic Swan went in all 
directions. Some said that efforts should be concentrated on the 
EU’s ecolabel scheme instead, that the Nordic Swan Ecolabel was too 
expensive for industry. More thought that some of the criteria were 
not strict enough or that they were not fair to parts of Danish industry. 
The discussion had been partly based on details in the individual sets 
of criteria, including which chemicals could be used for cotton clothing 
to be eligible for the Nordic Swan, and which requirements should be 
applied to sources of energy and energy consumption. Others were 
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afraid that Danish industry would not score well on energy criteria. 
It had evidently not occurred to everyone that by joining the Nordic 
Swan, Denmark would not only gain the right of participation but 
also the right of veto when new criteria were being set and when 
existing sets of criteria were being revised.

The motion was passed by a single vote after a three-hour 
debate. It was the independent MP Jacob Haugaard who secured 
the majority, along with the governing party (Social Democrats), the 
Centre Democrats and the Socialist People’s Party. Jacob Haugaard 
explained his vote on the issue by referring to the fact that the Nordic 
Swan was an effective ecolabel, and by joining the scheme he wanted 
the Nordic countries to stand together in the EU.

In connection with Parliament’s handling of the matter, 
Environment Minister Svend Auken promised to look at the fees for 
use of the label and to work to change the energy criteria and also 
to enhance working environment-related requirements in the sets of 
criteria. 

Jacob Haugaard
Jacob Haugaard, who ensured that Denmark joined Nordic 
Ecolabelling, was elected to the Danish Parliament in 1994 on the 
back of election promises such as “better weather”, “nicer Christmas 
presents”, “following wind on all cycle lanes” and “standardised bags 
for all vacuum cleaners”. He tended to be characterised as the loose 
cannon and clown of Danish politics. While some dismissed him as 
frivolous, and considered his entry into Parliament to be a sign of 
diseased democracy, others appreciated his honesty and creative 
views. These views included believing that unemployment was not a 
major problem, the problem in actual fact being that so many people 
believed unemployment to be such a major problem. Haugaard said 
in that context: 

“If work is so healthy, then give it to the sick.” 
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Epilogue in the press
The Red-Green Alliance political party opposed Denmark’s partici- 
pation in the Nordic Swan scheme because the scheme accepted 
the two chemicals malathion and methyl parathion in cotton 
production and because they believed that the Nordic Swan label 
would stand in the way of organic labelling for non-food products. 
This led to an MP for the Socialist People’s Party (SF), Jørn 
Jesperen, calling the argument absurd in a subsequent newspaper 
debate feature in Aarhus Stiftstidende in June of that year. 

Jesperen said: “The Red-Green Alliance say themselves that 
they want a so-called organic non-food label, which can be put on 
Christmas trees, pot plants and other products that are prepared 
agricultural products. SF agree with that, but Bent Hindrup Andersen 
comes out with pure nonsense when we talk about the ecolabelling 
of all industrial goods that are not prepared agricultural products. 
The organic rules are mainly about avoiding pesticides and synthetic 
fertiliser. What’s an organic television, then? Or an organic washing 
machine or an organic computer?”38  

According to Jørn Jesperen, Environment Minister Svend Auken, 
in the second reading of the bill, had to promise to work for a ban on 

Jacob Haugaard, member 
of the Danish Parliament 
(Christiansborg):  
Haugaard’s desire for  
following wind on the  
cycle lanes was realised in 
2009 and the newspaper 
Politiken reported in May  
of the same year: ‘Danes 
are to have following wind 
on cycle lanes. Jacob  
Haugaard won a seat in 
the Danish Parliament 
from 1994 to 1998 with 
this campaign promise. 
And now it could be a 
reality. The advent of 
better and cheaper electric 
bicycles means that Danes 
can get help pedalling.  
“It’s wonderful that we’ve 
now got following wind on 
the cycle lanes,” laughs  
Jacob Haugaard, who 
owns a Batavus e-bike 
himself.37

37	 https://politiken.dk/forbrugogliv/livsstil/familieliv/art5417688/Jacob-Haugaard-Nu-er-der-medvind (in Danish)
38	 The position of the organic movement in Denmark was probably underestimated when criteria development  

for bread began in 2013.
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the pesticides malathion and methyl parathion in cotton production 
as soon as Denmark had joined the scheme. Jespersen highlighted 
in the newspaper article the fact that the Nordic Swan Ecolabel’s 
requirements relating to pesticides were the strictest in the world 
and that the EU Flower accepted three times as many pesticides as 
the Nordic Swan. 

Secretariat established in record time
The Danish Nordic Swan Secretariat did a fantastic job and was 
established in record time. The staff received help from the rest of 
the secretariats to get up to speed, not to mention a whole arsenal 
of ready-to-use criteria documents that would be introduced in the 
Danish market. 

Denmark joining the organization consolidated the scheme in 
terms of professional expertise, market reach and political will, but 
it also meant new challenges. With dk-Teknik (Ecolabelling Denmark), 
the Swan had the structure of yet another national secretariat to take 
into account, this time under the purview of the Danish Environmental 
Protection Agency. This had a much stronger influence on ecolabelling 
in Denmark than the equivalent environmental authorities had over 
the labelling organizations in the other countries.

The national regulatory framework (executive order) that the 
secretariat works under also restricted the freedom of action 
somewhat. The fee system, for instance, was laid down in the 
regulatory framework, meaning that a parliamentary decision was 
required to change this. 

Cold shoulder for the Nordic Swan
It was certainly no walk in the park for the Nordic Swan in Denmark. 
Barely a week after the motion was passed in Parliament, Berlingske 
Tidende wrote:

‘The other day FDB [precursor to Coop, the Danish Consumers 
Cooperative Society] rejected the new label and the industry and 
large parts of the retail sector are now following in its wake. 

–	“It [participation in the Nordic Swan] is an unwise decision,” 	
says FDB’s environmental manager Petter Skov in an article by the 
Confederation of Danish Industry. “The businesses have to target 
their products at a market that covers only 20 to 25 million consumers, 
while other criteria will apply to the rest of Europe. That can’t be good 
for the consumers either.”
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Nor do the Danish Textile and Clothing Industry or the Association of 
Danish Cosmetics and Detergent Industries (SPT) support the new 
ecolabel. 

–	 “Our general position is that we would like to improve the 
environment, but this should take place through framework 
agreements,” says the chairman of SPT, Knud N. Kristensen.

Like FDB, Danish Trade & Service is unhappy with how the new label 
is funded, with it costing 0.4 per cent of revenue to be a member 
of the scheme. At the Danish Environmental Protection Agency, 
however, Master of Political Science Poul John Nordbo is confident, 
even though you can see that the label is not receiving the intended 
support straight away. 

–	 “There will be pressure from the consumers and experience from 
Sweden has shown that it is such a big success that the proportion 
of Swan-labelled products within e.g. laundry detergents and 
cleaning products is at 80 per cent. And none of the member 
companies have stopped using the label. It actually pays for them 
to use it.”’



93

1996 Industry associations  
and the Nordic Swan

By Ragnar Unge, MD of Ecolabeling Sweden. 

Over the years, many industry associations have been negative 
about the Nordic Swan Ecolabel and companies within their industry 
applying for a license from us. After all, their common purpose is to 
keep the industry in question together, and to work for its positive 
development, profitability and fair competition. The last of these 
concerns product, pricing, positioning and impact (PR). Having the 
environment as a competitive element was not as popular, and was 
considered by some to be something that pushed up costs. In the 
interest of fairness, it must of course be stated that several industry 
associations had also been positive and seen the benefit of pushing 
their industry towards sustainability and increasing the level of 
confidence among the general public.

In 1996, I was the marketing manager at SIS Ecolabelling (the 
former name of the organization that managed the Swan in Sweden) 
and as such responsible for selling the label to the companies. I’d been 
canvassing a couple of companies in “big industry” for a while and 
knew that they were interested. But their industry association was 
against the idea to say the very least. To really explain this and show 
me how opposed they were, they invited me to a meeting.

Around one large table sat the managing directors and marketing 
managers from all the major multinational companies in that industry. 
And after I had been allowed to introduce myself and our Swan 
ecolabel briefly, the chairman of the industry association roared at 
me:

–	 “Ragnar, just so you know, there’s no future for your work or that 
of your ecolabel. None of our companies intend to apply for a 
license from you. Everyone one here agrees on that. We’re working 
on declarations for our industry, and that’s just fine for us. We 
recommend that you give up on the criteria documents and stop 
working with buyers, and focus on laundry detergent and other 
consumer products instead.”
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They may well have expected me to leave with my tail between my 
legs. But I politely thanked them for inviting me and left the meeting 
and the premises with my head held high. And this was because I 
already had an application for the Swan in my briefcase from one of 
those self-same companies. I had met them that very morning and 
went away with their signature and documentation. The company’s 
marketing manager was also at the big meeting, and he sat at the 
table with a huge smile on his face when I left the room.

The news bomb exploded a couple of weeks later, and this laid the 
foundation for a long-lasting and productive collaboration between 
the Swan and the company, which fairly soon also attracted more 
industry players to opt for the Swan. A wonderful memory given that 
we were introducing a new area of competition to industry. These 
days it’s commonplace for industry to talk about environmental 
performance, sustainability and climate. But it was the Swan that 
brought about this change, for all our benefit.
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1996 Employee workshops

For the first 10 to 15 years, Nordic Ecolabelling arranged workshops 
for all its employees every year. However, as the number of employees 
crept up to past 40, this became disproportionately resource intensive 
and environmentally impactful. Since then workshops have been held 
every two years instead. 

The purpose of the workshops is for the staff to get to know one 
another, facilitating better teamwork and allowing greater results to 
be achieved. To varying degrees, the workshops have also been used 
to develop better systems, strategise and carry out problem solving. 
But there is little doubt that social interaction is the most important 
factor and that participants should avoid controversial topics. In 
later workshops, there has therefore been increasing emphasis on 
practising collaboration, communication and conflict resolution, plus 
creating good memories through having good experiences.

1996 Gustavelund in Finland
In Gustavelund, the workshop consisted of a mixture of serious and 
social activities.

Agenda for the employee 
workshop in 1996.
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The 31 employees of Nordic Ecolabelling in 1996, pictured during the workshop in  
Gustavelund: Pernilla Hedberg, Harri Houtalainen, Urban Jonsson, Hannu Mattila,  
Matti Järvi, Geir-Olav Fjeldheim, Ragnar Unge. Jan Erik Stokke, Line Sunsby, Tove  
Tronstad, Erik Svanes, Marie Fahlin, Andreas Lunde, Magnus Hedenmark, Marianne 
Petterson, Berit Mauariin, Monica Backlund, Grethe Fjelstad, Leena Nyquist, Hilde Jervan, 
Sirpa Ripatti, Gun Nycander, Anne Marie Vass, Sinikka Karppelin, Annica Hedin, Tormod 
Lien, Jaako Sursalmi, Aina Seland, Björn Erik Lönn, Catharina Daggenfeldt, Marcus  
Kahlbom. Of these, 10 still work for the organization some 23 years later.
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2006 Gilleleje in Denmark, 2015 Vierumäki in Finland. Nordic Ecolabelling’s workshops are a mixture 
of professional activities, leisure time and a party. There is often themed fancy dress for the party. 
Some people hate dressing up, but there seem to be even more who love it! And that’s usually what 
happens.
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1996 The Council of  
Ministers’ first evaluation  
of the Nordic Swan

Our founder, the Nordic Council of Ministers, has evaluated the 
Nordic Swan Ecolabel scheme in three stages. In addition to this, 
Nordic Ecolabelling carried out a self-evaluation that was completed 
in 2000. Each evaluation by the Nordic Council of Ministers resulted 
in a publication, not unlike the one you are reading now. I have picked 
out a few key findings from each of the evaluations. 

“Nordic Ecolabelling, scheme and evaluation,  
Nordic Council of Ministers 1996”

The introductory chapter “A credible system” described the 
background of the creation and the system as it worked at Nordic 
and national level and it was concluded early on that “consumers 
place great reliance on the symbol”.

Of the more qualitative information provided, the degree of self-
funding was mentioned. By 1994, this had reached 64 per cent in 
Sweden, 78 per cent in Finland and 51 per cent in Norway. Two thirds 
of the money went to criteria development. 

The result of this was that 40 sets of criteria had been developed, 
which had in turn generated 287 licenses, and approvals for licenses 
had accelerated since the first four in 1991 and first 100 in December 
1993. Most licenses were for paper products (120, but there was still 
only one license for tissue paper) and detergents (114). There were no 
licenses at all for 14 of the product groups. In 1996, there were a total 
of 16 sets of criteria in development and pilot studies were carried 
out in areas such as tourism, tyres and mobile phones. 

Knowledge of the label was 72, 80 and 80 per cent respectively in 
Norway, Sweden and Finland.

Based on production and distribution in the Swedish market, 
environmental impact had been examined within two of the largest 
industries, i.e. fine paper and textile detergents. It was calculated 
here that the ecolabel had contributed to an 11 per cent reduction 
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in sulfur emissions, 21 per cent reduction in emissions of oxygen-
consuming materials (COD) and 50 per cent reduction in emissions of 
organically bound chlorine (AOX). When it comes to textile detergents, 
the ecolabel had helped to phase out optical brighteners, several of 
the worst surfactants and chelates.39 The industry had confirmed to 
the Nordic Council of Ministers that ecolabelling for these groups 
played a significant role in product development. 

The evaluation was started in 1994 and completed in 1996. In 1994, 
the Nordic Council of Ministers and researchers from Lund University 
pointed to several challenges that were addressed in the following 
two years: 

•	 The principle of consensus decisions that delayed the work.
•	 Procedures for selecting product groups and for criteria 

development were not formulated clearly.
•	 There was a lack of proper, harmonized procedures for license 

fees, licensing and making revisions.
•	 The expectation of self-funding, which the organization would 

soon move away from.

39	 Complex detergent builders (to counteract hard water).
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1990-1998 Marketing  
campaigns in Sweden and  
Finland

The results achieved by the Nordic Swan did not come about by 
themselves. To ensure the ecolabelling requirements have an effect, 
it is necessary to make sure that manufacturers make an application 
and that the products are certified. Many products need improvement 
and this is an effect in itself. Despite this, product improvement is 
rarely a sufficient incentive for a manufacturer because they are 
looking for increased sales or a higher market share for their product. 
And increased sales are only achieved if consumers or buyers can be 
encouraged to buy responsibly. 

Attitude change is not enough, but it is a step along the way, 
and that is why awareness campaigns are widely used. There is 
still no consensus on what form an awareness or call-to-action 
campaign should take in order to work. Nordic Ecolabelling and other 
environmental organizations have put great faith in fact sharing, 
ideally combined with scary propaganda about the consequences if 
we do not buy responsibly. Recent research shows that this method 
has major limitations and that nudging works better.

Within the area covered by the Nordic Swan, the population also 
lacked awareness and knowledge of the label, things which had to be 
in place. This was a fairly formidable task because the ecolabelling 
organizations only had modest funds available for so-called generic 
marketing. In spite of this, campaigns were implemented using the 
organizations’ own funds.

The most important influence is that of the commercial players, 
the licensees. Nevertheless, there is much greater credibility in having 
Nordic Ecolabelling behind campaigns rather than a commercial 
player. The major market breakthrough has taken place thanks to 
cooperation between Nordic Ecolabelling and the players with the 
financial muscle for a completely different weight class.

In certain years, the ecolabelling organizations have received 
additional funding for the purpose of running campaigns. Below are 
some examples of these campaigns in chronological order. 
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Finland, 1991

In 1991, there was a  
campaign in Finland to 
raise awareness of the 
Nordic ecolabel. The text on 
the posters says: “Impartial 
official ecolabelling arriving 
on products in 1991”.

Since then, Finland has 
largely used humour in 
its communications with 
ordinary consumers.
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Finland, 2002–2003

The swan: “Next time I’ll 
use the non-toxic printing 
ink!” In the newspaper: 
“Reading freshly print-
ed text may harm your 
health.”

The swan checks in at a 
Finnish hotel: “At our hotel 
the only single-use product 
is our toilet paper!”
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Sweden, 1995 and 1998
These advertisements use facts that explain the effects of the Nordic 
Swan Ecolabel, in the belief that this may inspire more buyers to 
choose green products. The ecolabel has great credibility and this is 
not compromised by the fact that we work with hazardous substances 
and are ensuring that they will be phased out, as outlined in the advert 
on the right. Environmentally conscious recipients were expected to 
nod in appreciation of this message that is a play on words, because 
usually “Everything must go” is used for clearance sales. In this case, a 
buyer of printed matter is told what they do not get when purchasing 
a Swan-labelled printed product.
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Sweden, 1996
Nordic Ecolabelling ran a major campaign designed to raise awareness 
about the Nordic Swan among Sweden’s consumers.  “Swan” 
celebrities Gunde Svan, Lennart Swahn and Jan-Öjvind Swahn 
featured in the Nordic Swan’s first TV advert. It was broadcast on 
TV4 and yielded good results: 96 per cent of Swedes now recognised 
the Nordic Swan Ecolabel, a figure that has never been bettered, not 
even in 2019. 

Three well-known  
“Swans” on TV.

It’s interesting to observe how many hits there are for environment-
related keywords in Swedish newspapers from 1987 right up to 
2019. These indicate not only the activity by Nordic Ecolabelling 
and the advertising by licensees but also editorial mentions of the 
label. Considering the number of hits for the keywords Miljömärkning 
(“Ecolabelling”) and Svanenmärkt (“Swan-labelled”), there has 
been gratifying development and the number of hits has increased 
dramatically from 2015 and up to the day this text is being written.40 

40	 https://tidningar.kb.se for the keyword “Svanenmärkt”
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1998 Peace is not the best thing,  
but that you want something!

The group that is pictured put a clear stamp on the development 
of Nordic Ecolabelling. They comprised a number of visionary board 
members, a Nordic coordinator who is still in post, the first managing 
director of Ecolabelling Norway and the eternally optimistic Gun 
Nycander,  and who still takes the minutes when the 2019 answer to 
the Nordic Coordination Body meets as the Nordic association council. 
These people would all go on to play a major role in plotting the future 
course and contributed to substantial changes in the organization. 
This is how Sven Thiberg describes the group in his memoir that he 
wrote after stepping aside in 2001: 

“A long period without changes in personnel has welded the Nordic 
Ecolabelling Board together and made many opinions predictable. 
The members have got to know one another as people. Individual and 
national traits have merged to form characteristic personalities. 

“Hans Petter Graver is just as unmistakeably Norwegian as Vesa 
Majamaa is Finnish and Knud Vilby Danish. But their ways of thinking 

The Nordic Coordination 
Body pictured in 1998  
outside the Norwegian 
office at Kristian Augusts 
gate 5 in Oslo. Six of the 
13 people shown here still 
work for Nordic Ecolabelling 
some 21 years later. From 
left: Vesa Majamaa, Lisbeth 
Engel Hansen, Tore Skjens-
tad, Sinikka Karppelin, Sven 
Thiberg, Gun Nycander, 
Hilde Jervan, Susanne Toft, 
Björn-Erik Lönn, Tove  
Tronstad, Ragnar Unge,  
Knud Vilby and Hans  
Petter Graver.
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and putting forward arguments are more deeply ingrained and 
individual. The same can be said of head of secretariat Tove Tronstad, 
with Alvhild Hedstein as her short-lived successor and now Janicke 
Garmann for Norway, Sinikka Karppelin for Finland and Lisbeth 
Engel Hansen for Denmark. Björn-Erik Lönn’s unique combination of 
Finland-Swedish and Norwegian experience is an asset.”

For many years, Tore Skjenstad was the person who administered 
the Nordic Swan from Iceland and participated in Nordic meetings. 
Thiberg wrote: “Tore made a remarkable contribution, which meant 
that Iceland’s presence was perceived as being more than just 
symbolic.”

Thiberg writes elsewhere about Ragnar Unge, who had served 
as the Swedish managing director for several years: “Ragnar has 
deliberately focused on strengthening the social skills and self-
belief of the staff. Ragnar has played a leading role in the Nordic 
collaboration, both in terms of providing ideas and in implementing 
suggestions for reform. In the internal work, his softly voiced emphasis 
in combination with clear targets is a successful marriage.”

Recent research into organizations confirms that a good group 
ought to have, and withstand, diversity. I have had contact with many 
Nordic heads of secretariat over many years, without participating 
in their meetings, but I believe that I have understood something of 
their style and character. Perhaps, as a group, they have often had the 
fortunate quality of complementing each other? We have had leaders 
with very different skill sets and special interests, leaders with clear 
opinions but different personalities, strengths and weaknesses. This 
has made the Nordic collaboration demanding work but perhaps it is 
these differences that have made the Nordic Swan into the largest 
and most powerful ecolabel in the world? 

