
1. The Car Industry or the Cars?

“But you, working in the car industry yourself, aren´t you biting the hand that feeds you?” 

A show host provocatively asked me this in a radio debate during the crisis autumn of 2008 

when I queried both the car as the backbone of the transport system and the use of state 

subsidies to guarantee continued Swedish car manufacturing.

And indeed it may seem a strange stance from someone who has worked for more than three 

decades building cars. Aren’t I risking my own and my fellow workers’ jobs by questioning 

motoring and the car industry’s products?

In actual fact I believe, now as then, that it is the other way round. It is those who desperately 

cling to the view that the car industry should continue down the same old unsustainable road, 

even if it is lined with green, who are risking the industry’s future and our jobs. To continue 

with large scale car production by pouring still more resources down into a transport system 

whose time is up is at best a recipe for economic ruin. At worst it is lashing the helm even 

more firmly on course towards the apocalypse of climate disaster.

Mass motoring at its present level is not sustainable. Not because I or someone else says so, 

but for purely objective reasons: The mass car use of today, and even more so its planned 

expansion on a global scale, is having a climatic effect that we cannot maintain if we want to 

protect life on earth.

A little mathematical exercise: The transport sector today is one of the world’s biggest 

consumers of energy, especially oil. 95 percent of the energy that drives the world’s transport 

comes from oil and in 2004 the transport sector was responsible for 23 percent of the world’s 

energy-related emissions of greenhouse gases. Three-quarters of these came from road 

transport. Over the last decade emissions of greenhouse gases from the transport sector have 

increased faster than emissions by any other energy-consuming sector, with freight transport 

accounting for a greater proportion of the increase than passenger transport.



Transportation (excluding international air and sea transport) is responsible for 21 percent of 

the total emissions of climate gases in EU15, i.e. the countries that were members before the 

expansion of 2004, and road transport accounts for 93 percent of the total emissions from the 

transport sector.1 Within the EU road transport is responsible for 60 percent of the total oil 

consumption, mainly because of the big part that private cars play in the transportation 

system. Within the EU there are 465 cars per 1 000 citizens.2 That makes road transport one 

of the biggest and most recalcitrant sources of greenhouse gas emission. Despite targets for 

emission cuts, the emission of greenhouse gases by the transport sector increased by 28 

percent between 1990 and 2006,3 an increase that was bigger than the combined annual 

emissions of Austria and Belgium.4

In Sweden today the transportation sector is responsible for more than 40 percent of the 

nation’s greenhouse gas emissions and here, too, the proportion is growing.5 Even though the 

economic downturn that was triggered by the financial crisis of 2008 put a temporary brake 

on the growth in the volume of transport, it will continue to increase rapidly during the 

coming decades. With an estimated increase in energy consumption in the transportation 

sector of two percent per year its carbon dioxide emissions in 2030 will be 80 percent higher 

than today.6

“Let it go! A structural transformation is necessary,” say those who argue from a liberal 

economic point of view against keeping the car industry alive and suggest that all attempts to 

manipulate the market are in the long term as reprehensible as they are impossible.7

1 http://www.eea.europa.eu/sv/pressroom/newsrelases/transportsektorn-2014-samst-i-kyotoklassen-
igen (2010-04-09)
2 Eurolex, 2007/C 161/23
3 Transport at a Crossroads, European Environment Agency 3/2009, pp. 17 and 47
4 http://www.naturvardsverket.se/sv/Klimat-i-forandring/Utslappsstatistik-och-
klimatdata/Utslappsstatistik/Utslapp-av-vaxthusgaser-inom-EU/ (2010-04-09)
5  Tvågradersmålet i sikte? Scenarier för det svenska energi- och transportsystemet till år  

2050. Rapport 5754. Naturvårdsverket [Natural Environmental Protection Agency], Oct. 
2007 

6 Working group III to the Fourth Assessment Report of the International Panel on Climate Change, 
2007, page 325.
7 E.g. Stefan Fölster: ”Bara sunt att ett antal bilföretag läggs ner”, Newsmill 4 Dec, 2008. 
http://www.newsmill.se/artikel/2008/12/04/bara-sunt-att-ett-antal-bilforetag-laggs-ner 

http://www.eea.europa.eu/sv/pressroom/newsrelases/transportsektorn-2014-samst-i-kyotoklassen-igen
http://www.eea.europa.eu/sv/pressroom/newsrelases/transportsektorn-2014-samst-i-kyotoklassen-igen
http://www.newsmill.se/artikel/2008/12/04/bara-sunt-att-ett-antal-bilforetag-laggs-ner
http://www.naturvardsverket.se/sv/Klimat-i-forandring/Utslappsstatistik-och-klimatdata/Utslappsstatistik/Utslapp-av-vaxthusgaser-inom-EU/
http://www.naturvardsverket.se/sv/Klimat-i-forandring/Utslappsstatistik-och-klimatdata/Utslappsstatistik/Utslapp-av-vaxthusgaser-inom-EU/


