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When the financial shit hit the fan last year, overproduction in the auto industry became 

visible. In the Swedish auto industry the proportions between fan and shit were especially 

problematic:

Two of the worlds smallest mass producers, both owned by large, troubled US corporations, 

producing large, fuel consuming semi-luxury cars. And in a country of 9 million: like having 

two bankrupt car companies and their chain of sub contractors in London...  (and two truck 

companies in crisis) 

And so, of course, the auto crisis became a big political issue in Sweden and remains so. 

Being one of very few dissident union voices in the auto industry I had the question put to 

me on a number of occasions: what do you think should be done?

In Sweden, as elsewhere, the mainstream discussion has two lines:

 

1. “Creative destruction”: “The market has reached it's verdict and some of the 

corporations have been sentenced to death.” Don't fiddle with the market! That will 

only make things worse. I have also came across a green variety of this: “Cars are 

damaging the climate. We don't need them or the companies that make them. It's 

good if the auto industry goes away.”

2. Support the industry. The government must subsidize the companies to help 

them through these troubled times so that they can be ready to grow again when 

things get back to normal. Loans, scrapping incentives, tax breaks and so on. This 

has been the line of Social Democracy, the industry itself, much of the analysts and 

the unions. My union also contributed to this process, or rather made us members 

do it, by signing a contract that temporarily reduced pay and working time.

My answer was that  both these lines were  false and disastrous.

The “support-the industry”-line is based on a fundamental assumption which is false. There  

will not be any “back to normal”, at least not if you mean an endlessly expanding production 

of cars.

Road transport is responsible for about 20 % of  greenhouse gas emissions in the EU-15 



and the transport sector is the sector where emissions are increasing fastest.

 

Even if we don't want to stop climate change, the day of the auto is over: the production of 

oil, the Siamese twin to the car, is going to a peak in the near future and this cheap energy 

will not be available as has been until now. In fact, a transport system based on mass auto 

transit is no longer an option at all. The industry's answer is the green car, fuel efficient, 

running on renewable fuels. However, this is an illusion.

The average CO2 emission per kilometer from new cars is going down. The period between 

1995-2002 saw a 13% average decrease in fuel consumption for new cars in EU. Yet, the 

same period saw an increase of the total fuel consumption by 7% . The reason for this is 

that traffic has increased.1

The agrofuel “solution” is no solution at all. I will not tire you with figures, but one example 

shows the dimensions of the problem.

At least in forest rich Sweden, we are told that the future lies in DME, a synthetic diesel 

made from forest products (basically wood). Just to replace traffic’s present consumption of 

oil would take the total yearly yield of 6 billion hectares of forest. In this scenario, it would be 

impossible to use just one single log of wood for furniture, construction, paper or any other 

use. And still we would be stuck with the fact that the Earth’s forests cover an area of 4 

billion hectares (and shrinking...) And, that is just in theory.

Other types of alternative fuels, like ethanol, face the same problem: there simply isn’t 

enough arable land and water to replace the oil we burn. And, when it comes to ethanol from 

corn or diesel from soy, they come in direct conflict with the food production for the world’s 

poorest people.

What about the electric car, then? Or the hydrogen engine?

Well, neither hydrogen nor electricity is a source of energy. They are bearers of energy that 

have to be produced by putting in energy somehow. Today 2/3 of the world's electricity is 

produced in coal fueled power plants.

“We cannot innovate our way out of the emissions problem from transport” said Professor 

Jacqueline McGlade, Executive Director of the EEA (EU's environmental agency).

As far as I can see there is no future for a transport system that is based on the private car. I 

don't say that all cars must be abolished, but the volume of transport, and especially  road 

1 Achieving Sustainable Mobility: Everyday and Leisure-time Travel in the EU. S. 170 
Erling Holden. Ashgate Publishing Ltd 2007



transport, does need to be adapted to a level that is sustainable in the long term. And, this 

means the end of the auto industry as we know it.