Thiberg looked for more of Ragnar Unge’s “market focus” in the 
leaders, but perhaps the difference in focus and the friction energy 
it creates is what safeguards the progress of this ship? Perhaps the 
combination of Bo Assarson’s fighting spirit and Tove Tronstad’s 
perfection was what we needed in those difficult first years? Bosse 
fought a fierce battle on the front against critics and stragglers, 
while Tove guaranteed our level of environmental expertise. Perhaps 
Ragnar Unge’s creative market adaptation was a good combination 
with Alvhild Hedstein’s visionary environmental engagement and 
Karppelin/Engel Hansen’s patient attention to detail? It was also 
a good idea to bring in analysts like Hans Petter Graver and Sven 
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Thiberg, who saw what lay ahead and explained that we had to 
change our approach. I’ll quote here the Norwegian writer Bjørnstjerne 
Bjørnson, who said: “Peace is not the best thing, but that you want 
something!”41

I choose April
In it the aged falls
in it the new finds hold
it causes some kerfuffle
However peace is not the best thing,
but that you want something!

I choose April
because it storms, sweeps
because it smiles, melts
because it possesses abilities
because it topples powers
in it the summer is crafted!

41	 The poem “April” from the poetry collection Guldkorn, which was first  
published in 1888.
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1999 The future is  
being created now
During the 10th anniversary celebrations in 1999, the Nordic Swan 
was approaching 800 licenses and over 50 sets of criteria. The 
Swedish celebrations can illustrate the anniversary.

“Ten years is an uncommonly good age
you have a decent understanding of your world
you form your own self-image
you build firm friendships
you can see the difference between short and long term
The introversion of the teenage years is still unknown
The mid-life crisis has no relevance” 	
Sven Thiberg at the anniversary workshop in Sweden

The adult part of the celebrations partly took the form of a 
workshop on the future with celebrity pundits and photographer 
Mathias Klum, who showed pictures and talked about his travels 
in the rainforests of Borneo. In part, the celebration was simply 
a fun party for personnel and friends of the Nordic Swan. The 
event’s motto was “The future is now,” which also became a motto 
at Nordic level for many years afterwards. 

Figur 1: Utvikling i antall kriterier Figur 2: Utvikling i antall lisenser

Trend in the number of sets 
of criteria and the number of 
licenses between 1992 and 
2000.42

42	 Evaluation by Nordic Ecolabelling, Part C, Description of the Nordic ecolabelling system from  
an environmental standpoint, 16 May 2000, Nordic Ecolabelling Board.
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The Nordic Council of Ministers evaluated the scheme for the 
second time in 1999:

“What consumers think about the Swan – lifestyle, knowledge,  
attitude and confidence, TemaNord 1999:592”

Many of the results are summarised in “Proposal for a common Nordic 
Integrated Product Policy” (referred to as IPP and in Norwegian as 
POMS)43 and was published in December 1999. It is interesting to note 
that the definition of POMS fits hand in glove with ecolabelling as a 
policy instrument: 

“A strategy that is based on selecting a particular product or product 
group (alternatively a special industry) and looking at this product’s 
environmental impact from a life-cycle perspective. Adapted to the 
special products, a set of Environmental Policy Instruments must 
thus be designed to maximise cost and management efficiency. IPP 
is characterised by the participation of all players throughout the 
value chain and cooperative collaboration between industry and 
government.”

The Gröna Lund amusement park 
in Stockholm on 10 May 1999. 
Several hundred 10-year-olds 
created the world’s biggest  
Nordic Swan wearing green or 
white T-shirts and caps. The 
famous film director Josef Fares 
filmed the scene, hanging from 
a mobile crane. As a reward, the 
children received free entrance to 
the attractions. They also solved 
tasks and the Swedish Environ-
ment Minister handed out prizes.

43	 http://www.byggemiljo.no/begrepsliste/#P (in Norwegian)
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The evaluation from 1999 shows that:

–	 The interest in the environment expressed by those 
interviewed was on a par with that in health issues and 
greater than the interest in consumer issues.

–	 The greatest interest in environmental issues related to 
products in which a health benefit is also achieved, such as 
food products.

–	 Environmental issues were considered less important in 
procurement than in measures relating to waste treatment, 
energy saving and transport.

–	 Between 60 and 75 per cent of the consumers mentioned 
the Nordic Swan spontaneously when asked what ecolabels 
they knew of. 

–	 For most people it was unclear what a Swan label meant 
exactly, although confidence in the brand was nonetheless 
high.

A common Nordic strategy for the ecolabelling scheme 
was also adopted in 1999. As part of the strategy process, 
the secretariats had prepared a proposal for the scheme’s 
environmental philosophy. It described which guiding stars the 
ecolabelling should follow to ensure that the work supported 
the visions of sustainable development.

The strategy document consisted of a static section 
and a dynamic section. The static section described Nordic 
Ecolabelling’s mission and activities, code of conduct, 
management philosophy and procedures. It also included the 
environmental philosophy and principles that would form the 
basis of the selection of product groups, criteria development 
and licensing, as well as principles for information and 
marketing. Among other areas, the dynamic section addressed 
strategic decisions as well as operational objectives and action 
plans.
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2000 Evaluation of the environmental 
effects from two perspectives

“Evaluation by Nordic Ecolabelling, Part C, Description of the Nordic 
ecolabelling system from an environmental standpoint, 16 May 2000, 
Nordic Ecolabelling Board”

This section includes a description of the Nordic ecolabelling sys-
tem and a self-assessment of the activities from an environmental 
standpoint (the environmental effects). The evaluation took place in 
1999–2000 in a collaboration between the Nordic Ecolabelling secre-
tariats with Ecolabelling Norway as project manager and executing 
secretariat. Aina Seland and Hilde Jervan prepared the report.

Nordic Ecolabelling chose to define environmental effect as a 
change in environmental impact, based on the reasoning that increased 
environmental impact, in the form of higher emissions or greater 
consumption of resources, will sooner or later lead to a deterioration 
in environmental conditions. A quantification of the environmental 
effects thus means a quantification of reduced environmental impacts 
that ecolabelling has contributed to.

To determine the direct environmental effects, three product groups 
with many licenses – fine paper/printing paper, textile detergents and 
printed matter – were used as the benchmark. Two factors are crucial 
to the overall environmental impact over time: reduction in emissions 
and developments in the market share for products that meet the 
requirements.

For fine paper/printed paper, the emissions of chemical oxygen 
demand (COD), emissions of chlorine compounds (AOX) and sulfur 
(S) from the ecolabelled products that were approved in accordance 
with version 1 of the criteria for fine paper (adopted in 1991) were 
significantly lower than the average emissions calculated for 1990. A 
further reduction in COD and S was achieved in connection with the 
criteria revisions carried out in 1994 and 1996. The total requirements 
for ecolabelled paper had been made significantly stricter since 
version 1 of the criteria was applied. To meet the requirements in 
1999, emissions had to be reduced by between 30 and 50 per cent in 
comparison to the first criteria for fine paper. When the criteria were 
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set in 1991, the proportion of products that could meet the criteria 
was low. The market share for Swan-labelled paper in 2000 was over 
70 per cent in all the Nordic countries apart from Iceland. The specific 
environmental impact of the increased amount of ecolabelled paper 
had also fallen due to the producers adapting to stricter requirements. 
The total development was thus positive both in terms of specific 
emissions and market share.

The criteria for textile detergents were set on 4 March 1992 and 
revised in 1993 and 1995. The market share of Swan-labelled textile 
detergents varies between the Nordic countries, from 70–90 per 
cent for Norway and Sweden to about 10 per cent for Finland and 
Denmark and somewhat lower for Iceland.

In 1998, the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation carried 
out an evaluation of direct environmental effects of ecolabelling 
household chemicals on the Swedish market (including both Good 
Environmental Choice and Swan-labelled products). The study 
showed that the total consumption of chemicals in households had 
been reduced from 100,000 to 85,000 tonnes in the period from 1988 
to 1996.  To a large extent, this reduction was thanks to the amount 
of filling agent being reduced by more than 95 per cent, something 
which in turn resulted in reduced transport and packaging volumes. 
In addition, there had been a significant change in consumption 
within the various groups of ingredients. A massive 60 per cent of 
the total content (apart from water) in 1988 had been changed by 
1996. Approximately 90 percent of the chemicals that were removed 
were substances that were prohibited or limited in the criteria set by 
Nordic Ecolabelling and Good Environmental Choice. 

When assessing ecolabelling’s contribution to this, the evaluation 
concluded that:

•	 ecolabelling has resulted in smaller amounts of filling agents and 
helped to ensure that textile detergents with a lot of filling agent 
are not reintroduced;

•	 ecolabelling (together with Good Chemical Choice) has resulted 
in lower consumption of optical brighteners and plays a part in 
ensuring that optical brighteners are not reintroduced to textile 
detergents;

•	 ecolabelling has resulted in lower consumption of perborates; 
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•	 linear alkylbenzene sulfonate (LAS) has been phased out as a 
result of ecolabelling (its use has fallen by more than 95 per cent 
in Sweden, while the reduction in the rest of Europe over the same 
period is only 15 per cent).

The criteria for ecolabelling of printed matter were first adopted 
on 15 March 1996 and revised in 1998. Preliminary results from 
an evaluation of version 2 showed that the printed matter criteria 
contributed to an environmental benefit through commercial printers 
using Swan-labelled paper. As a result of ecolabelling, commercial 
printers had started to use new vegetable-based inks and cleaning 
agents, invested in new treatment plants and streamlined their 
resource consumption (paper and chemicals). This was thanks to 
improved record keeping and waste management. The criteria also 
contributed to an environmental benefit by influencing product 
development at subcontractors. This influence led to a number 
of improvements, such as new and better vegetable-based inks, 
vegetable-based overprint varnishes, new and better vegetable-
based detergents, adhesives without phthalates and dampening 
solutions concentrate with readily biodegradable surfactants. 
Indirect environmental effects are effects occurring as a result of 
ecolabelling requirements but without the products in question being 
labelled. 

“Evaluation of the environmental effects of the Swan, final analysis”, 
TemaNord 2001:516”

Identification of the environmental effects for the TemaNord 
publication had already begun before the internal mapping referenced 
above, but Nordic Ecolabelling was not satisfied with this. Sven 
Thiberg said at the 10th anniversary: “The evaluation was done by 
consultants, with the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency as 
project manager. The work started with a pilot study that did not 
come to anything, primarily because the first team of consultants 
that were hired lacked sufficient basic knowledge of the field. In light 
of this, it was possible to get approval for a self-assessment of the 
Nordic Swan scheme.”

The study carried out by the Nordic Council of Ministers shows that 
the Nordic Swan’s most important groups are most significant when 
it comes to the direct environmental effects. According to the report, 
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these groups were building and household products, chemical-
technical products, office products and paper products. In addition to 
these products, the Nordic Council of Ministers also studied: printing 
paper, printed matter, cleaning agents, textile detergents, floors, 
fridges/freezers and disposable batteries. The report emphasised 
that there was an inadequate level of ecolabelling in the food 
and transport sectors for the Nordic Swan Ecolabel to assume a 
significant role in environmental terms. At that time, people were 
concerned about the three popular Bs in Norwegian “Biff, bolig, 
bilen” [“beef steak symbolizing meat/food, housing, car”], but there 
was no labelling for either the meat/food or the car. 

Nordic Ecolabelling would later try to introduce Swan labelling of 
food (see separate chapter on this). However, this would fail to get 
off the ground, one main reasons being opposition from the organic 
movement. The second action was to set stringent requirements 
for organic and Fairtrade foodstuffs when establishing a Swan 
labelling scheme for the services offered in grocery stores, hotels, 
restaurants and conference venues. This had a rapid impact but was 
limited to these sectors. 

The indirect effects were the impact on the development of 
environmental management systems and the following three aspects:

•	 providing guidance at the time of purchasing
•	 increased environmental awareness among consumers and buyers
•	 improved environmental adaptation in industry

In Sweden, the response from industry was that ecolabelling also led 
to the environmental adaptation of goods other than those for which 
ecolabelling requirements were developed. 

The evaluation also highlighted that public authorities viewed 
the Nordic Swan Ecolabel in a more positive light than the business 
sector did. Trade and industry believed that the cost of ecolabelling 
outweighed its positive environmental effect, with chemical-
technical products being given as an example of this. I suspect that 
the business sector probably did not consider environmental effect 
as being serious enough, unlike sales impact. Since 2000, there has 
been a sharp reduction in charges, not to mention that the criticism 
levelled at a system where environmentalists pay a user fees has died 
down. This is most likely due to the fact that ecolabelling has become 
an increasingly profitable investment. The key aspect is not the size 
of the fee, but the profitability of the investment.
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The assessment also made an issue of the fact that we avoided 
awarding an ecolabel to “black products”, i.e. products causing a 
major environmental impact, thereby leaving out major environmental 
effects. Since the evaluation, the labelling scheme has also developed 
criteria for fuel and investment funds, but has failed to develop criteria 
for food (bread), and has never gotten any further than preliminary 
studies for freight transport and cars. 

There was also a desire expressed for the Nordic Swan Ecolabel 
to be able to apply to the service sector, because it would then be 
possible to influence the consumption of goods and services to a 
greater extent than just with labelling of goods. Users of the ecolabel 
(buyers/consumers) should increasingly be involved in developing 
relevant criteria and revisions could easily be carried out at slightly 
longer intervals. And lastly, ethical and work environment requirements 
should be included. All three of these proposals have been put into 
practice at the time of writing.
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2001 Getting into bed with 
the Prime Minister

In 2001, the secretariat in Norway tried “to get into bed with” the 
incoming Prime Minister, but failed to do so and the whole episode 
ended with the head of Ecolabelling Norway becoming an adviser to 
the agriculture minister. Fortunately, she came back to us. 

We understood that Kjell Magne Bondevik, from Norway’s 
Christian Democratic Party, who was about to take over as Prime 
Minister from Jens Stoltenberg, would need a good bed to avoid 
any unnecessary worries, and offered him a Swan-labelled bed from 
Hästens. Mr Bondevik accepted the gift right under the glare of the 
cameras from the Norwegian broadcasters TV2 and NRK, who were 
there to film a report on the change of government. We assumed we 
would finally appear on TV.

But no such luck. We got dropped because, right under our 
noses, TV2 discovered that Jens Stoltenberg had forgotten a bar of 
Lohengrin chocolate44 in his desk. During the TV2 evening editorial 
meeting, this curious incident nudged out the Swan-labelled bed by 
five votes to four. 

The head of our organization, Alvhild Hedstein, was noticed, 
including for her long-term political commitment and she was 
immediately headhunted by Agriculture Minister Lars Sponheim as 
an adviser. That was the end of our PR stunt. However, Alvhild later 
returned to Ecolabelling Norway and led us to new triumphs. 

44	 Lohengrin was a brand of chocolate made in Norway from 1911 to 2019. It was first sold in the National  
Theatre in 1911 on the occasion of the premiere of Richard Wagner’s opera Lohengrin. The chocolate was 
made by Freia, which had been given the exclusive right to sell chocolate in the theatre.
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Ecolabelling Norway gave the incoming Norwegian Prime Minister a Swan-labelled bed.
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2001 Sven Thiberg’s reminis-
cences and challenges

Professor Sven Thiberg was a committed chairman of Ecolabelling 
Sweden (then SIS Ecolabelling) between 1996 and 2001. He was well 
qualified for the job through his work on consumer issues at the KTH 
Royal Institute of Technology in Stockholm, where he was originally a 
professor of building sciences already in 1970. He was later a board 
member in various organizations such as KTH, the International 
Organization for Standardization ISO, the Swedish Institute for 
Standards (SIS), Möbelinstitutet and Swedish Form (Swedish 
Society of Crafts and Design). At the KTH he worked as a Swedish 
“consumer researcher”. Sven had a wide-ranging commitment. He 
was appointed to the board in June 1996, when he was in Istanbul as 
chairman of the international organization “ARC PEACE” (Architects 
for Peace) and was due to attend the UN conference HABITAT II, 
which addressed the global housing crisis.

No one has left such a carefully prepared, extensive analysis of the 
challenges facing the Swan ecolabel scheme as Sven. The document 
was 38 pages long and packed full of suggestions for changes. When 
I was going to start writing this report and asked Ragnar Unge to 
get in touch with Sven, Ragnar wrote these lines: “Thiberg has been 
ecolabelling up in heaven for a few years now. He would just be happy 
if you used his material.” In fact, the professor confirmed this on page 
three of his document: “Whoever comes to write the official history of 
the Swan label scheme will have all the documents available to them 
as this activity has been, and is, unusually open.”

Sven did not live long enough to see all of his suggestions 
implemented or voted down, but many subsequent changes made 
were in line with his views. I would like to mention the ones that I think 
are most important and provide a brief summary of them here. But, 
first of all, here is his own introduction, providing a good analysis of 
the situation in 2001: 

“After a period of straight-line growth, ecolabelling in the Nordic 
countries is facing difficult challenges. There are a number of signs 
indicating this. Worsening climate in the manufacturing sector. Growing 
number of “mature” products which meet the requirements and  
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where imposing restrictions is pointless. Difficulty in reaching consensus 
among the Nordic countries about the direction of development.  
High internal production costs. Complicated decision-making process. 
Coordination required with the European ecolabel scheme.”

Here are also some of the many good observations made about 
challenges which many experienced ecolabellers will identify with: 

• Deteriorations in external conditions can be partially offset by
efficiencies, an increase in marketing activity and drastic cost
reductions. As this must take place without jeopardising quality
and credibility, it is unsustainable as a main strategy. It is not
enough either simply to find new areas for labelling even though,
for instance, the service sector offers new relevant products.

• Consideration must be given to areas which have been hovering on
the periphery, for example, food products including fish. Another
targeted area is “black products”. In these cases, indecision has
adversely affected people’s ability to think.

• Answers must be provided to the questions about how the Swan
label scheme will comply with environmental product declarations
and specifications for health, ethics and equality. Openness to
cooperation and/or different degrees of integration must be looked 
at positively. This will offer potential for the brave.

When it came to solutions, Sven saw a common Nordic organization, 
with joint management and fee systems and joint criteria managers. 
Many of these ideas have now been implemented. Other measures 
are organizational studies and external analyses. Not everything was 
proving efficient because investigations and studies were not done 
once and for all, as Sven had hoped. Closer contact with universities 
and researchers would ensure more input from the outside world and 
prevent the organization from becoming isolated. There is more to be 
gained from this also twenty years later. And this is why Ecolabelling 
Norway also struggles to establish its reputation. We carry out many 
internal projects and put a great deal of effort into them, but are 
unable to capture any attention in the major channels or the major 
discussions within society. 

Sven Thiberg was shocked at the large volume of documentation 
that had to be read before the meetings of the Nordic Coordination 
Body, which he led when Sweden had the chairmanship of the 
organization. He was not the only one shocked by this. 
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He also thought that, in practical terms, the Nordic board’s priority 
was the opposite to its guidelines. It spent almost all of the time 
discussing how to establish new and revised requirements and 
virtually no time on strategic issues. Strategic issues were aspects 
such as working methods, organization, target groups, long-term 
goals. Several others shared this frustration and they eventually 
managed to delegate the task of determining criteria and technical 
detail discussions to the secretariat manager meetings. This made 
it possible to get rid of the difficult questions between employees 
who spoke the same language, while still being able to support 
national disagreements and conflicts. Eventually, the secretariat 
manager meetings also had the right to make operational decisions 
in consultation with the Nordic Chairman. Sven thought that this 
change made secretariat manager meetings more efficient but 
unfortunately, it did not lead to more and longer strategic discussions 
in the Nordic Ecolabelling Board, only to shorter and less eventful 
meetings. 

In terms of discipline among board members, this was varied. We 
have witnessed representatives only opening the meeting documents 
at the start of the meeting, representatives falling asleep (and 
snoring) and representatives who are on so many boards that they 
thought they had come to a different board meeting to ours. 

But Sven did things properly and introduced reviews of the issues 
in advance with those from the secretariat who were to attend the 
board meeting, so that they were “prepared and ready to go”. The 
professor proposed a new organizational structure, coordinated 
work schedules and joint budget both in Sweden and for the other 
Nordic countries, a move which faced occasional strong opposition. 
Many felt that it was not the Swedish chairman’s job to do this and 
many quite simply disagreed about the way forward. Sven concluded 
following this confrontation that Ecolabelling Sweden should sever 
its ties from the SIS both financially and organizationally.   