That being so it is better to let the market have its way. The liberal economist and role model 

Joseph Schumpeter spoke of “creative destruction” as one of capitalism’s most important 

processes. New ideas and techniques develop and inexorably push the old ones out. In theory 

capital and labour are in this way transferred to new, expanding sectors and they all live 

happily ...8

The argument may seem plausible enough. During the crisis of 2008–2009 the car industry all 

over the world sought and received large state subsidy packages. The industry’s economic 

weight and well worked channels into the political system have made it too big to be allowed 

to stumble; politicians in all countries and of every hue have been unanimous about pumping 

in immense amounts of tax payers’ money to prevent this happening. But if the age of mass 

motoring is up, then why keep an industry that mass-produces, of all things, cars? State 

subsidies to secure the production of mechanical calculators when the digital era set in during 

the seventies would not have made sense, would they? And similar structural transformations 

are already a part of Sweden’s modern history. Starting in the fifties practically all of 

Sweden’s textile and clothing industry was moved to low-wage countries and at the end of the 

eighties the last big ships left the stocks of the Swedish shipyards after the state had spent 

SEK 35 billion, SEK 115 billion at today’s value, in shipyard subsidies in one decade.

But that was in a different era, at the end of an untypical period of relatively crisis-free 

capitalism, the golden years that lasted a few decades after the Second World War. Between 

1950 and 1970 GDP per capita doubled in Sweden and the number of industrial employees 

was, after peaking around 1960, fairly constant at around one million.9 During the same time 

the number employed in agriculture decreased from around 600 000 to 200 000. The total 

number of people employed rose at the same time from 3.1 million (1950) to 4.3 million 

8 I have also come across the argument with “green” overtones from the occasional climate activist: 
Cars are harmful to society and if we do not need any cars we do not we need a car industry. So why 
waste money on breathing life into an industry on the brink of collapse?
9 Nationalräkenskaper. SCB, p. 393



(1985).10 Because simultaneously with the agricultural transition and the disappearance of the 

shipyards and textile and clothing industries came a great expansion in the public sector. At 

the same time the Swedish car industry grew. Small local manufacturers became an 

international export industry. Volvo and Saab were still small in comparison to the big 

automotive giants but they worked as huge economic motors at home. Those made redundant 

in the shrinking sectors soon found jobs in the expanding economy.

Today it is different. The crisis that started in 2008 showed that today’s economy is a lot more 

unstable than that of the sixties. No new sectors of such size are emerging. If the car 

companies collapse or are bought out, closed or outsourced in the course of the international 

restructuring that is under way, the industry’s blue-collar and white-collar workers will enter 

an unemployment with no foreseeable way out.

If it is on the one hand unsustainable to continue with today’s car manufacturing, it is on the 

other hand inexcusable to let this huge industrial system go under. Not only because of the 

economic, human or social consequences of the unemployment that would hit society far 

beyond the core area of the car industry, but even more because it would be such an enormous 

waste of society’s resources. Yet this has been the choice assumed in the debate on the car 

industry: state support or euthanasia?

I would argue for a third standpoint that neither uncritically rallies behind today’s car 

companies nor pins its hope on the problem being solved by the market forces that sweep 

away the car industry and build something new from the ruins.

My main aim is to discuss whether we can, and should, use the car industry for something 

other than building cars.

The car industry is not just a few factory buildings, machines and tools. Like any other 

company it is first and foremost an organisation of people, a well-oiled machine that for 

10 Tidseriehäfte. Folk- och bostadsräkningar 1910–1985. SCB



decades has improved the art of developing products and manufacturing them in an extremely 

efficient manner. At least by its own standards.

Nor is the car industry a mine or a steelworks that can only turn out one type of product. It is a 

flexible cluster where a great many companies and institutions cooperate. Within the cluster 

there is research and development in a number of fields: materials, electronics, control 

systems, automation. There is practical and theoretical knowledge of material flows and 

quality management, of processes and production, of consumer habits and preferences. Not 

least, there is a long experience of mass production that would be difficult to surpass. 

This industrial system could be used for a lot more than producing only cars. It would to a 

large extent be able to produce most complex technical products, while maintaining a high 

quality.

There is a lot to be said for the view that the car industry is specially suited to taking pole 

position when it comes to transforming society from a fossil-dependent to a sustainable 

economy, a scenario that would change it from being a large part of the biggest problem of 

our times to being a driving force in its solution. Two qualities, apart from its size, that make 

the industry especially suitable for this are its flexibility and the fact that it is geared to mass 

production.