And, finally, the economical crisis, which is far from over, will reshape the auto industry 

dramatically.

The faster we forget “as usual” the better.

However, the “let it die”- line is actually even worse.

This is for three reasons: social, practical and political.

First, the social effects. At least in Sweden the “creative destruction” will only work half way, 

the destructive part. Industries have come and gone. In the 60's, Sweden's textile industry 

moved out, and in the 70´s and 80's the same thing happened to the ship yards. Other 

sectors grew, including, amongst others, the auto industry and especially the public service 

sector. Promoting this “structural change” became the official policy of the unions and the 

Social democratic party. Today no other industries are on the rise and the public sector is 

facing cutbacks. In an auto-dependent economy such as Sweden’s, this will mean disaster.

Secondly, an industry like the auto industry, is not just a bunch of machines and  buildings. 

Above all, it is an organization of people. If you dissolve that organization it's like taking a car 

apart and throwing the wheels, the crank shaft, the wiring, and the axles in different heaps 

on a scrap yard. The parts would be the same, but it would no longer be a machine. The 

different heaps of parts could no longer be used.

So, as humanity faces its toughest challenge so far – to change an economy and production 

that has been built around fossil energy for 250 years –  we need to use all the resources we 

can. It would be a completely irresponsible waste of resources to destroy an industrial 

complex that has been built and developed over nearly a century.

Instead, I  tried to put forward a “third road” for the auto industry. (And I'll return to the most 

important third argument in a minute.)

The auto industry is a sophisticated machine, a system for mass production of advanced, 

high quality technical goods. Maybe not supertankers and maybe not cellphones, but pretty 

much anything in between. But, this is only possible as long as the organization remains 

intact and is not dissolved.

It has been a long time since the car was just an engine and four wheels on frame. Today 

cars consist of  a number of complex systems  each of which is the result of advanced 



research and production processes. Their production demands expertise not only in all fields 

of mechanics and metallurgy but also in areas as diverse as  acoustics and behavioral 

science.

Even more important than these scientific skills is the auto industry’s most significant trait: 

the mastery of efficient mass production. Often driven to the extreme, and at the expense of 

us who work in the industry, but never the less, the industry has an expertise in logistics, 

production engineering, designing for production, quality control and so on. This could be 

applied to any kind of production. And, efficient mass production is exactly what we need if 

we want to replace the fossil fuel economy. Mass production is what makes complicated 

technical devices cheap and should be applied to the production of wind turbines and other 

equipment for renewable energy production, including trams, trains and other vehicles and 

systems for a sustainable transport system and so on.

Even at the lowest levels, where I and my co-workers dwell, there is a deep, but often 

unspoken knowledge of the art of mass production and  the methods that are used.

And, of no less importance, we're used to change and conversion. The tendency in the auto 

industry in recent decades has been to introduce new models at an absurdly increasing 

speed.  Retooling, rebuilding and retraining are all part of everyday life.

As you probably know, such a conversion has actually already occurred, historically. In the 

months after Pearl Harbor, the US government prohibited the production of private cars and 

gave the auto industry the assignment to change over to war production. Obviously, it was 

an industry that was easy to convert and a product that was easy to abstain from...

Ford and the other producers obeyed (and earned many a good dollar...) by applying their 

knowledge of mass production to building tanks and bombers. The same thing happened in 

this country.

To sum up: the auto industry is a fantastic and versatile organization that is not tied to 

making cars. It could play an important role in converting our societies into sustainable, 

carbon dioxide neutral, societies. 

But if these two reasons, social and technical/practical are good enough reasons in their 

own right, they are not even the most important reasons for why I'm opposing the twin 

capitalist lines for the auto industry.

The climate question is not about technology. It is about politics, in other wors, class 

struggle.



There seems to be a common understanding (except for some “flat earth”-types) that 

humanity must reduce its emissions of greenhouse gases, and quickly.