At a seminar held jointly for the Nordic Ecolabelling Board and 
administrators in Gålå in Norway in 1997, the Norwegian Chairman 
of the Board Hans Petter Graver presented disappointing statistics 
for the distribution of licenses across the numerous sets of criteria 
for the Nordic Swan Ecolabel, while Sven Thiberg contributed an 
overview showing that the Swan label scheme’s “production process” 
had 12 decision levels. Sven concluded the debate with something 
he thought was agreed, namely that changes had to be made in the 
following areas: 
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•	 Analysis of “standard activities” (preliminary studies, criteria work, 
interdisciplinary studies, etc);

•	 Review of administrative procedures to eliminate decision levels;
•	 Reduction of documentation flow;
•	 Common resource budgeting, scheduling, etc.

A subsequent meeting in Helsinki confirmed the unease that the 
Professor said he felt after the meeting and, as a result, several of the 
analyses were put on ice. At a Nordic board meeting held in Iceland in 
September of the same year, they were to deal with choosing product 
groups, which was always a challenge if they were looking to achieve 
consensus. Sven felt that the meeting was a flop as one product group 
after another was “voted down” for one or more of the following three 
reasons: 

•	 Not going to happen: the product group is too difficult to define 
and stipulate requirements for

•	 Never going to happen: there is no market for the proposed 
product group

•	 Cannot happen: one country opposes the product group for 
political or other reasons, specific to that country.

Sven was not happy with the work done during that year, even though 
the Nordic meetings showed signs of an ever-improving working 
climate at a Nordic level, perhaps because it had lowered its ambitions, 
according to Sven. But he also had more to say, “One positive thing to 
come out of it was that I had got to know my fellow Nordic chairmen, 
Björn-Erik Lönn and the secretariat managers. I had direct contact 
with them, which made it easier to continue our work at a Nordic level 
and also made it enjoyable for me.”

I have devoted a great deal of space to Sven Thiberg’s “life as 
a Swan and Flower”, as he accurately describes the challenges 
and opportunities which the Nordic Swan Ecolabel has been 
grappling with throughout its whole existence. And although 
many of the changes have been progressing slowly over time 
(it has been a long haul), it has been successful thanks to 
the efficiencies made and the creation of increasingly closer 
Nordic collaboration. Common fees have eventually been set, 
even though there are still national budgets and finances.  
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Indent 2019–2021, ReInvent and ReDigit will be established and are 
likely to significantly streamline the processes for both developing 
criteria and processing applications by carrying out an extensive 
digitisation operation. More on this in a later chapter. Sven Thiberg 
took the initiative and had meetings introduced between directors 
from the various countries to untangle the solutions which had been 
devised in the Nordic Ecolabelling Board during their “Chairmen’s 
meetings”. 

Already in 1998, Ecolabelling Sweden was transferred to a 
subsidiary called SIS Ecolabelling AB, with SIS as the primary owner 
and the State as a minority owner. Bo Assarson was thanked for his 
great pioneering effort, idealism and perseverance in establishing the 
Nordic Swan Ecolabel and Ragnar Unge was appointed as the new 
director/MD. 

I’m going to conclude with the quouting of a major figure in 
ecolabelling, which pays a great compliment to the many hard-
working employees involved in this process: “The multiple complexity 
of working at national, Nordic and European level and striking a 
balance between the various interests is a real challenge. It is a tough 
professional role to perform, being in the frontline of environmental 
protection, while finding compromises which can lead to a decision. 
It requires both technical expertise in the relevant specialist field and 
social skills for building up trust. It has been pleasing to note that so 
many employees have grown into the role.”



123

2001 Paper industry leaves 
the Swan Ecolabel scheme

A large number of the Swan label’s product groups contain wood 
as a raw material: copying paper, printing paper (paper for printing 
companies), furniture, outdoor furniture, household paper, nappies/
incontinence pads, building panels, windows and floors. In a new 
version of the paper requirements, it was natural to introduce 
requirements for sustainable forest use. There were already several 
certifications for this. First came the FSC labelling system from 
the World Wildlife Fund for Nature (WWF), followed by the forest 
owners’ European response, PEFC. The Norwegian forest industry’s 
Levende Skog [Living Forests] certification scheme and Finland 
chose to join PEFC. 

Nordic Ecolabelling concluded that both schemes were adequate, 
but then there were protests from the environmental movement, 
spearheaded by the WWF, which rejected all existing systems other 
than its own. The Nordic Ecolabelling Board was forced to have a 
comparison made in order to ensure regional adaptation and possibly 
impose additional requirements from the Swan label scheme so that 
the Swan scheme level remained the most stringent of the two. This 
discussion, which was started in Sweden, stopped and the paper 
industry took the opportunity to abandon the Nordic Swan Ecolabel. 

In addition, the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation took 
the opportunity to present the Swan Ecolabel as not credible and 
Good Environmental Choice as the best environmental option. The 
Swedish chairman, Sven Thiberg, expressed the Swan label scheme’s 
frustration as follows: 

“When the Nordic Ecolabelling Board made its decision on the 
forest use issue in autumn 2000, after some difficult consideration, 
the result was contrary to the WWF’s wishes. The WWF then 
chose to level public criticism against the Swan label scheme in an 
alliance with a number of Nordic environmental organizations. The 
WWF subsequently left the Board... There are similarities between 
the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation (SSNC) and the 
WWF. Both organizations have interests in their own ecolabelling 
systems.”

Headline from the  
Finnish Swedish-language 
newspaper “Hufvudstads-
bladet”, 24 October 2001.
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The forest industry argued that the paper industry had grown and 
consolidated into a global business and that about 85 per cent of 
the paper market was located outside the Nordic countries where a 
Nordic label was less important. The industry preferred a European 
environmental declaration (Paper Profile). The work to develop the 
declarations was carried out by the Finnish company Enso for CEPI, 
the European paper industry’s own organization. Enso was also the 
only company that tried to gain general acceptance for Paper Profile, 
the name by which the declarations were known.

The Nordic Swan Ecolabel scheme managed to achieve such a 
very strong position through labelling printed matter and household 
paper that suppliers still had to provide paper which met our forest-
use requirements. Companies had to drop Swan ecolabelling for 
paper for printing companies, but the main labelling was still visible 
to the end customer, so this was not crucial. 

As the cellulose sector became more global, new national 
adaptations of the FSC and PEFC standards were released. In 
addition, the FSC was criticised during the 2000s, including by the 
Swedish Society for Nature Conservation, for the lack of sanctions 
against “forestry companies” which breached the regulations.  
The Swedish Society for Nature Conservation left the FSC-board 
in 2008, while the Swedish FSC and the organization withdrew 
completely from the Swedish FSC system in June 2010.45 

The Swan Ecolabel scheme was forced to develop catch-up 
requirements to guarantee a sufficiently high environmental level and 
ensure its credibility. This resulted in a major effort to approve all the 
certifications already approved centrally by the FSC and PEFC. It 
took several years, without finding any discrepancies, until they felt 
confident enough to drop this “additional approval” process.

45	 Natur & Miljø [Nature & Environment] magazine, 13 June 2010.
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2003-2016 Baby project in 
Norway (and Iceland)

There has been a tradition for many years of mothers being given 
product samples from various manufacturers in maternity wards in 
Norwegian hospitals. This originally began with a desire to ensure 
that mothers had their own soap, oil, cream, etc. to prevent the 
spread of infections during their stay in hospital. This later became 
a unique marketing opportunity for some far-sighted suppliers who 
gave out their products for free. 

Ecolabelling Norway chose to offer an alternative to this, whereby 
all the products in the bag were ecolabelled. Parents of young children 
are additionally concerned about the future of the world and their 
children. This was the main reason why Ecolabelling Norway launched 
a project aimed at maternity wards, child health clinics and parents 
of new-borns. A project which was eventually extended to take in 
nurseries, but which has not yet been extended to include children 
of school age. Iceland also implemented a baby project inspired by 
Norway. 

As a result of this project, in 2003–2016 a large number of 
brochures were sent out containing useful environmental information 
about labelled products and bags of product samples. The message 
was that we are surrounded by more hazardous chemicals than before 
and small children are particularly vulnerable to toxins affecting the 
environment and health. 

 Bag with brochure 
and contents.
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The task of selecting which types of products should be provided was 
carried out in consultation with healthcare professionals. We issued 
a request to all manufacturers who sold ecolabelled products within 
the categories that were selected. 

The brochure was a simple guide telling the babies’ parents where 
to find ecolabelled and organic products in their everyday life. It was 
divided up according to everyday situations encountered by the 
parents:

•	 Nappy care, bathing, dressing;
•	 Washing clothes;
•	 Food (organic);
•	 Developing photos;
•	 Redecorating and cleaning the home.

The product packs were 
actually issued at the  
Oslo University Hospital  
(Rikshospitalet) togeth-
er with the Norwegian 
Midwives Association. Laila 
Dåvøy, the Norwegian  
Minister of Children and 
Families, was present and 
handed out the first pack.
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2003-2009 Øystein Solevåg 
– the brains behind the 
buyers’ guide

In the early 2000s, as part of Local Agenda 21, environmental days 
were arranged in Stavanger, called “Synergy” plus the year in question. 
This is where the author met a red-haired chap with a beard, imbued 
with a strong commitment. We had a beer together at a bar in one of 
the narrow streets down towards the harbour. The man’s name was 
Øystein Solevåg and he had worked in environmental protection for 
as long as anyone could remember, considering how young he was. 
He thought that Ecolabelling Norway was doing a good job and that 
public sector buyers could use ecolabelling more actively than they 
did. Like us, he was not impressed by government campaigns with 
names like Green Government 1, Green Government 2 or Green Start. 
Øystein thought we could achieve a great deal by asking buyers to 
what extent they stipulated environmental requirements, whether 
they used ecolabelling and, at the same time, inform them about our 
excellent tool, ecolabelling. 

Øystein was already getting things underway, and Ecolabelling 
Norway liked the idea and provided project support, which is when 
things took off. Many buyers did not like coming under scrutiny, and 
eventually there were some who would not give Øystein access to 
their information. Therefore, Øystein challenged the Ministry of 
the Environment and asked whether it was not natural for buyers 
also to be subject to the duty of information under the newly 
adopted Norwegian Environmental Information Act. Several buyers 
responded negatively to the patient but persistent approach of our 
helpful supporter, who did not give up until he received answers 
to his questions. It was just as important for buyers to provide 
information about their environmental requirements (or lack of 
such), as it was for the suppliers to account for their environmental 
commitment, he said. He received an official letter confirming 
the assumption. A copy of the letter was then included in future 
correspondence. 

Bergfald & Co investigated, on behalf of Ecolabelling Norway, 
the use of environmental requirements in procurement procedures 
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almost continuously from June 2004 until mid-October 2009. The 
purpose of Ecolabelling Norway’s work was twofold:

1.	To inform the world that the Swan and Flower ecolabel
schemes have environmental requirements suitable for public 
procurement.

2.	To establish the extent to which the Swan and Flower
schemes were already being used as environmental requirements 
in public procurement.

A total of 4,604 procurement transactions were assessed, 
with a response rate of 55 per cent, which is very high. The survey 

indicated that roughly one third of buyers used ecolabelling as a 
tool, one third used other types of requirements, while the last 
third of buyers did not include any environmental requirements 
at all. 

One spin-off from this work was that Ecolabelling Norway made 
contact with a large number of public buyers, with many of them 
eventually accepting help in terms of guidance on environmental 
requirements. Using ecolabelling in public procurement was too 
complex, as buyers had to use the underlying requirements and 
could not require goods and services to be already marked with 
an ecolabel. 

Buyers needed help to use the requirements and evaluate 
the environmental documentation which providers submitted 
in response. However, we assumed that if many buyers used 
ecolabelling requirements, it would be easier and less costly for 
suppliers to certify their production than having to supply large 
amounts of documentation which would also have to be updated 
over time. This was part of the reason for setting up in 2007 what 
is known in 2019 as the Network for Ecolabelled Procurement. 
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Øystein Solevåg is a 
true eco-warrior. When I 
called my daughter Ella, 
he thought that I was 
inspired by the Norwegian 
green volunteer organi-
zation Local Agenda 21, 
abbreviated to LA 21 
(pronounced “ell-a”-twen-
ty-one). Øystein moved 
back to Solavågen, his 
home town, in 2010 and 
became manager of the 
Ålesund region’s newly 
created intermunicipal 
environmental company 
ÅRIM.
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Already from day one, members of the network included Storebrand, 
the Office of the Auditor General of Norway, Ålesund Municipality, 
Coop and Steen & Strøm. Sweden has also had a corresponding 
network since 2007, with Denmark and Finland also following suit 
later. In 2019, the members of the networks have procurement 
budgets in excess of NOK 100 billion, varying from one industry 
to another. It started with supplies/consumables and cleaning, 
continued with furniture and now it includes work clothing and fuel.

The Swan ecolabel has been perceived by many purely as a 
consumer guide, but by 2005 we already had just as much acceptance 
from the professional supplier market. That means that in recent 
years there have been as many products and product licenses 
targeted at the professional market as there have been at the 
consumer market. At the time of writing, the procurement network 
in Norway includes 33 large and small procurement organizations, 
including the Norwegian Hospital Procurement Trust, which makes 
purchases of almost NOK 30 billion per year, as well as five of the 
twelve largest municipalities in Norway. The networks accumulate 
money on the back of the environmental requirements, making it 
profitable to supply for the environment.
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2005 Skanska first to adopt 
the Swan label for housing

In 2003, Ecolabelling Sweden developed the first requirements for 
Swan-labelled residential blocks and houses. It took some time before 
the industry responded, but eventually housing has become one of 
the Nordic Swan Ecolabel’s really big success stories at a Nordic level.

Ecolabelling of homes then started in Sweden in 2005. The fact 
that Skanska laid the first foundation stone made several contractors 
do the same, and this trend soon spread to Finland and Denmark, and 
then to Norway. JM was the first Nordic operator to start this in all 
Nordic countries and from 1 January 2017, they decided to certify 
every home they built throughout all the Nordic countries to the Swan 
label.

From 2016 to 2019, the number of Swan-labelled homes has 
quadrupled. In spring 2019, there were 8,000 prefabricated ecolabelled 
apartments, houses, schools and nurseries in the Nordic countries, 
with an entire 18,000 buildings under construction. This success 
also includes Swan-labelled building materials which are used in the 
houses. Their number has increased from a few hundred in 2005 to 
close to 5,000 in 2019.

Sweden is “Nordic champion” when it comes to Swan-labelled 
construction. By spring 2019 the Swedes had almost 22,000 Swan-
labelled homes either completely built or under construction. In 
Norway we had 2,600 homes, while the figures in Denmark (1,250) 
and Finland (450) are slightly lower. But all countries are seeing a 
strong and growing interest in certifying buildings with the official 
Nordic ecolabel. 

An ecolabel is not enough in itself. It only acquires any value when 
used by manufacturers, buyers and other decision-makers who have 
high ambitions in terms of what they need to be for the environment. 
In Finland there are Swan-labelled nurseries, with a certified good 
internal environment. In Norway, municipalities such as Overhalla, 
Spydeberg and Røyken have provided a Swan-labelled nursery, 
care homes and two schools which are either completed or under 
construction. 

The construction contractor 
Skanska was the first to build 
Swan-labelled homes.  
Mona Sahlin, Minister for  
Sustainable Development  
at the time, laid the first 
foundation stone during the 
ongoing Sustainable City 
Development conference in 
Malmö. It made the headlines 
in Svenska Dagbladet.46

46	 Svenska Dagbladet, 15 June 2005.
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On 4 October, the website byggeindustrien.se reported that 
the first Swan-labelled school has now opened in Sweden too.47 

2017 saw Ecolabelling Sweden launch criteria for the 
renovation of buildings, a development which also showed 
great potential: “If homes built under the environmental 
programme in the 1960s and 70s were renovated on the basis 
of Swan label criteria, this would result in a reduction in CO2 
emissions equivalent to the emissions from 57,000 cars in a 
year, which is the number of cars there are in Borås.”48

Here are the logos of 
some of the largest  
contractors that are 
building for the future.

47	 https://byggindustrin.se/artikel/nyhet/har-ar-sveriges-forsta-svanenmarkta- 
skola-28719) (in Swedish) 

48	 30 years of the Swan, Bladderformat 2019, 30 years of the Swan, a publication  
from Ecolabelling Sweden. 
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2005 A really great guy 
from Jørpeland 

In 2005, Tore Bakken moved back to his home town of Jørpeland, 
after working at Berg-Hansen’s travel agency in Oslo, and started 
as general manager for the laundry there, the Central Laundry in 
Rogaland. The central operation is a pleasant half-hour trip by ferry 
inland from Stavanger.

At about the same time, a keen buyer from Sola Municipality 
decided to set environmental requirements for the municipality’s next 
framework agreement for laundry services. The requirements were 
not that much to boast about, but were far from being the worst in 
environmental procurement. He mentioned waste, water, energy and 
chemicals, which was far more successful than the self-appointed 
body for taking into account the environment: the Ministry of the 
Environment. At this time, the Ministry had tried to get the public 
buyers involved in three successive Green Government projects, but to 
no avail. Now they were riding high on the climate wave, 17 years after 
the first attempt. But it should be pointed out that now they were up 
and running with an access point, money, criteria and everything else, 
and they were leaning towards ecolabelling requirements.

The Central Laundry was the first business in this industry in 
Norway to apply for the Nordic Swan Ecolabel and won the tender 
ahead of its main competitor Nor Tekstil’s local laundry. According 
to the story, Tore had to struggle hard to get the local council’s 
administrator to dig out the emissions permit. This had remained 
unchanged since the 1970s and featured chemicals that would, in 
2019, give us a heart attack just thinking about them. As far as we 
know, the terms of the emissions permit have been tightened now, 
following a request from Tore Bakken to do so.  

Tore Bakken didn’t rest on his laurels; he put on his newly washed 
overalls and rolled up his sleeves. Then he engaged in a tough battle 
to convince his own people. In other words, he was fed up, to some 
extent, with the arguments about whether it was worth investing in 
the environment, not only from an environmental perspective, but 
also financially! Not everyone understood what a great idea it was to 
invest half a million kroner in a heat exchanger, which paid for itself 
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in a year. So this battle was even harder, as it was being waged on 
several fronts and around the country. 

But Tore, who presented himself as “a really great guy”, did not 
give up and almost all the Tekstilpartner Nord laundries installed 
heat exchangers, replaced chemicals and obtained the Nordic 
Swan Ecolabel after three years. The chain contributed to Lilleborg 
Profesjonell phasing out optical brighteners in Tekstilpartner Nord 
laundries, which meant 100 tonnes of ”optical illusion” were gotten rid 
of, in a flash! The hotel industry and laundries agreed that customers 
would not accept that their linen would get greyer every time it went 
through a wash and thought that whitener needed to be added, 
but so far no one had complained. According to Arne Godal from 
Ecolabelling Norway, this is the truth with some modifications.50

After five years, the chain had reduced its energy bill by NOK 5 
million per year, its water consumption decreased by 57 million litres 
per year and its greenhouse gas emissions were reduced to the 
equivalent of 4,000 vehicles per year. On top of this, Tore is probably 
partly responsible for the rival Nor Tekstil focusing on the Nordic Swan 
Ecolabel scheme.

The Central Laundry in 
Rogaland became the first 
Norwegian laundry to obtain 
the Nordic Swan Ecolabel.49

49	 “Strandbuen” newspaper, 8 December 2006, page 7.
50	 Arne Godal, September 2019: There were some complaints from hotels – especially 

when they got in trolleys with new bed linen (which initially had optical brightener 
added from the textile manufacturers) and put them next to the washed “grey” linen. 
But in a hotel room, ordinary guests do not check to see whether it has been washed 
with optical brightener or not. It is when you see the different variations next to 
each other that you notice it. The discussion has been raised again every time a new 
generation of criteria appear for laundry services. Last time, it was claimed that large 
volumes of textiles had to be discarded early on due to turning grey. This is not good 
either. For this reason, Ecolabelling Norway has included among its current criteria the 
following exemptions from the ban on optical brightener: 

** “Optical brightener which meets the requirements in Appendix 6 can be used.
	 So far, no one has provided documentation to demonstrate compliance with  

the requirements in Appendix 6.”
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And Nor Tekstil has now become Norway’s largest laundry service, 
and is so big that the Norwegian Competition Authority is objecting 
to them buying more laundries. Nor Tekstil is also involved in 
environmental work, to the delight of its environmentally active 
customers, including the Norwegian Hospital Procurement Trust. The 
chain has invested NOK 100 million in environmental measures to 
achieve savings on chemicals, water and energy, as well as in setting 
stringent requirements for the textiles they buy and hire out. None of 
the businesses working with the Swan label scheme are as efficient 
at saving electricity and water as Nor Tekstil.

At the time of writing, 14 years have passed and Tore Bakken can 
tell me that his laundry in Jørpeland went bankrupt a few years later, 
like several of the laundries in the chain that eventually changed their 
name to Breeze. The good news is that in the last competitive tender 
in 2019, the Breeze chain won back the Gress network. Gress is the 
procurement organization for various companies, including Swan-
labelled Scandic hotels.

Now the laundry in Jørpeland is going to be reopened! The 
measures which need to be carried out include, at the customer’s 
request, obtaining the Nordic Swan ecolabel. In Jørpeland, the first 
action to be taken is to use the hot water from the steel company which 
is located a stone’s throw away, for the benefit of the environment 
and the local community. This is the only way for them to manage the 
new ecolabelling requirements on energy consumptions.

And the man who is the head of Breeze Southwest AS, his name 
is Tore Bakken!
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2005 Climate assessment and 
climate figures

Lars Haltbrekken, who was working at the time with The Norwegian 
Society for the Conservation of Nature, already produced an 
assessment in 2005 of the official ecolabel’s relevance to the climate 
and wrote at that time: 
“Many of the Nordic Swan scheme’s criteria are highly relevant to 
greenhouse gas emissions. The requirements which are set and are 
relevant are often good, stipulating stringent demands.”

In other words, we were quite skilled at setting climate requirements 
but not that skilled in communicating them. It is still a challenge 
because there are very few who understand that a requirement may 
be climate-related even if it does not contain the term CO2. 
From my own experience, I can add in 2019 that for some areas, 
such as hotels, cleaning services and fuel, Nordic Ecolabelling gives 
credit for low energy consumption, low fuel consumption and the use 
of renewable raw materials, areas that most people understand as 
being relevant to the climate. 

It is not so obvious that the following requirements are also 
relevant to the climate:

•	 Using certified wood raw material = preserving the rainforest 
and protecting valuable forests

•	 Using recycled metal and plastic = resource-efficient, saving on 
new production

•	 Reduction in use of substances which are harmful to the 
environment and health = environmentally hazardous 
substances inhibit plant growth (CO2 absorption) and interfere 
with recycling in purifying plants

•	 Durability and wear resistance = good quality means a longer 
service life and less need for new production

•	 Option to recycle at end of life = saves resources and means less 
new production

•	 Dosing systems = reduces overuse, transport loads
•	 Minimising packaging = decreases the use of resources and 

transport loads
•	 Energy requirements in production of paper and wood = directly 

climate-related

“Many of the Nordic Swan 
scheme’s criteria are  
extremely relevant to  
greenhouse gas emissions. 
The requirements which 
are set and are relevant 
are often good, stipulating 
stringent demands.”
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A survey of how 200 Swedish stores had changed their 
energy consumption, when they obtained the Nordic Swan 
Ecolabel during the 2000s showed that consumption went 
down, on average, by 7.5 per cent.51 Overall, the stores had 
reduced their energy consumption by 26 million kilowatt-
hours annually, which is the same amount of energy needed 
to heat 1,000 Swedish homes in a year. In the ICA store in 
Nacka, all the lighting was replaced with LED lamps. The 
lighting, which interacts with the external light that comes 
into the store, was controlled so that its level decreased 
when the sunlight increased. Moreover, the ventilation was 
adjusted, the refrigerant compressors were replaced with 
green alternatives, refrigerated freezers had covers put on 
them, and great efforts have been made to recycle the return 
heat from the coolers. The store is now self-sufficient in terms 
of heating and hot water. 

Norwegian examples of environmental effects: Energy 
savings provide an annual reduction in CO2 emissions equivalent 
to emissions from more than 4,500 vehicles for the Swan-
labelled Nor Tekstil laundry chain, and an annual reduction in 
energy consumption equivalent to that of 2,600 homes for the 
Swan-labelled Scandic chain, compared to 2008.52 

In a consumer survey commissioned by Ecolabelling Norway 
(YouGov 2016), 50 per cent of respondents thought that Swan-
labelled products were a good choice for the climate. We are 
not surprised that many consumers have realised that we 
are a tool supporting reduced greenhouse gas emissions. But 
we need to cooperate with licensees to increase this number 
further.

51	 30 years of the Swan, Bladderformat 2019, 30 years of the Swan, a publication from Ecolabelling Sweden.
52	 Ecolabelling Norway’s calculations based on figures from applications and environmental reports from the 

companies.
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2008 Iceland and the Chinese 
character for “crisis” 

In 1997, the first detergent to be produced in Iceland with the Nordic 
Swan Ecolabel was launched. It seemed then that an interest in 
Nordic Ecolabelling had been aroused. But then Tore Skjenstad left 
the organization without any replacement taking over. This was 
a setback as Skjenstad had been a driving force within the Nordic 
collaboration.53 

Luckily, Iceland came straight back with various representatives 
and has become ever more closely involved in the Nordic ecolabelling 
scheme. Nordic Ecolabelling clearly understands that a country with 
355,000 inhabitants cannot possibly have the capacity to spend as 
many hours on the scheme as countries with twenty times as many 
citizens and administrators. The following is a text written by Elva 
Rakel Jónsdóttir, Head of the department for climate and green 
communities at the environment agency of Iceland on the trend from 
2008 onwards: 

Although the Swan has existed for 30 years, it hasn’t flown up 
that high to Iceland due to the lack of resources at the Environmental 
and Food Agency of Iceland, which was initially tasked with being the 
secretariat for the Swan label scheme in Iceland, later replaced by 
the Environment Agency of Iceland. The Swan label scheme had no 
full-time employee. In 2008, Iceland went through an unprecedented 
financial crisis, resulting in all public agencies being required to save 
large sums of money. But it was particularly against this background 
of cutbacks that we realised that there might be a market for the 
Swan label scheme.

Early birds
Many years before the Environment Agency of Iceland started to 
focus properly on the Swan label scheme, there were still a couple 
of “early birds” who were already in the process of implementing the 
scheme. The printing company Hjá GuðjónÓ was one of the first to 
receive a license, thereby setting the bar quite high for other printing 
companies in Iceland. Hotel Eldhestar was considering obtaining 
the Swan ecolabel for the hotel even when they were constructing 

The Chinese character  
for “crisis” contained,  
according to former US  
President John F. Kennedy,  
both the character for  
danger and the character  
for opportunity (1959).  
Sinologist do not agree  
with this, but it is a nice 
thought. Iceland’s  
entrepreneurs definitely  
saw the opportunities  
available during the  
financial crisis.

53	 Thiberg’s challenges.
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its building, which is why they bought as many Swan-labelled 
building materials as they could. This was long before Swan label 
criteria were issued for houses, which shows that they had a real 
holistic approach in the company. Undri was another early bird, 
which produces industrial cleaning products. This was unexpected as 
Iceland has almost exclusively had licenses in the services sector. All 
these early flying Swans had one thing in common, which was that 
they applied for the Swan ecolabel mainly because they wanted to be 
pioneers. They applied for the Swan label when very little was known 
about the scheme, meaning they had limited opportunities to use 
the label for marketing purposes. But their efforts were driven by a 
clear environmental vision, which meant that they forged ahead long 
before most companies realised the potential offered by the Swan 
label.

A catalyst for the Swan label’s success in Iceland was the 
increased focus on environment requirements in public procurement. 
The market quickly realised the major advantages to be gained 
from having the Swan label when participating in competitive 
public tenders. This direct response from companies to the tender’s 
environmental requirements was itself a strong incentive for public 
buyers to continue developing their environmental requirements. 
Within a short period of time, almost all large printing companies 
and cleaning services had applied for the Swan label as it was 
increasingly common for municipalities and public agencies to specify 
environmental requirements which could be easily fulfilled if they 
already had the Swan label.

Development in  
the awareness of  
the Nordic Swan in  
Iceland.
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Swan label as starting point for environmental debate
In 2008, Iceland found itself in a totally different situation to the other 
Nordic countries as the Swan scheme had already featured strongly 
in the Nordic social dialogue for a long time. In Iceland hardly anyone 
knew what the Swan label was for. In addition, the environmental 
debate in Iceland had been very much focused on nature conservation 
for a long time and the public’s knowledge about environmental issues 
was much less than in the other Nordic countries. Therefore, the Swan 
label scheme faced major challenges, but also presented significant 
marketing opportunities. The Swan label scheme was given the chance 
to be the first to draw attention to the presence of harmful chemicals 
in products, the importance of efficient source separation of waste to 
the circular economy, and the need to document and manage the use 
of electricity and water. This quickly gave the Swan label scheme a 
strong voice on various environmental issues in Iceland’s environmental 
debate.

Who wants to learn more about the Swan label scheme?
When the Swan label scheme started to take off, it was initially 
targeted very much at parents with the focus on chemicals in children’s 
products. Successful projects, such as Good Start, were copied from 
Norway and attempts were also made in Iceland to establish their own 
projects, such as a short-film competition for young people. Gradually, 
efforts started to be focused on raising the profile of the label itself, 
not only in the business sector in relation to Swan-labelled goods, but 
also by drawing attention to the label and what it stood for, using 
billboards in urban areas, for instance. During recent years, the Swan 
label scheme has been targeted in Iceland more at raising the label’s 
profile in individual business sectors, such as the hospitality industry 
or construction, where there is a growing interest in this.

Svansprent
One of the companies which is most closely linked to the Swan label 
scheme in Iceland is still Svansprent (Swan print). Svansprent was 
founded by a family with the surname “Svan” [Swan]. Therefore, it 
was a no-brainer for them to apply for the Swan label scheme for their 
printing company. This printing company, which received a license on 
16 April 2016 has license number 1041 0818. The number 1 identifies 
the country, 041 the product group and the 818th a printing company 
which has received a Nordic license.
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Trend in the number of  
licenses in Iceland  
between 2008 and 2019.
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2008 Nordic Council of 
Ministers’ third evaluation

The Nordic Swan – From past experiences to future possibilities. 
TemaNord 2008:529 

The themes examined during this evaluation were:

•	 Looking closely at the relationship with the EU Flower by 
mapping similarities and differences with a view to possible 
coordination and harmonization; 

•	 Implementing a Nordic marketing strategy;
•	 Examining the relationship between the Nordic Swan and other 

environmental information systems;
•	 Integrating a climate theme in the scheme.

EU Ecolabel and the Nordic Swan
Many similarities were established between the systems with one 
major exception: the ability to supply requirements documents and, 
therefore, certified products to the market. In 2008, the number of 
requirements documents for the Swan label scheme had increased 
to 67, while the EU Flower scheme had developed 26. The Nordic 
Council of Ministers seemed satisfied that the Swan label scheme 
had therefore increased its relevance and environmental effect, while 
the EU system struggled with heavy bureaucracy and lower revenues 
due to a different fee rates. 

Another factor which obviously helped the situation was that 
Nordic Ecolabelling moved away from the principle of consensus 
decisions to majority decisions. I would like to add that the European 
Union’s processes were delayed also due to the intense lobbying from 
global business players looking at the EU market and purchasing 
power of 400 million citizens as a more crucial target group than the 
Nordic region separately. It is therefore additionally gratifying that 
the Nordic market still affected the global players. Even in Denmark, 
where a great deal of effort has been focused on both labels, in 2008 
there were six times more Swan-labelled products than those with 
the EU Flower label. 
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The report attributed the impact made by the Swan label to 
the professional approach of the marketing departments in the 
different countries and to good values that were implemented 
across the Nordic region: enthusiasm, credibility and energy. The 
Nordic Council of Ministers saw a steadily increasing harmonization 
of both requirements and fee systems, as well as of cooperation 
on developing criteria between the EU and the other countries. 
They believed that development was moving in the right direction. 
Denmark, however, showed a greater determination to cooperate 
with the EU Flower scheme than the other countries in the Nordic 
region. 

Synergies
Ecolabelling was just one of many tools which were already being used 
by businesses in 2008 in their environmental activities. Environmental 
declarations have already been mentioned in several places in the 
book. Environment management systems, environmental reports, 
environmental claims, energy labelling and LCA analyses were also 
widespread. 

The Nordic Council of Ministers highlighted possible synergies 
between these, which could enhance the environmental effects. An 
LCA analysis is useful for developing both environmental declarations 
and ecolabelling requirements. Environmental management objectives 
can take the form of ecolabelling of products. 

We know that systems can stand in the way of each other and 
require unnecessary amounts of resources, especially if the systems 
are operating in completely different ways, as unfortunately is the 
case with environmental declarations and ecolabelling systems. 

In 2019, I have met operators who have coined the term “eco-
fatigue”, which is certainly a relevant topic for operators who 
are struggling to meet the various requirements of different 
demanding customers. Some want environmental reports, some 
want declarations, some are still stressing that the business 
has an environmental management system, while others require 
ecolabelling. Ultimately, there is also a problem that many buyers are 
not aware of which ecolabels are equivalent labels, with the result 
that manufacturers are obtaining an unnecessary large number of 
labels which cover the same aspects. 

Climate change has an impact on the Nordic Swan when it 
comes to climate requirements in the criteria, selection of product 
groups and in communication. The advice from the Nordic Council of 
Ministers was to develop a climate communication strategy.
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2010 Commercial  
embarrassment

Some people feel embarrassed when they make money for good 
causes. We come across licensees who apologise for being subject to 
commercial forces and reluctantly reveal that they intend to sell more 
using the Swan label scheme. Come on, we say, make money. That’s 
your job. It’s better that you earn the money than the polluters do!

In a market economy, it must be financially viable for organizations 
to sign up to the Swan label scheme, otherwise, there will be no 
environmental effect either. It is not that strange for people to feel 
embarrassed in this situation, as the myth that business people 
only ever think about making a profit dies hard. In the early days of 
ecolabelling, licensees were never referred to as customers, important 
allies or as someone you spoke to. They were a necessary evil, who 
could be kept in check with a label, but that was all. It was only when 
we began to accept the consequences of the fact that we worked 
with market forces and not against them, that things started to 
happen.

We come across many people who believe that Nordic Ecolabelling 
is also a commercial organization, which is something that we are 
not. We charge fees for applying for and using the label, but that does 
not mean that we produce and share dividends with shareholders. 

Nordic Ecolabelling works with commercial forces, not against 
them. Some people believe that this is a questionable method of 
environmental protection and forget that Nordic Ecolabelling is not 
alone in interacting with the supplier and manufacturer market. 
Those who buy goods and services are involved in these interactions, 
whether they are professional buyers or ordinary consumers. We all 
have interactions with the commercial market! We give all our money 
to commercial operators every day, and often little thought is given 
to which products and services we decide to purchase, even by those 
with lofty ideals about the kind of world we want for ourselves. 

There is hardly anyone who is self-sufficient in terms of goods and 
services, but there are, of course, several different ways to work, if 
you want to change the carbon footprint of the products we acquire. 
The first step is to reduce consumption and guarantee recovery and 
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recycling. The second is what Nordic Ecolabelling normally focuses 
on: making the products we need to buy green. At this level, we can 
work to change the political system, get involved in environmental 
organizations which are pushing for a ban on hazardous substances 
and import restrictions, and in government agencies to influence, 
measure and sanction production.

Ecolabelling turns the environment into a competitive advantage 
and in such a system, it is desirable that people with green principles 
earn more than business people who fail to become greener. The 
success of ecolabelling is entirely dependent on the market mechanisms 
operating how they were intended to, which means that the money 
goes to wherever the best products are and that the money flow 
decreases for polluting businesses. Carl I. Hagen, the former chairman 
of Norway’s Progress Party and frequently criticised when it comes to 
green issues, has expressed this sentiment so clearly by saying: “There 
is a long time between elections to the Norwegian Parliament and 
local elections, but the purchasing choices made by consumers are just 
as important as these other choices they make, and they are made 
much more frequently.” 

I couldn’t agree more with Carl I. Hagen. 
Business people demonstrate as great and genuine an 

environmental commitment as others, often displaying an impressive 
ability to get things done. Once management has made a decision, a 
private company can take action in a few days. The same cannot be 
said for most public bodies.

In 2010 the Finns responded by 
saying that they preferred the 
Nordic Swan to other well-known 
trademarks. The Nordic Swan 
was only defeated by the typical 
Finnish trademarks Fazer, Fiskars 
and the original Finnish “Godt 
Finsk” label.54 Private operators 
can and should use this to gain 
market share.

54	 Taloustutkimus Oy (market research company) and Markkinointi &  
Mainonta-Lehti (publication) 2010.
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2012 More than cosmetic 
changes

Cod with sunscreen
In 2006 researchers found surprisingly high levels of the siloxane 
group of substances in cod caught deep down in the Oslo fjord. 
These substances were used in products such as shampoo, 
conditioner and sunscreen. The Green Living organization 
recorded that these substances occurred in 37 of 118 sunscreens 
available on the Norwegian market.55 These substances had 
previously been found in glaucous gulls on Norway’s Bear Island. 
Eight years on, the EU chemical regulation REACH has adopted 
a ban on the use of D4 (octamethylcyclotetrasiloxane) and D5 
(decamethylcyclopentasiloxane) in personal care products washed 
off during normal use, such as shampoo, conditioner and soap.  
The ban will apply from 2020.56

Resistance movement
Cosmetics have become a major area for the Nordic Swan. Cosmetics 
criteria were first to be adopted in 1996 and applied to “shampoo, 
shower gel, liquid and solid soap”, i.e. they were criteria for “rinse-
off cosmetics”. I myself was involved in this process. The first 
version of the criteria was drawn up with some opposition from the 
industry, which thought that the regulatory requirements provided 
adequate protection for both users of the products and the external 
environment. Nordic Ecolabelling is accustomed to resistance from 
industry associations, but it was uncertain for a long time whether 
these criteria would be a success. 

In 2004 there was a revised requirements document which 
included all “leave-on cosmetics”. 

Denmark leads the way
It is Denmark that has been the “driving force” and taken on the 
largest workload towards the cosmetics industry. In 2019, cosmetics 
is a green success greater than ever. There is a large output of 
cosmetic products in Denmark, which also explains why as many 

55	 Norwegian Institute for Air Research, commissioned by the Norwegian Pollution  
Control Authority, Miljøjournalen no. 8, 2007.

56	 https://miljostatus.miljodirektoratet.no/siloksaner (in Norwegian)
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A clipping from the Finnish Swedish- 
language newspaper “Västra Nyland”  
in September 2012 explained that the  
controversy was still going on. Nordic  
Ecolabelling launched a campaign in  
this year for green cosmetics.

as 2,373 out of 2,540 Swan-labelled cosmetic products is sold in 
Denmark. There were several Danish companies which were ready to 
apply for a “leave-on cosmetics” license and it only took one month 
after the criteria were ready before the first license was granted. 
Persano A/S was the manufacturer which received the first license 
for a range of sunscreens for the MATAS stores. 

Immediately after this, Dermapharm A/S received a license for 
two baby products (baby oil and zinc ointment), which were to be 
distributed by Norsk Medikal A/S. In Denmark, the MATAS chain 
of shops led the way in marketing the Swan-labelled cosmetics. 
COOP and pharmacies followed suit fairly quickly. In 2019 almost 
every store chain in Denmark has its own Swan-labelled range of 
cosmetics. This applies to both low-price stores such as Netto, 
Rema1000, Aldi and Lidl, as well as to non-discount stores, such as 
Føtex and Meny. There are also currently several independent brands 
which are licensed with the Swan label scheme, such as Rudolph 
Care, Miild, Neutral, Sanex and Meraki. In recent years, products 
for the professional market have also emerged. Abena includes 
products for nurseries and hospitals, and a number of hotel chains 
have their own Swan-labelled products.
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“Make-up for all the bad things”57

Miild Cosmetics is a make-up line operated by Danish make-up 
artists Tanja Gregersen and Tine Emilie Svendsen. They founded their 
company out of necessity. It all started in 2014 when Tine developed a 
severe allergy and her doctor recommended her never to wear make-
up again. This was a devastating diagnosis for someone who is a 
make-up artist and enthusiast. What would she do? Her friend Tanja, 
who had suffered from allergies most of her life, suggested that 
they should start their own cosmetic range, leave out chemicals and 
scents and combine professional results with healthy formulas. They 
wanted to make products that everyone could use, without thinking 
about the consequences for their skin or carbon footprint.

“When I look back, I think it was a very naive idea, but it was 
necessary because we had the problem ourselves and we knew we 
weren’t alone,” said Tanja. They would not compromise in terms of 
the products’ functionality.

Tanja explains that the original target group was women aged 25 
to 45 years old, living in cities. 

Nowadays, just a few years later, consumers from all the Nordic 
countries buy their products. Apart from people suffering from 
allergies and consumers who generally prefer ecolabelled products, 
it is teenagers, pregnant women and young mothers who are the key 
target groups. 