Yet, as we all know, this still isn't happening. Not because the people in charge aren't 

enlightened enough or that they are evil persons who want to eradicate humanity. But 

because the measures that have to be taken would question the fundamental workings of 

capitalism and the power of the corporations that rule our societies and our world.

When it comes to the climate issue, as in so many other issues, reason stands against the 

power of  material interests. And, in a struggle between reason and material interest, the 

material interest wins 100 times out of 100.

So, if we want reason to prevail, we have to arm it, equipping it with enough social muscles 

so that it can challenge the powers that be.

And this is where we, the workers of the threatened auto industry come in.

To fight for our jobs is a healthy reflex, as opposed to giving in and hope for the market. 

That's one of the reasons why the “let the industry die” is an even worse choice than asking 

for support for the industry. If we are going to be able to fight for anything at all we must 

keep the collective together. The start must be in class solidarity, that we unite and fight for 

our jobs. But it's a very hard fight and it's almost impossible to win if you keep it within one 

company or sector. What we must do is to turn to society at large for support and 

intervention. (When the crisis hit, some leading Swedish politicians even started to mention 

the n-word, nationalization, that for decades had been almost equivalent to the term Gulag.)

However, if we just say: “Pour tax payers money into multinational corporations so that they 

can keep on producing machines that destroy the Earth”, most people would regard us as a 

special interest group that is hardly worth supporting.

Last fall, when the crisis was still new,  I took part in a debate on national radio, together  

with, amongst others, the minister of industry. When I criticized the auto industry and its 

products and spoke in favour of conversion of production, the journalist asked me if I wasn't 

cutting off the branch I was sitting on. I answered that it was the other way round: if we who 

work in the auto industry keep clinging to the idea that our future lies with the car, we're lost - 

both as workers and as human beings.

If instead we say : “The corporate leaders who now are begging the state for help have 

forfeited their right to run the auto industry. The state should not subsidize their rule and 



continued destructive production. Instead society must step in and take control of the 

industry and use it to solve the challenge that society is facing. Nationalize the industry and 

convert it to create safe jobs and a production that can help us move away from the fossil 

fuel economy.”  This is the  “third road” for the auto industry I've been advocating since then.

This would be a platform for a  broad social alliance, both to save both the jobs and the 

planet, a tremendous weapon in the hands of reason.

Is it possible to build this alliance? Is it possible to put forward demands for alternative 

production on the shop floor and upwards? If so, how might it be done?

This is, I think the most interesting aspect to discuss here in this forum.

One important thing is to make a conversion credible. At the plant where I work, there is an 

almost total lack of collective self confidence. This is nothing special for my plant, it is the 

biggest obstacle for the Swedish working class in general. It has historical roots and I won't 

go into this here.

At our plant, management has used this to the maximum in recent years, in a factory regime 

that is increasingly authoritarian and controlling. So, the idea, that we, the lowliest of the low, 

we who are controlled down to the last step and fraction of a second, who are not even 

allowed to decide in which order we pick the nuts and bolts that we assemble the cars with, 

we that don't even have control over our own union, the idea that we would be able not only 

to run the plant but the whole company and even change the direction of production... Well, 

to most of my co-workers that sounds like science fiction. We wouldn't even know where or 

how to start.

The first step is to start talking and writing about it. To introduce the idea in as many ways as 

possible. That's the stage I'm still at and that's why I'm writing a book about it, in order to get 

a platform in the public debate.

Actually, this is really not the first step at all. The first step is learning to fight as a collective 

for anything at all. If we just talk about these grand schemes without engaging in the daily 

petty fights, we are seen as windbags building castles in the air. And rightly so.

A second step could be to produce concrete plans on how to convert different sectors.

In 1980 we had a referendum over nuclear power in Sweden.One of the most important 

things the environmental movement did was to put forward a plan, The Environmental  

Movement's Alternative Energy Plan. The plan showed in detail how nuclear power could be 

abolished and replaced with renewable energy. This was a very important tool in the 



campaign, educating activists and giving people in the movement self confidence.