Miild is a young company. An important success factor has been 
that they were able to use digital channels in a different way to 
connect to their customers. They started a blog and set up accounts 
on Instagram, Facebook and Snapchat.

“Right from the start, it was important for Tine and me to 
communicate in an honest, transparent way with our customers. We 
want them to know as much as we do. We want to educate them, 
take them behind the scenes and show them how we produce our 
make-up, including the ingredients we use. We’ve tried at times to 
make blog posts that are slightly more serious and more informative, 
but customers want to know that they can count on you, but they 
don’t want to be overloaded with details.” 

Devil in the detail
Ecolabelling is involved with everything from sanitary protection 
products and dishwashing to dialysis bags and fuel. The complexity is 
huge. It is no surprise then that ecolabelling requirements reflect this. 

57	 The Report 2018.

Miild Cosmetics is run by 
Tanja Gregersen and Tine 
Emilie Svendsen.
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Ecolabelling involves large and small issues, with sometimes 
seemingly simple issues able to produce complicated 
requirements and vice versa. 

For example, among the requirements for the ecolabelling 
of cosmetics, you can find the following formula, which 
expresses the requirement for the type and quantity of primary 
packaging (the packaging for each product):

We will also now explain the formula in words for those who 
are particularly interested:

mfi = material factor for material type divided into the 
following four groups of materials:  
mf for glass = 0.1, mf for  
dry paper/cardboard = 0.5 mf for laminate = 1.1 
mf for other materials = 1.0
Weight material in = weight of packaging component  
(incl. label + information leaflet) in grams
rfI = fraction of the amount of recycled material 
Pump weight = weight of any dosing pump in grams
t = return number, t = 1 if material is not recovered for the 
same use.
ln = the natural logarithm
Vol product = Volume of the product in ml
a, b and c are constants which vary for different packaging 
types

To help with the certification of cosmetics and other chemical-
technical products, the EU has developed a database of more 
than 600 ingredients in detergents explaining their toxicity and 
degradability, known as the DID list (Detergents Ingredients 
Database). Here are a few lines from the 2016 version of the 
list, which has been around for many years. 

This model was originally  
developed by a Finnish  
environmental expert called  
Fjalar Kommonen, but it has  
been adjusted, updated and 
further developed on several 
occasions. According to the myth, 
it was originally twice as long.
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TLA – Three-letter abbreviations
When we first focus on details, we cannot avoid the attempts to 
simplify things. Abbreviations are an attempt at simplification. It is not 
something specific to ecolabelling that we use abbreviations, which 
includes not just three-letter ones but also four- and two-letter ones. 
Any professional group with any self-respect does this. Background 
documents which justify the requirements that apply to the various 
product groups illustrate the matter well. The Nordic Swan Ecolabel 
scheme is the simplest form of guidance. The requirements are not 
simple but still manageable for applicants, while the background 
documents are the aspect which imposes the greatest demands for 
industry and environmental knowledge. But they are not intended for 
lay people either. 

Let me take the background document for cleaning agents as an 
example. The background documents present the knowledge base 
for the ecolabelling requirements. The first TLAs appear on page 5 of 
104, which are for RTU (Ready To Use) products, i.e. premixed.
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Here is a small selection. 

ABBRE- 
VIATIONS

DEFINITION

RPS Method for finding the requirement’s relevance, 
potential and steerability

MEKA Method for determining the impact of the factor  
on the environment

CMR Substances which are carcinogenic, mutagenic or 
toxic for reproduction

MI Methylisothiazolinone

WUR Weight/utility ratio of the packaging

OTM Own trademarks

EPD Environmental product declaration

GPP Green Public Procurement

RSPO Round Table for Sustainable Palm Oil

AES Alcohol ethoxy sulfates

AFEO Alkylphenol ethoxylates

CIP Cleaning in place

CLP Classification, labelling and packaging of substances 
and mixtures 

PBT Persistent, bioaccumulable and toxic

VOC Volatile Organic Compounds

PFC Fluorosurfactants and other per- and  
polyfluorinated compounds 

SVHC Substances of Very High Concern

IFRA International Fragrance Association

HICC Hydroxyisohexyl 3-cyclohexene carboxaldehyde 

SCCS Scientific Committee on Consumer Safety 

GMO Genetically modified organisms

CFU Colony forming units, i.e. the number of  
microorganisms per ml of in-use solution 

NIR Near infrared light

PET Polyethylene terephthalate 

DIN Deutsche Industrinorm (German Industry Standard)

CDV Critical dilution volume; i.e. the product’s  
“toxicity and degradability” 

NKG Nordic Criteria Manager Group
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2012 Joint Nordic  
marketing activity

It took a long time and involved a number of setbacks, but within 
marketing and sales there has been a move towards coordinated 
efforts among the countries participating in the ecolabelling scheme. 
It has been argued that parts of the advocacy work should be done 
nationally, promoting a message adapted to the particular country’s 
culture, atmosphere and traditions. However, a great deal of money 
can be saved on developing many of the solutions together and 
reusing good ideas from our neighbouring countries.

At the same time, the Nordic market will sell the Nordic Swan 
better to suppliers if we join forces to demonstrate our purchasing 
power as we make up the world’s twelfth strongest economy, 
measured in terms of domestic product. This is essential when faced 
with giant international corporations. 

In 2017, we coordinated 
campaigns with similar 
messages in several Nor-
dic countries. 

Swedish advertisements.
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Joint Nordic plan.

 Oslo Central Station in Norway.
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2013 Swan-labelled bread

“Some important product groups for the environment, such as 
transport and foods, are not included by the Swan. As these omitted 
product areas account for a large part of environmental burden 
within the Nordic area, the significance of the labelling is limited as 
long as it does not comprise these product groups.”58

The visionary Sven Thiberg thought, just like the Nordic Council 
of Ministers, that the Nordic Swan should focus on the labelling of 
foodstuffs (food and beverages). This was a view shared by Tove 
Tronstad’s successor at Ecolabelling Norway, Alvhild Hedstein. It 
is certainly the case that there is a lack of guidance on the overall 
environmental effect of foodstuffs. Organic production only covers 
the use of pesticides, synthetic fertilisers and crop rotation as the key 
factors, not the processing of food. 

Alvhild did a good job in establishing alliances within the organic 
movement in Norway. The Chairman of the Board at Debio Norway, 
Gjermund Stormoen, was happy with help received in making organic 
food more widely available and supported the idea. His plan was 
to constantly guarantee a high proportion of organic grain as an 
underlying mandatory requirement. 

The task of introducing ecolabelling for bread and bakeries 
already started in 2009. In early January 2013, Nordic Ecolabelling 

 

 

 

 

 

Om Svanenmärkta 
 
Bagerier och matbröd 

 

Bakgrund för miljömärkning 
 

Version 1.0 
Remissversion 

 

 
Nordisk Miljömärkning 

Many believe that bread 
is a good example of an 
area where the Swan label 
scheme can provide green 
added value.

58	 What consumers think about the Swan – lifestyle, knowledge, attitude and confidence, TemaNord 1999:592.
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sent proposals regarding ecolabelling criteria for bakeries and bread 
for public consultation – which was the very first food group ever. The 
requirements covered the entire bakery. In addition, there was a set of 
requirements which applied to bread intended to be accepted for the 
Swan label. A Swan-labelled bakery had to produce at least one Swan-
labelled type of bread as part of its regular production. Requirements 
were set for the proportion of organic flour and requirements for 
the bakery related to energy consumption, cleaning agents, water 
consumption and more. 

Interview with Alvhild Hedstein when launching  
the consultation proposal

Why bread?
“To become established in a particular field, we must have competition, 
which is the case with bakery products. We can see that there is a lot 
to achieve in the industry in environmental terms, and there is the 
fact that bread is a positive, healthy, high-profile product. A uniform 
environmental guide is not something that consumers and buyers have 
at the moment,” remarked director Alvhild Hedstein. The proposal sets 
out a minimum rate of three per cent for organic raw materials in the 
bakery and 15 per cent in the bread itself. “This will certainly mean a 
huge increase if we are successful because the proportion is currently 
way below one per cent. We want to promote a greater use of organic 
ingredients. Both artisan bakeries and industrial companies have been 
involved in drafting the regulations. The bakery sector seems positive 
and thinks this is an exciting development.”

What will be the next food for ecolabelling?
“I think the ecolabelling of bread and bakeries is just the beginning. 
A survey carried out for Nordic Ecolabeling shows that 61 per cent 
of the Nordic population wants ecolabelling for food. It is probably, 
in particular, the items people are buying on a daily basis that 
environmental guidance is required for. We don’t have any specific 
plans at a Nordic level, but my dream is to have it for processed 
fish. I hope and believe that this is just the start. I firmly believe that 
guidance is required. It isn’t possible even for an academic involved in 
this field to assess one supplier against another from an environmental 
perspective,” said Hedstein.
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Setback in Denmark
The proposal to apply the Swan label scheme to bread and other 
foods met with strong resistance, especially in Denmark, but also in 
Sweden and, to some extent, in the other countries. The arguments 
against including food in the Swan label scheme were presented by 
journalists in the publication Morsø Folkblad on 7 February 2013: 

•	 “Consumers already have plenty of ecolabels to keep track of 
when they are standing next to supermarket shelves. 

•	 So, they shouldn’t also be contending with the Nordic Swan label 
when buying food. They should rather be encouraged to look for 
labels they trust, like organic labels.”

•	 Unhealthy bread can obtain the Swan label, as it is not the content 
of roughage, salt and other factors affecting health which are 
being assessed.

•	 Organic Denmark believes that Swan-labelled bread will become 
a poor approved alternative to Organic-labelled bread. Organic 
Denmark specifies that Swan-labelled bread can contain as much 
as 97 per cent flour from sprayed fields, which is untenable.

•	 Danish Minister for the Environment Ida Auken says that if they 
are going to award the Swan label to bread, Denmark will work 
to ensure that this bread is guaranteed as being organic.

•	 Ida Auken adds that she supports the part of the proposal dealing 
with awarding the Swan label to whole bakeries and bread 
factories: 

“It will be able to contribute to the green transition if requirements 
are set for low energy consumption, green packaging and climate-
friendly transport, for instance, in order to obtain the Swan label. This 
is something the Organic label doesn’t do.”

I wish to take the liberty of commenting on this in hindsight. It 
is certainly understandable that consumers will react to having yet 
another label within an area where several labels already exist: the 
Organic label, Nøkkelhull [Keyhole] (in Scandinavia) and the FSC 
label and Green Dot on packaging. But this has not stopped us either 
before or after. In 2019, Ecolabelling Norway has adopted criteria for 
beverage packaging. The argument for this is that the Nordic Swan 
can replace many of the labels mentioned above. 

In hindsight, it appears tactically unwise to suggest that the 
organic flour proportion of the actual ecolabelled bread was as low 
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as 15 per cent, even though the organic flour proportion in bread 
was a mere 1 per cent in 2013. Ecolabelling Norway had already 
learnt that people were disappointed that a Swan-labelled grocery 
store not only sold labelled products. So, in this case we needed to 
convince committed organic-supporters. They were challenged by our 
requirements. 

It is possible that the journalist has not grasped the points made. 
This happens from time to time, but the first two arguments seem 
strange. A consumer walking a few metres past the shelf where they 
have chosen a Swan-labelled detergent and Swan-labelled toilet 
paper has presumably not lost confidence in the Nordic Swan along 
the way. If you trust the Swan label on toilet paper, you will presumably 
not distrust a Swan label on a loaf of bread. As regards the second 
argument, the Organic label does not impose any requirements for 
bread to be a healthy alternative either.

Conclusion
The overall opposition in the Nordic countries was too strong and 
our Nordic management team put the criteria proposal aside. It was 
noted in the decision that the matter could be raised again after a 
period of time. It was not desirable either to push through a majority 
decision on such a matter of principle, which would affect our entire 
facilities and use of resources for many years to come.  

Therefore, it was not a successful venture, but it was worth a try. 
The potential for food ecolabelling was (and is) obviously enormous, 
which made it a proper setback for those submitting the proposal to 
drop this matter. 

What happened next?
You could imagine that Organic labelling might assume a number 
of environmental aspects and become a life cycle-based label for 
food products. The labelling is based on an EU directive on organic 
production and anyone who has been involved in this kind of activity 
knows that it takes time to change directives. One option is for the 
national organic labelling bodies to devise additional requirements, 
but the organic movement is reluctant to expand into this field. In 
Norway’s case, according to Gjermund Stormoen, this is due to the 
difficulty in setting increased requirements for manufacturers when 
the sale of organic products is actually going down.59 But this excuse is 
not used by the KRAV organic label in Sweden or the “Statskontrolleret 

59	 Ren Mat” magazine no. 1 2010.
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økologisk” organic label in Denmark. In 2019, the sale of organic 
produce in Norway is also on the rise.
A few years later, the Swedish environment minister got the Swedish 
organic label KRAV and some agricultural producers involved with 
climate labelling, but this never came to anything. In 2019, the food 
industry is still presenting proposals for various climate-related 
labels. Norwegian giants in the industry, such as Orkla Foods and 
Yara, are making headlines in the media about new private climate 
labelling schemes. 

Neither the industry nor politicians have dared ask for the Swan 
label to be used for food products. Oslo’s Labour Party agreed in the 
spring to work on climate labelling for both food and other goods. The 
theme of “life cycle-based ecolabelling of food” continues, of course, 
to crop up, until someone takes serious action about it. 
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2013 Other seeds cast on 
stony ground

Swan-labelling of bread was no success, but this is not the only time 
Nordic Ecolabelling has had to put an end to initiatives, some better 
than others. Here are some other examples. 

Cement 
Cement was up for discussion quite early on and criteria were 
established, which were sent for consultation. It transpired that 
there were too few suppliers to make this work in the market. The 
Norwegian Competition Authority mentioned that there were only 
two market players in the whole country, one importer and Scancem 
with two factories. 

Freight transport, passenger transport and cars
Freight transport, passenger transport and cars were considered in 
various studies, but no action was ever initiated in establishing criteria 
for any of these areas. 

Freight transport foundered, as far as I remember, on two issues. One 
was about defining and managing “the functional unit”. For example, 
how could you set reasonable requirements for fuel consumption per 
freight unit when there was such an extreme variation in what and 
how many units a transport company (llicensee) transported from 
year to year? The second issue was manageability, as all the analyses 
pointed towards the fact that more goods should be transported by 
rail traffic. Nordic Ecolabelling realised that extending the train offer 
by adding several train routes was too far removed from what the 
Nordic Swan Ecolabel could affect as a tool. 

Cars stopped being considered due to lack of control, among other 
reasons, as an ethanol car could run on petrol and a biodiesel car 
could run on traditional diesel. In other words, it could be a case of 
greenwashing to award the Swan label to an “ethanol or biodiesel car” 
if the owner failed to follow up.  
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Mobile phones
Mobile phones were suggested but no other environmental aspects in 
particular have been found here other than energy saving, and thus 
batteries. The recovery of the phone was automated. Labelling low-
radiation phones was a separate, undeveloped topic, with a major 
professional disagreement, at the time when the product group was 
considered. Mobile phones were not found to have great enough 
potential, beyond labelling the batteries, which was already possible 
through the Nordic Swan label’s requirements for rechargeable 
batteries.

Untreated wood
There is no Swan label scheme for untreated wood. It was argued 
that there was not a sufficient environmental effect to be achieved, 
in addition to requirements for sustainable forest use. The 
environmentally conscious section of the industry already has the 
FSC/PEFC label on its products. 

Insulating materials
Criteria were drawn up for insulating materials, but they were 
dropped after consultation. Challenges where met when it came 
to the functional unit. It varied greatly how thick the insulation 
should be. Attempts at establishing ecolabelling requirements at a 
comparable level for the very different raw materials of glass, rock 
wool, plastic and cellulose were also unsuccessful. 

Packaging paper
Ecolabelling Norway had criteria for packaging paper for some years, 
but no one was interested in applying for the label. The reason for 
this was that Ecolabelling Norway did not accept the use of the 
Swan label itself as it could be misunderstood whether it was the 
packaging or the contents that was labelled. The only marketing that 
was allowed was to write on the packaging that it was Swan-labelled. 
The confusion regarding ecolabelled packaging has been resolved in 
connection with the development of criteria for packaging for liquid 
foods, as an explanatory text is required, in addition to the label.

Licensees for Swan- 
labelled drink packaging 
may use the Swan  
label, but only with  
an accompanying text  
as described above.
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2013 Open House in Finland

In 2013, the number of Swan-labelled products in the Nordic region 
reached 5,000. On 24 January of the same year, the Finnish secretariat 
issued an invitation to an open day at the ecolabelling office of the 
Finnish Standards Association, where managing director Sinikka 
Karppelin gave a status report on the development of the Finnish 
market and the activities being carried out nationally. 

The Swan label, which came under the Finnish Standards 
Association (SFS) in early 1990, was part of the SFS certification 
activity in 1997. In 1999 it came back under SFS, before it moved to 
Motiva, Finland’s foundation for energy efficiency, in 2011.60

The organization has a highly stable workforce. When we celebrate 
our 30-year anniversary, these employees, all of whom were with the 
organization in 2013, will have been involved with Ecolabelling for a 
long time: Sinikka Karppelin 28 years, Karin Bergbom 20 years. Harri 
Houtalaien has been an employee for 20 years (he left the company 
for a period), but Kirsi Auranmaa, Pia Huhtamaki and Hannele Lauri 
have been involved with Ecolabelling for 21 years. You cannot argue 
that this is not a stable workforce. 

The results were best for copying paper/printing paper, printing 
companies, hotels, cleaning agents and tissue paper. 

60	 In 2018, Ecolabelling Finland finally managed to become an independent organization,  
Ympäristömerkintä Suomi Oy/Miljömärkning Finland, with full control over its own resources.
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Hydropower 3%

Wood fuel 23%

Other 3%Net imports of 
electricity 4%

Oil 24%
Coal 11%

Nuclear energy 

17%

Natural gas 9%

Peat 6%
Above are the logos  
of three competing  
environmental schemes  
in Finland.

Finland has a unique  
energy profile.

Sinikka reported that the situation was still challenging in the Finnish 
market where several labelling schemes were competing with the 
Swan label on being the “Finnish” label. There are still fewer Swan-
labelled products in Finland than in comparable countries, such as 
Norway and Denmark.

There are challenges in developing requirements because of national 
differences. In the case of Finland, one of the issues is the country’s 
unique energy profile. It differs from all the other Nordic countries, 
with major contributions from coal, wood fuels and nuclear power.
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2015 It’s not easy to be a buyer 
(of furniture)

It isn’t easy to be a public buyer (procurer). In addition, the government 
requirement that they should use their purchasing power to create a 
sustainable society has posed new challenges for them. Buying eco-
friendly furniture is no easy task in 2019, but it was much harder in 
2015. 

Furniture consists of many different materials and are complex 
products. It makes environmental assessments difficult. It is both 
complicated to develop sound environmental requirements and 
to assess the documentation provided by tenderers in response. 
Requirements should be set from a life-cycle perspective. When 
furniture is composed of metal, wood, textiles, plastic, rubber, 
leather and glass, there is a whole host of aspects to keep track of. 
In 2015, there were already complete ecolabelling requirements in 
place for the Swan label and other labelling schemes but, at that 
time, buyers always had to accept detailed documentation on all 
requirements. That meant 16-point safety datasheets, statements, 
test reports, descriptions and analyses of various kinds. Most forms of 
documentation require a specialist knowledge which very few buyers 
have. As a result, most people either failed to set environmental 
requirements or used a smaller number of them, namely those they 
did understand what meant and how they could evaluate. In both 
cases, this led to the potential for environmental improvement not 
being utilised. 

The furniture industry is large on the professional market and is 
an important industry in the Nordic countries. This industry faces 
tough pressure from foreign operators. Prices are being dumped and 
the efficiency rate is high. Several manufacturers and the Nordic 
furniture industry are highlighting the environment and quality as 
key competitive advantages. The fact that buyers are included on 
this journey is essential and makes an important contribution to the 
green transition.

The furniture industry in the Nordic countries began to engage 
in more sustainable production as early as the 2000s. Certified 
wood and textiles were used, energy consumption went down, the 
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proportion of recycled materials increased and the use of hazardous 
chemicals was reduced. The industry quickly became environmentally 
mature and established its own environmental training programmes, 
and environmental declarations (EPD), certified products for its own 
labelling schemes (Swedish Furniture Facts), and cooperated on 
voluntary projects (Norwegian Furniture Facts). In 2015, there were 
not so many operators in the industry interested in certifying their 
products with independent ecolabels. 

In Norway, the industry association firmly believed that 
environmental declarations (EPD) would become very popular among 
buyers in the future and recommended members to obtain them. 

If, as a buyer, you were inconsiderate enough to say you wanted to 
put emphasis on all environmental documentation for the company 
and the furniture they supplied, you might risk receiving the following 
types of environmental documentation/certificates/membership 
documents/license documents: 

•	 Environmental brochures/catalogues
•	 Environmental reports
•	 Annual reports with an environmental description
•	 ISO 9001/ISO 14001
•	 Greenguard
•	 GOTS, EU Ecolabel, Økotex or organic certification for textiles
•	 Product datasheets
•	 FSC/PEFC certification for wood and panel materials
•	 Blue Angel, Nordic Swan Ecolabel, EU Ecolabel,  

NF Environnement for whole furniture items
•	 Swedish Furniture Facts for whole furniture items
•	 Norwegian Furniture Facts
•	 TüV certificate
•	 C2C – Cradle-to-Cradle 
•	 LCA analyses for the materials
•	 Environmental Product Declarations

In 2014/2015, this situation changed, as major buyers, based on the 
opportunities described in new EU/EEA procurement regulations, 
began to require Type 1 ecolabelling. The most commonly used 
requirement was “the Swan label and equivalent”. Eventually an ever-
growing number began to certify furniture with ecolabels, not just 
the Nordic label, but also the French NF Environnement label and 
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EU Ecolabel, as well as the German Blue Angel label. None of the 
other approvals mentioned above are equivalent labels to these, as 
they cannot guarantee the same environmental performance and/
or are not eligible to be called an ecolabel which buyers have the 
opportunity to award. Some labels are purely industry approvals. 
For instance, EPDs provide environmental information but are not 
an environmental guarantee, ISO 14001 is not a product approval, 
etc. Many buyers also award well-deserved but lower scores to the 
raw material labels FSC and PEFC, as well as to the emissions label 
Greenguard. 

Following consultation with SKI (the Danish state and municipal 
procurement service), Copenhagen Municipality is going on the 
offensive and will require ecolabels on furniture purchases going 
forward. Networks for ecolabelled procurement in Norway have been 
actively advising buyers during furniture tenders. The Norwegian 
Hospital Procurement Trust, Vinmonopolet, If Insurance, Bærum, 
Sarpsborg, Fredrikstad and a number of other municipalities are 
among the many stipulating requirements. 

At the time of writing, there are 1,233 different Swan-labelled 
items of furniture from a whole 52 manufacturers throughout the 
Nordic countries. If we only look at the 533 products intended for 
professional buyers,61 it turns out that a whole 511 of them have been 
registered with sales in Norway, 394 in Sweden, 379 in Denmark, 369 
in Finland and 149 in Iceland. These products come from a total of 
39 different licensees, 35 of which sell their products in Norway. Only 
nine of them are Norwegian manufacturers, 21 are Swedish, four 
are Danish and four are Finnish. This demonstrates how effective 
it is providing advice directly to buyers, just at the time when they 
are devising their competitive basis and environmental requirements, 
something that the Norwegian purchaser network has done for more 
than ten years. 

61	 Excludes all mattresses which do not have the word “contract” in the name and all kitchens, sofas  
and some decorative products which appear to be pure consumer products.
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2015 Environmentally mature 
industries, do they exist?

Nordic Ecolabelling has a policy of closing down/terminating product 
groups which have no more to offer in environmental terms. Have we 
ever closed down a group using this as the argument for doing so? Not 
that I’m aware of. As far as I know, we considered closing down some 
detergent groups as we had made numerous significant advances, 
for instance, by:

•	 Avoiding unnecessary fillers
•	 Getting rid of perfume and dyes
•	 Minimising packaging
•	 Minimising the environmental impact in terms of substances 

which are hazardous to the environment and health 
•	 Relating requirements to a functional dose so that effective 

products are launched

On the other hand, there is more progress to be made in terms of:
•	 Using renewable raw materials in all parts of manufacturing  

and the product
•	 Minimising transport loads
•	 Setting more requirements relating to the performance of 

individual factories beyond the actual product being certified,  
but this is a controversial move

In 1989, Nordic Ecolabelling was already thinking of adopting the 
principle from the Blue Angel whereby ecolabelling requirements should 
not be set in industries which were already environmentally mature. 
This principle must have been based on a belief that consumers and 
buyers actually know what an environmentally mature industry is. 
Subsequent experience indicates that this assumption is incorrect 
and fortunately, the Swan label scheme dropped this principle very 
early on. 

It isn’t easy to agree on what an environmentally mature industry 
is. There are countless aspects required, even for a seemingly simple 
product. This can be seen by looking closely at the table of contents 
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for ecolabelling requirements. Let’s just take washing-up liquid as an 
example. The Swan label scheme sets requirements for the following 
main areas62:

•	 General requirements 
•	 Durable raw materials 
•	 Requirements for constituent substances
•	 Dosing, ecotoxicity and biodegradability  
•	 Efficiency
•	 Packaging 
•	 Quality and regulatory requirements

In these chapters you will find a total of 16 different mandatory 
requirements for environmental performance, with additional 
detailed requirements being stipulated for each of these. For 
example, these are the requirements set for designing the recovery 
of bags/pouches, requirement O15, which is one of the 16 key 
requirements:

• 	 The plastic packaging and closure must be made from Polyethylene 
(PE), Polypropylene (PP) or Polyethylene terephthalate (PET). 

• 	 The packaging should be made of monomaterial, ie not laminates 
with layers of different materials. 

• 	 PS and PVC or plastics based on other types of halogenated 
plastics must not be present in the closure or label. 

• 	 Packaging should be white or uncoloured. Exemption: packaging 
containing recycled plastic (postconsumer recycled) may be 
coloured/tinted. The colouration may not include carbon black. 

• 	 Black plastic materials must not be used in closures. 
• 	 Fillers (such as CaCO3) can not be included in PE or PP packaging 

and closures at a level that the density of the plastic exceeds 
0.995g / cm3. 

• 	 Barrier coatings can only be made out of EVOH (Ethylene vinyl 
alcohol) in maximum amounts of 2% related to the total weight. 

Closures includes capsules and lids. The term “packaging” includes 
bags/pouches. 

62	 https://api.nordicecolabel.org/api/docs/CriteriaDocuments?productGroupNumber=25
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What level of performance should production and products be at for 
all parameters, either separately or collectively, so that the industry 
can be defined as environmentally mature?

In Sweden, the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation had 
already, at the start of the Swan label scheme, defined washing-up 
liquid as part of an environmentally mature industry, based on it 
having its own ecolabelling.63 At that time, the Good Environmental 
Choice scheme did not set any requirements for dosing, packaging, or 
requirements adapted to the products’ functionality. It only operated 
with negative lists, i.e. lists detailing which substances would not be 
accepted. In other words, there was still a great deal of progress to 
be made in environmental terms within the new requirements, and 
the Swan label scheme would soon establish requirements within this 
industry. Hopefully, the Nordic Swan Ecolabel will not make the same 
mistake as the Good Environmental Choice scheme did 30 years ago. 

63	 Svenska Dagbladet, 20 June 1990.
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2017 Environmental power of 
SEK 90 billion

If you trust the power of money and ecolabelling, you must trust 
Swan-labelled investment funds. The Swedish secretariat had already 
carried out its Preliminary Study on Equity Funds in 2000, but did not 
get the other countries agreeing on developing criteria. 

In spring 2013, the Norwegian officials committee for the 
environment offered funds to the Nordic Swan label scheme to carry 
out a new preliminary study. Swedish market operators had contacted 
the Swedish Ministry of Finance about this. Perhaps someone knew 
that Austria had established ecolabelling for financial investments 
and believed that the time was now right for it here. 

As a follow-up, the Nordic Council of Ministers allocated funds 
for an expert consultant to join the Nordic Swan label scheme for 
this brand-new area. This would help prepare a proposal for criteria. 
In the final phase, the Swedish Swan label office took over with 
Per Sandell as the head of both criteria development and market 
contact. The requirements, which were launched on 24 June 2017, set 
a new record: The time from establishing the criteria to issuing the 
first license was the shortest on record. 

On the way home from a Human Resources seminar held in 
Sandhamn, located at the furthest point of the Stockholm archipelago, 
the author obtained an exclusive interview with the person who has 
moved the most money in the history of the Swan label scheme, Per 
Sandell. 

Why did an opportunity come up to deal with investment funds? 
“It was a combination of us receiving a request from a company in 
the financial industry, asking us to help them communicate what they 
were doing in terms of sustainability for their products, and Nordic 
Ecolabelling being well suited to communicating information about 
complex eco-friendly products. Their customers did not understand 
what the company did and the company did not get anything in return 
for its environmental activities. While the Nordic Swan Ecolabel 
was perhaps unable to reduce the complexity involved, it did have 
an advantage in that consumers already had confidence in labels, a 

A fast man with fast 
money: That’s Per Sandell. 
He speaks quickly and 
intensely, and is focused 
on efficiency and money. 
He moves his body as 
fast as his head and has 
an ecolabelling record of 
400 metres at 48 seconds, 
from a few years back. In 
2019, he is one of Sweden’s 
best of his age group with 
times as low as 56 seconds 
around the running track. 
He’s the right man in the 
right place, I would say.
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confidence which a commercial operator lacks. When the Swan says 
something is OK, most consumers believe it.”

What is the current status of labelling?
“At the moment, almost SEK 90 billion is invested in Swan-labelled 
investment funds. The following companies currently have a license: 
KLP, Handelsbanken, NyCredit, Pareto, Biodos, Ålandsbanken, 
Swedbank, SEB, Dibro Berge, Alfred Berg, Tundra. The last license was 
for SEK 10 billion.”

The financial industry in Norway claims that there are five different 
environmental adaptation systems. Are these schemes comparable? 
“The best established is the Morning Star rating system, which happens 
automatically. Organizations are ranked automatically without the 
need to apply for a rating. There are a number of systems used across 
the continent, including a German system and others.”

Are there surveys on manageability/consumer interest?
“One issue with funds is that licensees have difficulty showing 
consumers that they are Swan-labelled, because many are sold via 
banks or other partners. Nordnet is a base for investments. There are 
surveys where a large proportion of private investors want to invest 
sustainably, in which case the answer is 7 out of 10. When asked, most 
people say that they are already investing sustainably. End customers 
are experienced enough to make these decisions. But it is important 
that the customer also thinks about profitability.”

Are sustainable funds more profitable?
“Research has not shown a clear trend in this regard. It has neither 
been proved nor disproved that green funds are profitable. It will 
probably take some time for any increased profitability to be recorded 
for sustainable funds.” 

What do you think about the future for ecolabelling financial services?
“This is just the beginning. There is also an interest Swan-labelling 
insurance. We are constantly receiving new applications for Swan-
labelling funds.”
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Is this also an opportunity to invest pensions funds from private and 
public organizations? 
“Absolutely. We are talking about large sums of money when staff 
pension funds are invested by large businesses and municipalities, for 
example. This money can be invested in Swan-labelled funds. Perhaps 
this should be a priority area for the Networks for Ecolabelled 
Procurement?”

And this is something the interviewer can agree to. Cities the 
size of Stockholm, Copenhagen and Oslo have between 40,000 and 
60,000 employees. The health service in Norway employs more than 
100,000 staff, to name a few. Here we are talking about a lot of 
money, a lot of environmental power.

On the day this book was ready to be printed, we heard the news 
that Save the Children Norway are moving the deposit pension to 
KLP’s Swan-labelled fund. Now they have shown others how it can 
be done. Impossible to get a better conclusion to the funds chapter 
than that.
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2018 Green products are 
not more expensive64

A mapping has been produced of public consumption, 
based on existing data and surveys. It shows that the 
Danish State, regions and municipalities, as well as publicly 
owned organizations procure goods and services every year 
amounting to roughly DKK 300 billion, around a quarter of 
which is accounted for by publicly owned organizations. The 
Danish State, regions and municipalities procure goods and 
services every year in the order of the DKK 220 billion, with 
the procurement of goods amounting to approximately DKK 
33 billion. 

The price of allowing public buyers to choose green 
products rather than equivalent conventional products has 
been analysed and presented, based on 15 selected product 
groups. A wide section of products has been selected, which 
are not necessarily the main elements in terms of expenditure 
in public consumption but are considered to be part of it 
with a certain degree of importance. At the same time, these 
are product areas which are relevant to look at in terms of 
environmental impact.  

One green and one conventional product has been defined 
for each product group, which is then compared in terms of 
prices, costs and environmental effects. The green version 
of a product has been selected on the basis of what can be 
described nowadays as a green choice in the relevant areas. 
A conventional product is then selected, which is comparable 
to the green product in terms of capacity and practicality, but 
does not meet the green requirements which are the main 
focus when it is selected.

The criteria for determining what is green vary greatly but 
the following typical criteria can generally be used, as they 
have been used to identify green and conventional products, 
respectively. In some cases, the criteria are applied in assessing 
the environmental ramifications of buying a green product 
rather than a conventional one. 

The report Undersøgelse af 
prisen for det offentliges 
grønne valg [Survey on  
the price of the green  
option in public procure-
ment] by the Danish 
Ministry of Environment 
and Food, includes a 
high-level mapping of 
public consumption and 
an assessment of the price 
for allowing public buyers 
to choose green products 
rather than conventional 
products.

64	 Survey on the price of the green option in public procurement, Danish Ministry of  
Environment and Food, November 2018.
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•	 Labelling the product with the Nordic Swan Ecolabel or  
the EU Flower

•	 Use of fewer substances in production, which are harmful to  
the environment and health

•	 Produced using more sustainable raw materials and other 
materials

•	 Use of reused materials when manufacturing new products; 
•	 Reusability of the finished and end-of-life products
•	 Low energy consumption in production, use and disposal
•	 Long service life
•	 Efficient to use.

Some of the criteria will often pull in a different direction, which 
means that a high value is achieved for one criterion by going easy 
on other parameters. Therefore, you can immediately imagine that 
detergents, for instance, may be more effective if you permit the use of 
more environmentally harmful substances. However, according to the 
analysis, there isn’t necessarily such a connection as the green product 
in this area turns out to be better and cheaper than the conventional 
one. This may be a result of an increased use of ecolabelling, which 
may have resulted in a greater focus on environmental effects during 
the product development. Therefore, it is important to look at the 
overall picture when choosing green products. One of the ways of 
possibly doing this is by using existing labelling schemes as the basis 
for this, such as the Nordic Swan Ecolabel and the EU Flower, which 
include the above criteria in their assessments.  

The criteria mentioned also serve as indicators, showing where a 
green product can cause positive or negative environmental effects 
in relation to a conventional one. In many cases, the effects must 
be assessed according to volumes of input into manufacturing or 
using a product and supplemented with a qualitative description 
of their significance. The purpose has been to assess the price or 
the overall financial costs and profits gained by choosing a green 
product in relation to a conventional product, including both price 
differences and the differences in additional costs incurred during use 
and disposal as part of the comparisons.
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Table 1 presents a list of 
selected products, the 
criteria applied to the  
definition of the green 
product and the main 
conclusions regarding 
the green option for each 
product.
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2018 Consolidation

Working on a common Nordic brand
Commissioned by the Nordic Association Council (FS), the heads of 
marketing from the secretariats in the Nordic countries, Anne Grethe 
Henriksen, Charlotte Rajsager, Nancy Holm and Hanna Sauroja 
started in 2015 to work on developing a Nordic Brand Strategy. The 
aim was to strengthen the Nordic Swan label scheme, both internally 
to guide the organization in the same direction and externally to 
ensure that we were building a common Nordic brand. This was a 
pan-Nordic project and when the results were announced in early 
2018, near enough the whole organization had contributed to the 
output. 

Internal document – may not be distributed externally

d
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The process has so far included the following milestones:
2014: A common Nordic brand platform was established, which 
described the vision, mission and value of the brand.

2015: A common Nordic corporate style was established to ensure a 
common look and across markets and to facilitate the process of using 
materials, campaigns and initiatives across markets. The corporate 
style guidelines include Nordic templates for presentations, letters, 
company logos, and stationary, for instance.

2016: A joint Nordic policy was devised for customers on how to use 
the Nordic Swan Ecolabel on the products.

2017 and 2018: A Nordic brand strategy was developed for the Nordic 
Swan Ecolabel covering: 

1.	 Positioning and product 
2.	 Relations with other brands/labels, environmental trends and 

actions
3.	 Guidance on product priority going forward
4.	 Definition and prioritisation of target within professional 

procurement, the consumer market and business in relation to 
public authorities.

Even I failed to understand the value of this work until the strategy 
was almost complete. The term “Brand Strategy” is not that easy to 
understand for most people who are not experts on this subject. Some 
of us thought the work would only revolve around how and why we 
should use the brand, like an extended policy on brand use. If you’re 
an employee who has read is “using the wrong filter”, you should read 
it again.

The strategy does not end by saying that our “product” is either 
the brand itself, or the criteria or license certificate, but states that 
we offer all three products. In addition, we offer a communication tool 
aimed at large and small buyers, documentation on the environmental 
effects of labelling (perhaps we should provide licensees with 
environmental declarations based on the documentation they have 
provided for the Swan label requirements?). We provide marketing 
assistance and support, training, sales support, and last but not least, 
guidance to buyers in national networks and public procurement. 
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The strategy places us in relation to various environmental 
information/declaration systems, environmental management and 
other ecolabels, and explains whether we should regard these as 
competitors and/or as a useful addition and how we should respond 
to them. 

It is very helpful that Brand Strategy explains where we are in 
relation to new trends, goals and concepts that have been established, 
such as: 

•	 Circular economy
•	 Green growth
•	 Sustainable development
•	 UN Sustainable Development Goals
•	 The planet’s critical loads
•	 Resource efficiency
•	 Climate change
•	 Reduced consumption/sharing economy
•	 Natural ingredients

The strategy describes how the Swan label scheme has previously 
been dealing with these subjects and/or how we should develop the 
way we work with them. It is no surprise that the outside world does 
not know that we are already dealing with many of these subjects 
and that, as an organization, we are the ones who must become 
more proficient at communicating information, simplifying things 
and occupying the place we deserve. 

Our wish is to be the most credible ecolabel, with the greatest 
impact on the environment and which at the same time works as the 
tool giving the highest competitive advantage. Our message cannot 
be put any simpler than that. But to understand how we will get and 
stay there, you need to have a common Brand Strategy! 

The language of sustainable development
The language of sustainable development is constantly evolving, with 
catchphrases coming and going. A short review is presented below of 
the terms which have been popular during the Swan label’s lifetime: 

•	 Ecosophy
•	 Sustainable society
•	 Triple bottom line
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•	 Non-toxic
•	 Bioeconomy
•	 Climate friendliness
•	 Circular economy
•	 Green transition
•	 UN Sustainable Development Goals

Out of all these terms, it is actually the word sustainable, which became 
known after the Brundtland Commission completed its work in 1987, 
which has lasted and is the most commonly used term even today. But 
the term derives from ecosophy which Sigmund Kvaløy Sætereng and 
Arne Næss developed in the 1970s and 1980s. 

The term circular economy is self-explanatory and important, as 
it highlights the importance of resources having to move in a cycle. 
Climate friendliness is quite self-explanatory. What makes ecolabelling 
veterans despair is that many people do not understand and know 
that both parts are vital to a type 1 ecolabel. 

As you can interpret from the term, “circular” means that something 
goes round in a circle, in a cycle.65 In an environmental context, materials 
and energy will move in a cycle. Newton explained in physics that 
energy never disappears, it is only converted. To heat or to radiation. 
The same applies to all materials. They do not disappear either, they 
are converted into their constituents, with organic materials being 
converted into carbon dioxide and water. If hydrocarbons are burnt, 
they are converted into carbon and water. Compounds containing 
metals are broken down into the same substances and the same 
elements; some metals become gases. Ice is water. Water only changes 
its state; it does not disappear either.

In an environmental context, the point is that energy and materials 
must be reused before they are decomposed into their constituents or 
must be reproduced because someone has thrown away the resource. 
Now in 2019, we have started to realise the insanity of reproducing 
things that can be re-used. The insanity that aluminium needs to be 
reproduced from bauxite ore using a highly energy-intensive process 
when we can collect the metal and recast it using minimal resources. 
The fact that we have to produce all paper from trees without mixing 
in fully usable recycled pulp. The fact that we throw away food waste 
in the rubbish tip without composting it and using the resource to 
produce new food. In Norway we brought in a dumping ban 10 years 
ago, which is NOT that long ago. In most countries in the world, all 

65	  Text on circular economy written by Gro-Ellen Linnås.
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these resources continue to be thrown on the rubbish dump. 
The world is slowly moving forward.