In May this year, environmentalists, citizen groups, researchers  and union representatives 

from various European countries (among others Bob Crow of the RTM transport workers 

union in UK) met in Cologne, Germany, to discuss a sustainable transportation system. They 

issued the  Cologne Declaration against rail privatization and for sustainable transport.  At 

the conference the ”RailEurope2025” was put forward, a concrete plan to transform 

European transport systems in 15 years in order to cut their CO2-emissions by 75%, thus 

cutting total emissions by half. This kind of plan could be used by unions and other 

movements to build political pressure.

The third, and as I see it, most important step, would be to connect these plans to the 

concrete work places, to production on a grass root level.

The only example of any significance of this that I'm aware of happened in this country in the 

70's, at Lucas Areospace. This was well described the other week by Rob Marsden on 

Socialist Resistance's home page and I'm not going further into that. Even if it was a defeat, 

the example had repercussions throughout the world, and still has. I don't think that I'd been 

sitting here if it wasn't for that fight, the discussions that took place, and the books and 

articles that were written about it, also in Sweden.

Not that the concept of  “alternative production” is uncomplicated. On the contrary. In the late 

70's several different industrial sectors in Sweden were in crisis: ship building, steel, and the 

last remnants of the textile industry. For a period, “alternative production” became a hopeful 

buzzword, in quite broad layers. But almost all attempts to save jobs under this banner 

failed. This was because for most people “alternative production” meant “other profitable 

products”. And, you can say a lot about capitalists, but one thing you can’t accuse them of is 

being bad at being capitalists. We can't beat them at their own game!

The way we can use the idea of “alternative production” is to point out that we want to use 

our skills and can use it to produce socially useful and necessary products, regardless of 

whether they are profitable in the capitalist sense or not. This was the strength of the Lucas 

Plan, talking of social usefulness and not of private profit.

To  me there has also always been another appealing aspect in the Lucas experience: what 

happens when step outside submission of the daily treadmill. In the late 18th century, 

Thomas Paine captured this in just a few words:

Revolutions create genius and talent; but these events do no more than bring them forward.  

There is existing in man, a mass of sense lying in a dormant state, and which, unless 



something excites it to action, will descend with him, in that condition, to the grave.2

Having spent decades doing mindless jobs on the assembly line, I think that there is a great  

power in this. 

When I was at the CACC:s trade union conference this spring I was very pleased to hear 

that they had decided to form a committee that was going to start working on developing a 

plan for conversion, based on local participation. I really think that this is a way forward.

One last observation on capitalism and traffic before I end.

This week the Swedish authorities published the statistics for road accidents during the first 

six months of 2009. The statistics showed a drastic reduction of fatal accidents compared to 

the fist six months of 2008. Earlier this year figures showed that for the first time there was a 

reduction of CO2-emissions from road traffic between 2007 and 2008. Small but  

nonetheless….So, am I wrong then? Are things in fact going in the right direction afterall?

Regrettably, neither of these two positive developments were intentional. They were mostly 

the “collateral benefit” of the deepest capitalist crisis in half a century. The rapid downturn of  

the economy made the volume of traffic shrink substantially and caused these positive 

effects.

In other words, the only time that the capitalist society has been able to actually move in the 

direction that is absolutely necessary to save mankind is when it enters a deep crisis. I think 

that there is a deep symbolic hint in this about what we should do about capitalism.

I came to think about a scene in the quite ridiculous movie “Independence Day”. The brave 

pilot has captured an evil alien and the brave president stands face to blob with the evil alien 

and asks: “What can we do for you?” (American presidents are always trying to be nice 

first...) And the evil alien answers, with the voice of a dead man: DIE!

Which is obviously the best thing capitalism could do for us. So, let's do our best and give it  

a little help.

2 Rights of Man, II, 1792