The UN Sustainable Development Goals are the most 
comprehensive of the above concepts and the Nordic Swan 
Ecolabel’s role in relation to them merits a separate chapter.
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12.2 Achieve the sustainable management and 
efficient use of natural resources.
We contribute to the sustainable use of 
resources by setting requirements for an 
increase in the use of renewable raw materials 
and for an efficient use of raw materials, 
energy and water in the manufacture of Swan-
labelled products.

12.3 Reduce food waste at retail and consumer 
levels and along production and supply chains.
All Swan-labelled grocery stores measure food 
waste. We reward Swan-labelled stores, hotels, 
restaurants and canteens if they introduce 
measures to reduce the amount of food thrown 
away.

12.4 Achieve the environmentally sound 
management of chemicals and waste and 
reducing their release to air, water and soil. 
The Nordic Swan Ecolabel scheme’s stringent 
chemical requirements ensure that chemicals 
are managed in all parts of the life cycle in 
such a way to prevent them from causing 
damage to the environment.

12.5 Reduce waste generation through 
prevention, reduction, recycling and reuse. 
The Nordic Swan label scheme promotes the 
recycling of materials by setting stringent 
chemical requirements which allow the 

materials to be recycled, requirements 
relating to the use of recycled materials 
and participation in product and packaging 
collection systems. At the same time, Swan-
labelled products must be easy to dismantle, 
so that the different materials can be re-used. 
Stringent quality standards ensure that the 
product works as intended and has a long 
service life.

12.6 Encourage companies to adopt 
sustainable practices and to integrate 
sustainability information into their reporting 
cycle. The Nordic Swan is a third-party 
certification scheme which has absolute and 
openly available requirements. This will make 
it easier for businesses to document the work 
they do on sustainability.

12.7 Promote public procurement schemes that 
are sustainable.

The Nordic Swan makes it easy for buyers and 
consumers to make sustainable choices.

12.8 Ensure that people everywhere have 
the relevant information and awareness for 
sustainable development and lifestyles. The 
Nordic Swan’s vision is to provide a Nordic 
model for a sustainable lifestyle. 

THE SWAN LABEL AND UN SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS

This text is an abridged version of a brochure about the Swan label and  
the UN Sustainable Development Goals.66

The UN Sustainable Development Goals are the world’s joint action plan for tackling inequality 
and poverty, protecting the planet and halting climate change by 2030. In order to achieve the 
goals, everyone has to make a commitment: governments, the private sector, civil society and every 
individual. The goal which ties in very closely with the Nordic Swan Ecolabel’s objectives is Goal 12 
on responsible consumption. This goal has numerous targets, a description of which is given below. 
The brochure also describes how we can contribute to another 20 of the United Nations goals.

66	 http://www.svanemerket.no/PageFiles/19484/FN%20b%c3%a6rekraft_NO2.pdf
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2019 Textiles, the ultimate in 
pointless consumption

In the introduction, I mention that the Nordic countries are pioneers in 
environmental technology, but that the effect of good environmental 
choices is being swallowed up by the shocking level of consumption. 
Clothing is a good example of this. According to a report from 
Greenpeace, clothing production doubled globally from 2000 to 
2014. In 2015, the average person bought 60 per cent more clothing 
annually – and kept the items for half the time, compared to in 2000. 

We are throwing away our clothes
Mette Landgraff, who is a teacher at the Oslo Handelsgymnasium in 
Norway, staged an exhibition in August 2019 of the items of clothing 
which students had forgotten/left behind at the school during the 
previous school year. 

Exhibition of the items  
of clothing students had 
forgotten/left behind at 
the school during the  
previous school year.
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Here is the list of the items she found in the school, which has about 
900 students: 

“47 pairs of trainers, 33 T-shirts, 27 shorts, 17 jogging bottoms, 
18 hoodies, six rucksacks and bags, 14 scarves, one dress, various 
long trousers, one mobile phone, expensive perfumes, 20 towels, nine 
umbrellas, 10 pairs of gloves, tights and nine jackets. There was also 
one suitcase, one fur coat, skateboard, two caps, one mask, 10 drink 
bottles and six pairs of leather shoes/boots.”

Mette has tried to produce an estimate for the objects’ value and 
claims they have a minimum value of NOK 120,000. If all the secondary 
school students in Norway threw away the same amount of clothing, 
this would have a value of NOK 20-30 million every year. 

The textile industry is still one of the worst offenders and 
environmental adaptation of clothing is not nearly adequate enough, 
but the Nordic Swan label scheme is doing its bit, and the textile 
industry is one of the industries showing the greatest interest. In 
this industry as elsewhere, they need to both reduce consumption 
and make green choices. Today, we have ecolabelled more than 1,200 
different textile products:

•	 258 items of children’s clothing, including body suits, hats, 
sweaters, jackets, trousers and shorts.

•	 425 items of adult clothing, including jeans, sweaters, shirts, 
underwear and tops

•	 323 items of professional clothing, including work clothes for 
healthcare institutions, kitchens and restaurants, sweaters, 
t-shirts and trousers, duvets and pillows

•	 236 homeware items, including bed linen, tablecloths and 
napkins, duvets and pillows, curtains, blankets/bedspreads and 
cushions

•	 83 textile fibres, yarn and piece goods

Nordic Ecolabelling certifies clothes
Barkha Agrawal’s job involves processing applications at Ecolabelling 
Norway. In spring 2019, she paid inspection visits to five different 
textile factories in Bangladesh, namely:

•	 Masco Industries Ltd, which supplies T-shirts, tank tops, leggings 
and nightwear to H&M, Zara, Cubus, Debenhams

•	 C&A, Lindex and Kappahl
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•	 Yunusco BD Ltd, which supplies men’s and women’s knitted 
underwear to M&S, Cubus, Next, Triump, Undiz and Springfield

•	 Shasha Denim Ltd, which supplies woven denim fabric to M&S, 
Zara, C&A, New Look, Jack & Jones; Dressman and Gina Tricot

•	 Alema Textile Ltd, which supplies T-shirts, tops, leggings and 
nightwear to Pieces, LBB, Only & Sons, Jack & Jones

•	 Shabab Fabrics Ltd, which supplies towels, bathrobes and 
bathmats and woven terry towels to Jysk and Kid.

Purifying plant

These businesses have  
almost 13,000 employees and 
 a turnover of more than  
NOK 2.3 billion. During her  
busy inspection week, Barkha  
managed to check the  
following aspects of the  
various operators’ production 
processes:

Traceability of chemicals and 
finished products

Sewing 
Textile cutting
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I asked Barkha the following questions: 

Why does Ecolabelling Norway carry out inspection visits? Do we gain 
any reassurance from them, or do manufacturers manage to trick us?
We carry out inspection visits at production sites before a license is 
granted, to check whether all the requirements that are documented 
are actually met during the production process. I feel quite reassured 
after the visit as we are very thorough during our inspection. We 
check all processes (spinning, weaving, dyeing, sewing, washing, 
finishing, packing and any discharge from the purifying plant) which 
are involved in manufacturing a product, from the raw materials to 
the fully packaged product. The traceability of raw materials and 
chemicals is very important for a product to be Swan-labelled. Only 
approved raw materials, suppliers and chemicals must be used in the 
manufacture of Swan-labelled products. There are occasionally some 
dubious practices going on in this industry, but after completing a 
thorough inspection, I feel quite reassured. Knowledge of the language 
and culture in Asian production countries has been an asset during 
my visit.

In your view, what are the most important consequences of having 
swan-labelled textiles? What makes you most proud?
The textile industry is one of the biggest environmental offenders 
these days. The most important consequences that I can see are that 
the manufacture of Swan-labelled products will keep the impact on 
nature and the environment to an absolute minimum. That there is 
the smallest possible risk of health problems for anyone who is going 
to have textile items right next to their skin and for those who work 
in production. I’m very proud of my job when I see my kids go into the 
store with me and look for ecolabelled products when they are going 
to buy themselves something too. The message to the world will have 
already hit home, given that the next generation has begun to make 
the right choice both for themselves and for the environment.
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2019 The best year

 2019 has been the best year in our history. Never before have we had 
so many products certified, had an impact in so many countries, had 
so many employees, processed so many applications, dealt with more 
product groups and had such an overwhelming amount of work in 
connection with reviewing our criteria. Never before have we received 
so many specific inquiries from consumers and professional buyers. 
This chapter has been a pleasure to write, even if there is a slight 
suggestion that ecolabelling’s success is due to the woeful global 
state of the environment. But the level of awareness and willingness 
to change has never been greater among the global population. This 
is definitely something we can celebrate!

Key figures
All the parameters are going in a positive direction, except for the 
average lifespan of our requirements documents, which is over 5 
years. Most agree that this is excessively long. Nordic Ecolabelling 
has long had ambitions of simplifying and shortening this period, but 
the requirements documents contain, on average, more requirements 
than ever before. There is a natural explanation for this: the “world” 
is becoming increasingly aware of new environmental factors and 
new chemicals which Ecolabelling Norway must take into account. 
Fortunately, we are now going through a digitisation process, 
which will enable us to streamline procedures for both developing 
requirements and processing applications. There is more on this 
below. 

But first and foremost, we are an environmental success, also 
interacting with the EU Ecolabel, which we also manage. Consumers 
and buyers can choose from almost 39,000 different goods and 
services bearing the Nordic Swan Ecolabel in the Nordic countries 
(including 14,000 toner cartridges) within 60 industries. If we include 
the EU Ecolabel, this brings the figure to over 45,000 in more than 
75 industries (The Swan label scheme and EU Ecolabel largely have 
requirements for the same industries). The year will show whether 
turnover for the goods will rise in the same way.
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On Nordic Ecolabelling’s 
intranet, the activity  
level is summed up by 
some key figures.

Overview of the change in the number of licenses in the Nordic 
countries. The number of licenses passed the 500 mark in 1995, 1,000 
in 2000, 2,000 in 2010 and now in 2019, the figure is 2,500. 

However, one license may contain a larger or smaller number 
of products so that the number of goods and services is of greater 
interest. And the statistics are presented below for the 38,715 
individual products which, as of August 2019, secured the effect of 
the Swan Ecolabel. 

The number of licenses 
passed the 500 mark in 
1995, 1,000 in 2000, 2,000 
in 2010 and now in 2019, 
the figure is 2,500.

Overview of the change in the number of licenses in 
the Nordic countries
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GROUP PRODUCT GROUP NUMBER OF 
PRODUCTS

8 Toner cartridges 14,101

26 Detergents 2,892

90 Cosmetics 2,093

96 Indoor paint 1,879

29 Floor covering/flooring 1,715

39 Textiles 1,588

5 Tissue paper 1,535

55 Hotels, restaurants 

and conference rooms

1,216

31 Furniture 1,195

44 Copying and printing 

paper

1,130

83 Microfibre 867

97 Chemical building 

products incl. outdoor 

paint

849

80 Dishwashing liquid, 

professional

746

93 Textile detergent, 

professional

746

6 Textile detergents 683

23 Sanitary cleaners 591

88 Candles 564

13 Car and boat care 

products

548

41 Printing companies 365

25 Washing-up liquid 358

15 Office equipment 268

49 Greaseproof paper 268

17 Dishwashing and 

drying agents

265

57 Office and hobby 

articles

190

95 Toys 189

74 Car washing facilities 181

78 Ovens 169

79 Grocery stores 169

73 Outdoor furniture 158

1 Disposable batteries 145

47 Disposables for food 134
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The environmental effects of the licenses are in no way 1 to 1. A hotel with 
one license number makes a much greater impact than one license for a 
building panel with a low turnover. Twenty-two investment funds which 
include investments of more than NOK 90 billion will obviously make a 
significantly larger impact than 26 disposable medical products. And what 
would be more natural than dwelling a little more on the environmental 
effects of the Nordic Swan Ecolabel, even though they have been described 
in many chapters already.

GROUP PRODUCT GROUP NUMBER OF 
PRODUCTS

76 Cleaning companies 126

89 Housing and 

construction

123

10 Building panels 114

70 Detergents for the 

food industry

93

71 Audio and video 

appliances

87

65 Industrial cleaning 70

75 Laundry/textile service 65

62 Windows 60

63 De-icers 38

87 Solid fuels and 

firelighting products 

37

98 Disposable bags, 

tubes and accessories 

for health care

26

101 Investment fund 22

86 Durable wood 20

99 Liquid and gaseous 

fuel

11

59 Heat pumps 8

100 Coffee services 8

30 Rechargeable 

batteries

4

40 Park and garden 

equipment

4

19 Compost containers 1

52 Sewage-free toilet 

systems

1

 TOTAL 38,715
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More about environmental effects
We can measure and indicate the environmental effects of 
ecolabelling in several ways. One method is to describe the number 
of ecolabelled products, their turnover and market shares. Another is 
to measure emission and consumption figures. What is even better is 
to see whether we can map measurable improvements in the state 
of the environment. This means the level of acidity in wastewater, 
a reduced global average temperature, fewer gases emitted in the 
indoor environment and an improved state of health for people, 
animals and other living organisms. A longer answer is required to 
this in several parts. The first part of the answer is that Ecolabelling 
Norway has carried out general mapping within selected product 
groups, but this is starting to become a while ago, as it was done in 
2000. On the other hand, a technically good assessment was carried 
out, which should be re-read. 

Change in consumption and emissions
It is easiest to measure the direct effects of ecolabelling within the 
services areas where suppliers measure consumption rates, such as 
energy consumption, water consumption, use of detergents, fuel and 
other contributory factors. In this case, you can see from the annual 
reports that consumption is decreasing. Also within those goods 
areas where the rate of consumption is required, such as the energy 
consumption for production of building panels and emissions from 
paper production, the improvement in consumption and emissions 
can be calculated fairly accurately.  

In the chapters “2005 Climate assessment and climate figures” 
and “2005 A really great guy from Jørpeland”, some of the many 
climate-relevant results are listed. One example from another industry 
is cleaning services, where one Swedish company saved resources by 
meeting the Swan label requirements. Each year, Lund University 
Service cleans an area equivalent to 5,200 soccer pitches on the 
university premises. When the staff began to work according to the 
Swan label requirements several years ago, this affected both the 
selection and the amount of cleaning chemicals used. Consumption 
was reduced by a whole two thirds, which is equivalent to more than 
4,000 litres of cleaning chemicals.67

Lilleborg has reduced the size of its Omo Color textile detergent 
by half during the last 20 years, removing the harmful perfume, 
preservatives and the most toxic washing agents. The environmental 

67 	30 years of the Swan, Bladderformat 2019, 30 years of the Swan, a publication from Ecolabelling Sweden.
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adaptation a chemical supplier must do to deliver to a detergent 
manufacturer selling in the Nordic countries will also affect far 
larger deliveries than to this one manufacturer. When a furniture 
manufacturer replaces a chemical for the surface treatment of wood 
or metal with a better one, it often affects the entire production, not 
just the Swan-labelled part of the production. 15 years ago, when the 
supermarket chains began to cover their coolers and freezers so that 
they could Swan-label their stores, they did this in all their stores, not 
just the Swan-labelled ones. Not all stores have retained the Swan 
label, but the impact of our work is still just as great.

Details
This task gets harder the closer you look into the details. For example, 
what about the impact of reduced consumption and emissions on 
water fleas and fish in watercourses, and on the person who is 
eating the fish? It’s simple enough, at least for anyone who passed 
their science exams at school, to understand that toxic substances 
in the sewage system will affect the survival and life of fish and 
sea creatures, but measuring the size of the impact achieved is a 
completely different challenge. In actual fact, ecolabelling must 
share the credit for product changes with other means in terms 
of environmental and health adaptation as well as a set of other 
resources which suppliers use to sell the products. 

So, we don’t know how many more fish and water fleas are 
surviving because Unilever has ecolabelled its detergents. We don’t 
know how many kg of CO2 we have saved the atmosphere from 
because of the demand for recycled plastics and metal in Swan-
labelled furniture. We don’t know how many tonnes of plastic have 
been saved due to the packaging requirements. The Swan label does 
not exist in a vacuum. 

Support from the Swedish Chemicals Agency
Alternatively, we can find good support from other organizations’ 
descriptions and mappings of the scheme. On the Miljö & Utveckling 
[Environment and Development] website from 2018, the Swedish 
Chemicals Agency explained that they were getting good help from 
ecolabelling schemes68:

Ecolabels for consumer goods, such as clothing and home 
electronics, nowadays include hundreds of chemicals which are not 
regulated by law. It presents a mapping of chemical requirements in 
ecolabels carried out by the Swedish Chemicals Agency.
68	 https://miljo-utveckling.se/hundratals-kemikalier-ar-reglerade-miljomarkta-varor/
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- 

The report contains descriptions of voluntary restrictions for chemicals 
in goods and products which have been imposed by ecolabel schemes 
and other organizations specifying requirements. There is a total of 
69 documents with chemical restrictions in the mapping from 18 
different organizations specifying requirements. The report does not 
feature any comparisons between the various labels.

The result is intended to provide guidance on which substances 
may need to be prioritised in the effort to develop the legislation 
on chemicals and other regulations. Six different types of products 
and goods have been included in the mapping. They are furniture and 
building products, chemical-technical products, cosmetics, textiles 
and leather, electronics, as well as paper, office, toy and packaging 
products.

“The point of using ecolabels is to set more stringent environmental 
requirements than those in the legislation. Ecolabels often provide 
greater opportunities for restricting whole groups of substances as 
a precaution,” says Erik Gravenfors.

Hazardous substances which are not currently banned may occur in different 
goods and products which we surround ourselves with every day. “The new  
mapping of ecolabels provides valuable information about which substances  
may need to be regulated under the law,” according to Erik Gravenfors, a  
researcher at the Swedish Chemicals Agency. The study on ecolabels is the  
first in a series of reports drafted by the Swedish Chemicals Agency as part of  
its mapping assignment.
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Gathering examples
Ecolabelling can choose to take credit for all the product changes 
before and during the Swan label accreditation and, as such, 
make the analysis easier. But it is quite a formidable task to map 
the types of changes made at nearly 2,000 production sites in 
45 different countries around the world, not to mention changes 
made to the selection of subcontractors for them. In this case, we 
would need to map tens of thousands of suppliers. But we can take 
random samples and get an indication. 

We have a huge number of examples and good stories about 
improvements. We have written articles and press releases on 
many of them, but no one has collated them into a single report. 
I believe that the attempts we have made to map the overall 
environmental effects of ecolabelling have been less successful 
because of an important feature of our organization and the 
people working in it: the need for certainty. We don’t say anything 
until we’re 100% sure it’s right. We don’t say that something is free 
of substances which are harmful to the environment and health, 
even if others say so. We say that they have a minimum amount 
of substances which are harmful to the environment and health, 
or we say that we can guarantee that they and those substances 
are not used in the manufacture of Swan-labelled products. In 
addition, we can only say that an improvement is thanks to the 
Nordic Swan in cases where we can prove that we alone have the 
credit for it.

The attempts to map the effects of ecolabelling have been 
difficult for several reasons, but I think we are reluctant to try 
again because the task is so overwhelming, and because it 
imposes (too) stringent requirements on scientific knowledge. 
My suggestion is that we try again and use a different method. 
One person can be assigned the task of gathering thousands of 
well-documented examples of improvements. They can be taken 
from our news stories, archives and intranets – at a Nordic level. I 
think this will convince everyone that ecolabelling works. Ordinary 
people cannot relate to water fleas and EC-50, CO2 equivalents 
or anaerobic degradability in recipients. They want to hear a good, 
credible story. The Swan label scheme can provide thousands of 
these!
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Norway’s largest public buyer uses the Swan label
The Norwegian Hospital Procurement Trust is involved in large and 
small agreements for all hospitals in Norway and this year has 
a total procurement budget of almost NOK 30 billion. As of May 
2019, the Trust uses official ecolabels, such as the Swan label, as its 
main environmental tool for nearly 300 of 3,300 goods and service 
categories. 

On Tuesday, 7 May 2019, the management team at the Norwegian 
Hospital Procurement Trust adopted an up-to-date environmental 
policy for procurement. The aim of this is for the Norwegian Hospital 
Procurement Trust to be able to foresee current and emerging 
environmental requirements and criteria. All procurements must be 
assessed against the Trust’s environmental policy, which is formulated 
as this for the use of ecolabels.

“The Norwegian Hospital Procurement Trust must use Type 1 
ecolabels in procurement transactions, where relevant. The relevant 
product groups feature in Annex 1 Ecolabels. Type 1 ecolabels, based 
on ISO 14024, have a life-cycle prospect. Annex 1 Ecolabels is a 
working document which follows the development of criteria sets. 
Ecolabelling Norway assists with updating the document to help the 
health regions meet membership obligations through Network for 
the ecolabelled procurement. 

As a general rule, Type 1 ecolabels should be set as a mandatory 
requirement. Mandatory requirements should not be set without 
knowledge of the market situation. If ecolabels are set as a contract 
requirement, the period for obtaining a license must be set from 
the date of signing the contract. The recommended timeframe is 

On Tuesday, 7 May 2019, the  
management team at the 
Norwegian Hospital Procurement 
Trust adopted an up-to-date  
environmental policy for procure-
ment. The aim of this is for the 
Norwegian Hospital Procurement 
Trust to be able to foresee current 
and emerging environmental 
requirements and criteria. All 
procurements must be assessed 
against the Trust’s environmental 
policy.
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six to twelve months. This gives time to a selected supplier to make 
internal preparations. If ecolabels are used as an evaluation criterion, 
for example, where few suppliers have a license, the recommended 
weighting specified in Annex 1 Ecolabels is used. In the Annex, ecolabels 
are listed as a requirement for 287 out of 3,331 product types.”

Big commitment to customer-focused modernisation and digitisation
Written by Mette Wegger, Head of Portfolio management and Project 
manager, Strategic business development

Background
The market has changed significantly over the past few years. There 
is now a great need for momentum to drive business logic, customer 
communications and reporting, as well as a need for digitisation. It is 
important to facilitate flexibility, which will accommodate our future 
strategy. Nordic Ecolabelling wants to become a more customer-
orientated, quality-seeking and learning organization, adopting 
efficient work processes and workflows that are supported by state-
of-the-art technologies across the various countries. This will also 
make Nordic Ecolabelling a forward-looking and attractive workplace.

In early 2018, an extensive operation began, with assistance from 
external suppliers, which included Nordic strategic projects, the use 
of modern agile working methods and performing tasks in cross-
functional project teams.

ReInvent
In 2018, the ReInvent project carried out eight sub-projects:

•	 Developing Return on Investment (ROI) calculation tools and best 
practices to be able to prioritise criteria development better in 
the industries and areas where the Swan label can help make a 
difference

•	 Working on describing what benefits the various supplier 
industries and buyers/consumers gain from the labelling scheme 
as this increases the interaction between existing and potential 
customers and strengthens criteria development

•	 Producing simplified and more customer-friendly background 
documentation (background documents)

•	 Establishing cross-functional teams in product development to 
ensure that all parts of the organization contribute to successful 
development and launch
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•	 Developing sales and marketing tools to improve market and 
customer communication in relation to launching new criteria

•	 Changing the consultation process to create a greater 
engagement from customers and other stakeholders earlier, 
better and more efficiently

•	 Modifying the Nordic Ecolabelling Board’s approval process to 
be able to speed up approval of new criteria without reducing 
quality.

One of the working groups carries out a ReInvent workshop.

Digitisation of requirements and application process
At the beginning of 2019, the ReDigit project was launched. The aim 
is to make the requirements more accessible to applicants and make 
the application process easier, more efficient and user-friendly. 
Nordic Ecolabelling has established thousands of requirements 
within 60 of what we currently call industry areas, which have each 
been given their own environmental requirements document. The 
industries contain more than 250 product types. When we are ready 
to receive and process applications in our new digital solution in 
2020/2021, all requirements, product groups and related information 
will be collected in one place. As a general rule, the same requirement 
will be obtained from the same digital address, regardless of the 
product to be used. The new digital platform will also make it easier 
to establish ecolabelling requirements for new product types based 
on material and processes for which ecolabelling requirements have 
already been established. The aim, of course, is to achieve greater 
environmental effects using fewer resources.

One of the working 
groups carries out a  
ReInvent workshop.
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The new digital platform will help simplify the process as the operators 
applying for the Swan label will be presented, via an application portal, 
with a user interface better suited to the individual product types. 
This will help avoid reading any more information than is necessary. 
Applicants only then need to deal with the requirements relevant to 
their product, with the material composition and production process 
relevant to precisely this product. In addition, feedback, guidance and 
approval from Nordic Ecolabelling’s administrators will be carried out 
via the same digital platform. This will save time, money and concern 
for applicants, agents processing the applications and administration.

Do we still have the support of the Nordic Council of Ministers?
In 2018, our Nordic assistants, the Nordic Council of Ministers, 
published the report:

The Nordic countries in the green transition – more than just 
neighbours. Strategic recommendations for Nordic co-operation on 
the environment and climate in the run-up to 2030. The report was 
written by Tine Sundtoft, the former Norwegian Minister of Climate 
and Environment. The Nordic Council of Ministers states that the 
Swan label should become an even more significant tool in the future. 
Read just the following: 

The Nordic Council of Ministers does not have a dedicated 
ministerial council or working group for consumer affairs, and – 
apart from a few exceptions – consumer protection agencies do not 
take part in Nordic co-operation on the environment and climate. 
From the Council of Ministers’ perspective, the Nordic ecolabel must 
be the most effective and efficient way of achieving results in this 
area. Ecolabelling is also part of the corporate world’s contribution 
to the green transition, which makes the Nordic Council of Ministers’ 
business and industry sector an obvious partner for work on the 
Nordic Swan Ecolabel.

Nordic co-operation on the environment and climate should 
continue to play an active role in supporting and strengthening the 
Nordic Swan Ecolabel so that it plays an even bigger role in stimulating 
sustainable consumption. This can be done in many ways and on many 
different levels.



198

•	 Firstly, the Nordic environment and climate sector can continue 
to support and work with the Nordic ecolabel organization on 
the strategic development of the label. More people need to be 
encouraged to buy ecolabelled products, more of them need to 
be available in the shops, and the number of types of products 
covered by the scheme needs to be increased. The scheme is also 
in need of a comprehensive overhaul to equip it for the digital era.

•	 Secondly, Nordic co-operation on the environment and climate 
can strengthen the Swan label by promoting the concept of 
ecolabelling within public procurement. In 2017, Nordic guidelines 
were published on the interpretation of the EU’s 2014 directive on 
public procurement, and specifically on the use of ecolabels in EU 
procurement. Taken together with several other Nordic projects 
on green procurement, these guidelines provide a good basis for 
further work to promote the use of ecolabels, including the Nordic 
Swan label, in public procurement. 

•	 A third way in which co-operation on the environment and climate 
can support the Nordic Swan Ecolabel is by assessing the possibility 
of building up positive price incentives for ecolabelled products. 
Environmentally friendly consumption ought to be easy, simple 
and financially rewarding if we are to truly reap the benefits of 
consumers’ willingness to adapt.
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  1

THE NORDIC COUNTRIES 
IN THE GREEN TRANSITION 
– MORE THAN JUST NEIGHBOURS

BY TINE SUNDTOFT

Strategic recommendations 
for Nordic co-operation on 
the environment and climate 
in the run-up to 2030

Nordic Council of  
Ministers report:  
Strategic recommendations  
for Nordic co-operation on  
the environment and climate  
in the run-up to 2030.
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Nordic Swan ecolabel  
timeline
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1989 
On 6 November, the Nordic Council of Ministers (the ministers 
responsible for consumer matters) by means of a written procedure, 
decided to introduce a harmonized, voluntary and positive Nordic 
ecolabelling scheme.

1990
Secretariats were established in Finland, Sweden and Norway. 
10 employees distributed across the Nordic region. They started 
developing environmental requirements. Nordic Ecolabelling received 
100 applications within a two-month period. 15 product groups were 
considered for the Swan label. 

1991
Many industries were reluctant to apply. Ecolabelling was criticised 
for taking too long. Criteria were developed for fine paper, batteries, 
dishwashers and chainsaw oil. Metsä Serla, Kangas 
factories were the first to receive a Swan label license – for copying 
paper. 

1992
Ecolabelling requirements were adopted for textile detergents and 
toner cartridges, boat motors and oil burners. Numerous ecolabel 
licenses were issued for toner cartridges and paper. The first Swan-
labelled textile detergents appeared in stores. 

1993
There were now 14 documents on environmental requirements. Omo 
Color detergent became ecolabelled. 

1994
The copying paper criteria achieved success, while tissue paper 
manufacturers boycotted the label and the Swedish Society for 
Nature Conservation left the board in Sweden. A worldwide network 
of ecolabelling schemes, “GEN”, was set up. 

1995
Fifteen of the largest paper industry groups offered different 
Swan-labelled paper qualities. Five different suppliers were offering 
environmentally approved building panels, and Pergo was the first 
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for floor coverings. There was now a total of 31 documents on 
environmental requirements and 750 licenses for Swan-labelled 
products in the Nordic countries. 

1996
In Sweden, the Nordic Swan Ecolabel scheme broadcast an advert 
on the Swedish channel TV4, featuring three celebrities named 
“Swan”. 96% of Swedes recognised the label. Ecolabelling was 
established online. Criteria were developed for printers/faxes and 
writing tools. Several detergents in the grocery store sector were 
ecolabelled. Siemens was the first to have a PC ecolabelled. The 
Danish Parliament was in favour of Denmark joining the Nordic 
Ecolabelling scheme. 

1997
Husqvarna and Stiga enjoyed success with ecolabelled 
lawnmowers. Criteria for printed matter were a success with more 
than 100 licenses issued in the Nordic countries. Lilleborg’s first 
Swan-labelled product for the professional market was launched. 

1998
Criteria were developed for heat pumps. There was a wide range 
of Swan-labelled copying machines, PCs and other computers 
available. There was an ever-growing number of ecolabelled 
detergents and household paper products. The “We have a dream” 
advert on Finnish TV caused a stir. The first license for a soap/
shampoo product was issued in Denmark.

1999
Nordic Ecolabelling agreed to the ecolabelling of services, with hotel 
criteria as the first step in this process. Criteria were developed for 
car tyres and industrial cleaning. Gålå, Scandic Skøyen and Sånga 
Säby were the first Swan-labelled hotels. Several hundred ten-year-
olds formed a human swan logo to mark the Swan label’s 10th 
anniversary in the Gröna Lund amusement park in Sweden.

2000
There was a sharp rise in the number of printing companies with 
Swan-labelled printed matter. Many shampoo and soap products 
were ecolabelled in the Nordic countries. The results from the self-
assessment were made available. 
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2001
The introduction of sustainable forestry requirements caused 
many paper manufacturers to boycott the Swan label scheme. 
Major players in the paper industry left the Swan label scheme and 
focused on ISO 14001/EMAS. 

2002
Criteria were developed for grocery stores. The Swan label scheme 
had a stage to itself in Almedalen in Gotland during politician week, 
where Swedish children asked Alf Svensson and Göran Persson 
tough environmental questions.

2003
The Swan label beat Nokia in its own backyard in a survey about 
trademarks’ profiles. Northern Europe’s largest hotel, the Radisson 
SAS Plaza Hotel in Oslo, obtained the Swan label. The Swan label 
was number 6 among the most trustworthy trademarks in Finland.

2004 
The Scandic chain decided to ecolabel all its hotels. The first four 
grocery stores obtained the Swan label. WPT/Kebony was the 
first to obtain the Swan label for durable wood. Atlas Copco 
ecolabelled a line of compressors. The Swan label scheme developed 
environmental requirements for cosmetic products, with the first 
license being issued for sunscreen from Persano in Denmark. The 
first license for stoves was awarded to Varde Ovne.

2005 
The Swan label scheme celebrated its 15th anniversary. Ecolabelling 
started ecolabelling not only the printed matter but the complete 
printing companies. 38,000 bags of product samples were 
distributed to first-time parents in Norway. 

2006 
A campaign was run, saying that ecolabelling was a climate 
action. The climate debate took off and there was a large influx 
of manufacturers who wanted to obtain the Swan label. Nordic 
Ecolabelling developed environmental requirements for restaurants.
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2007 
The first Swan-labelled windows, microfibre cloths, restaurants and 
outdoor playground equipment appeared. 

2008 
The Swan label’s buyers club/network was established in Norway 
and Sweden. The first Swan-labelled dishwashers, candles and 
industrial cleaning agents appeared. Criteria were adopted for 
chemical building products: Adhesives, sealants, fillers and outdoor 
paints.

2009 
Some of the new products were as follows: Jordan microfibre 
cloths, Beckers outdoor paint. Nordic Ecolabelling had 100 
employees throughout the Nordic countries.

2010 
The Swan label scheme celebrated its 20th anniversary. The 
scheme had 65 environmental requirements documents. There 
were more than 8,000 Swan-labelled products and services in the 
Nordic countries. License number 2000 was issued to Lenovo PCs. 
The first toy license in the Nordic region was issued to the Danish 
manufacturer Dantoy.

2011
93 per cent of the population were familiar with the Swan label. 
The first products in detergents for the food industry obtained the 
Swan label. The largest groups were printing companies, grocery 
stores and hotels. 

2012
New criteria were adopted for “disposable items in contact with 
foodstuffs” and this product group also included the earlier “coffee 
filter” product group.
2013
There was failure to agree on the criteria for bread. For the Nordic 
countries, there was a total of 2,203 licenses issued for the Swan 
label at the end of 2013. 
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2014
There was good growth among Swan-labelled cleaning businesses. 
The Swan label scheme banned microplastic. Kährs ecolabelled all its 
parquet flooring.

2015
There was a strong increase in Swan-labelled detached houses 
and apartments in Sweden and Denmark. Hey’di Swan-labelled 21 
products, including tile adhesives, sealants, filler, screed, tanking 
compound, masonry paint and primer. There was also strong growth 
for other building materials. 

2016
A new procurement directive from the EU made it easier for 
public buyers to use the Swan label and equivalent ecolabels as 
requirements. The first car washing facility in Norway obtained the 
Swan label. The first Swan-labelled disposable cups came from the 
Finnish company Huhtamaki. There was a large increase in the range 
of Swan-labelled textiles.

2017
The world’s first Swan-labelled school was built. Criteria were 
adopted for Swan-labelling investment funds and make-up. Pierre 
Robert launched a Swan-labelled woollen fabric for children. Housing 
supplier JM decided to build only Swan-labelled homes in the entire 
Nordic region. Copenhagen Municipality went on the offensive with 
environmental labelling requirements on the market.

2018
NOK 80 billion was invested in Swan-labelled funds. 
The digitization project ReInvent was in full swing. The Brand 
Strategy was adopted as a common Nordic strategy. The Report 
presented the results from a wide range of market surveys on the 
environment (Nordic Swan Ecometer). Ecolabelling Finland became 
independent when the new equity company Miljömärkning Finland Ab 
(Ympäristömerkintä Suomi Oy) was established.

2019
Criteria for beverage packages were launched to great interest in 
the market. The Norwegian Hospital Procurement Trust selected 
ecolabelling as its number one environmental tool. The Swan label 
scheme celebrated its 30th anniversary.
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Jan Erik Stokke bids  
farewell after 30 years

There is only one employee who has been involved since the Swan 
label scheme was established and his name is Jan Erik Stokke. Before 
starting with the Swan label scheme, he worked at the Norwegian 
Consumer Council together with the first manager in Norway, Tove 
Tronstad. For the first few years, Jan Erik, Tove and the first secretary, 
Grethe Fjelstad, and Geir-Olav Fjeldheim, worked as contractors, 
criteria evaluators, communicators, lawyers and administrators. They 
were involved in developing regulations, receiving inquiries of interest, 
launching filing systems, learning from the German Blue Angel 
scheme, while they coordinated work with Sweden and, eventually, 
Finland. They did everything.

What could be more natural than to thank this man with some 
pictures showing the diversity of the activities he was involved in and 
the commitment he has shown. He has developed several criteria sets 
and has been involved in communication and sales activities, as well 
as further development of the scheme. In addition, he has been head 
of ICT in Norway and has always been one of the first to get involved 
in planning and running social activities. We thank the man with the 
thousand talents as he now leaves us. Without him, the Swan label 
scheme would have been much smaller, much slower and far less fun.

Jan Erik Stokke.
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Author’s view about  
the future

What about the future?
I can’t think of the future without recalling the deceased Norwegian 
comedian Harald Heide Steen in the role of Mr Greppe in a sketch with 
Ole Paus as a journalist. The journalist has gone to see Mr Greppe at 
Oslo Municipal Hospital where he has been admitted due to stress 
from a failed marriage. Paus listens as Mr Greppe moans at length 
about his marriage to Siri Greppe, who had: “a brooch at the front and 
a brooch at the back, and the female body as the main subject at Oslo 
University, where she tells everyone what she knows about women’s 
sexuality and men’s defeat.” 

Despite the fact that Mr Greppe was voted Norwegian Man of the 
Year in 1980, he concludes that the only thing he is left with is a dressing 
gown (pyjamas) with the hospital’s initials (OKS). The journalist asks 
what Mr Greppe thinks about the future and the answer is perhaps 
not what you might expect:  

“Yes. Well. I suppose it depends what it’s like!”

In the case of the Swan label scheme’s future, it is typically guaranteed 
to involve a greater degree of digitisation, a project that has already 
launched, called ReInvent, which is touched upon in more detail in a 
separate chapter. 

The system will make it easier to establish ecolabelling requirements 
for new product types based on materials and processes for which 
ecolabelling requirements have already been established. The aim, 
of course, is to achieve greater environmental effects using fewer 
resources. 

Another trend is that new systems, standards, labelling schemes and 
documentation schemes supporting the environment and sustainability 
will constantly be developed. In this instance, development will follow 
the law on supply and demand and never before has there been a 
greater demand for environmental guarantees and environmental 
documentation. 
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I believe that the simplicity inherent in a label like the Swan label will 
also remain an important tool for all kind of consumers and purchasers 
in the future. People will always need to be able to select the most 
environmentally friendly products and know that they are controlled 
by a third party which has both reviewed documentation and made 
inspection visits to the manufacturer. 

It is also very likely that organizational restructuring will take 
place, both nationally and on a Nordic level, at irregular intervals. Most 
organizations carry out restructuring. Even such a small organization 
as Nordic Ecolabelling and the national secretariats have undergone 
countless small and large organizational changes. 

You can always discuss how effective it is to restructure, and plenty 
of reports have been written on the subject. Sometimes it is not certain 
that the end result is the most important thing. An organization needs 
a bit of a shake-up. Employees need fresh air which offers them space 
for new ideas. 

But as Mr Greppe suggests, no one knows for sure what the future 
will bring. 

Since the early 1980s right up until the present, administrators, 
environmentalists, lobbyists and organizational people have been 
sitting and chatting while scratching each other’s heads. There 
were meetings, conferences, seminars and change processes with 
the prospect of going on endlessly. Organization developers told us 
who we were. Strategy experts pointed out the direction we should 
be going and wrote down strategies. And one of the great phrases 
featuring in many of the magnificent documents is “Talk the talk, and 
walk the walk”. You can’t just point out and talk about a direction in 
which you want to go, you have to GO some of the way too. Now lots 
of people have started to GO!

Many have read the book where it is explained how different the 
elephant looks from different angles, but it takes time for knowledge 
to become wisdom. Therefore, I have sometimes thought that the best 
way to run things is enlightened dictatorship, set for a fixed term. But 
anyway, despite or maybe just as easily because of all this, I believe 
that in the future a growing number of people will think:  

•	 “What if it all depends on me?”
•	 “What if everyone did what I do?” 
•	 “What if many expect me to act first?” 
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I am sitting in the coffee shop in Bjørvika, watching the 
dustman, the greengrocer, the financier, the liberal woman 
and the artists. On their way to and from work, shopping, 
taking a walk, dating, making confirmations. What is the most 
important story in these people’s lives? I believe that the most 
important stories in our lives are the stories where we ourselves 
play an active part, where we make a difference, where we 
become seen and happily remembered for something we did.

We need to learn to see others because, otherwise, we can’t 
expect to be seen. We need to know our limits, because being 
a know-all is not an attractive feature. We need to learn how 
to tell even better stories. 

So, let me end this anniversary report by paraphrasing the 
wise words of the polymath late Jon Bing: 

“The Nordic Swan must earn a place in the great story 
which describes a sustainable community that people want to 
live in. Only then will change happen.”
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30 YEARS OF THE SWAN LABEL 
Anniversary report for the Nordic ecolabel
 
This is an account of the Swan label’s first thirty years, written in 
chronological order with short chapters each illustrating various  
aspects of the scheme. There are few areas of public life in which  
there have been so many vague pronouncements as for environ- 
mental protection. 

Perhaps that’s because it’s so easy to agree on the goals, but so 
hard to find the right solutions and practise what you preach. 

Here at the Nordic Swan, we’ve done things properly from day 
one by setting concrete, measurable environmental performance 
requirements and turning the environment into a competitive 
advantage. There have been many conflicts and disagreements, 
but no one can deny that ecolabelling has led to significant 
environmental improvements. 

The Nordic region with its 30 million people is the world’s twelfth 
largest economy, and this makes a difference when businesses plan 
product changes and marketing campaigns. The label is a success  
far beyond the borders of the Nordic region.
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