It is mass production that makes things cheap. When the costs of development, tools, 

buildings etc are spread over hundreds of thousands of copies of similar products, the unit 

price becomes very much lower than when small series are involved. A process that continues 

in a similar fashion for a long period of time provides considerable opportunities for 

rationalisation: fine-tuning of the production process to eliminate unnecessary elements; 

investments in machines that facilitate and accelerate production; direction of resources 

towards a better matching of products and processes and so forth. 



Mass production is the very essence of the car industry, and the conveyor belt has been a 

symbol of modern mass production since it was born in its present shape nearly a hundred 

years ago. The transformation of the car from a hand-made luxury product to a mass-produced 

everyday commodity was  for better or worse  one of the most important trailblazers for‒ ‒  

the unprecedented growth in production and consumption in the 20th century. The car 

industry’s main strength has not been in epoch-making inventions. Both Otto’s∗ and Diesel’s 

∗engines, which literally drove motoring forward, and the developments in machines and 

materials that made it possible to manufacture parts with such precision that they could be 

fitted by an unskilled worker, arrived before the car industry saw the light of day. They were 

prerequisites for the industry, rather than its results. Admittedly, loads of innovations have 

come from the car industry, but its primary contribution has been engineering: fine-tuning, 

further development and improved efficiency. Things that have made it possible for fewer and 

fewer people to build more and more units in less and less time. And efficient production is 

one of the key factors if we are to quickly replace today’s fossil-dependent equipment, 

processes and systems with sustainable alternatives.

If mass production is one of the car industry’s characteristics, the ability to transform is the 

other.

Ever since yearly models were introduced during the twenties, as a means of getting people to 

buy new cars at a faster rate, the norm has been to plan to changeover to new models that 

quickly start being produced with maximum efficiency. This is a trend that has become ever 

more marked, particularly with the triumphal march of Japanese production and research 

 Nicolaus Otto (1832–1891), German inventor who in 1877 patented a petrol driven four-stroke engine 
with a spark plug; however, the patent was soon revoked when others were able to show that they had 
already patented the invention. But they could not do much about it being called the “Otto engine”.
∗ Rudolf Diesel (1858–1913), German inventor who in 1892 patented the piston engine without spark 
plugs but with a high compression ratio that carries his name. As with Otto’s engine, the patent was 
challenged by other inventors.



methods into the car world. The distinctive feature of production in the recent decades has 

been an almost hysterical rate of change when competition and marketing have been based on 

changing models and variants at ever shorter intervals. In the eighties the average European 

car model lasted slightly more than ten years; twenty years later it was only produced for six 

years, nearly 50 percent less. Even the “small mass producers” Saab and Volvo, who for a 

long time made a virtue of their difficulty in changing models quickly and instead used the 

high second-hand value of the long-lived models as selling points, have been forced to adapt 

to the hectic pace of change. This was a crucial factor in the decision to sell the two 

companies to big American corporations with, as some believed at the time, unlimited 

resources for new product development.11

New projects are therefore under way constantly; retooling and rebuilding have been part of 

everyday life, from the drawing boards down to the assembly lines. All the world’s car 

manufacturers have not only their next model lined up but also projects and plans, in various 

degrees of detail, many steps and years into the future. The industry is therefore exceptionally 

suited for transition.

To let such a fantastic production apparatus founder would be an inexcusable waste. The 

knowledge and experience that exist in the companies are of course retained by the people 

who work there, people who will remain even if the industry disappears. But individuals 

singly, however knowledgeable and experienced, are something quite different from an 

organisation. The experience gained from decades of projects and adaptations is stored in the 

organisation itself, in the collective memory that consists of contacts, habits, formal and 

informal routines and common thought patterns.

Our knowledge and experience are useful in many different situations, but it is when our 

professional skills are correctly combined that we can achieve great things. They then become 

11 Jan Juerging & Peter Milling: “Manufacturing start ups in the automobile industry” from Proceedings 
of the 24th International Conference of the System Dynamics Society July 23–27, 2006 Nijmegen



an industry, something much bigger than the knowledge and skills of the individual workers 

and salaried employees.

Napoleon described in telling fashion the strength of organisations relative to the 

characteristics of the individual, when he compared the battle skills of the Mamluk knights to 

those of the French cavalry.

“Two Mamluks were always superior to three Frenchmen; a hundred Mamluks and a hundred 

Frenchmen would roughly hold their own; three hundred Frenchmen would generally be 

better than three hundred Mamluks and a thousand Frenchmen would without exception 

conquer one thousand five hundred Mamluks.”12

It is the same with a well functioning company: it is the totality that is strong. When a 

company close down the people move on and take their knowledge with them, but all the 

organised knowledge that the company consists of disappears. 

In contrast to the products of the calculator manufacturer Facit, where “the cogwheels in the 

calculator were the company’s soul” as one of the company’s leading technicians later put it, 

a car is a complex combination of many different systems. This requires coordination of 

specialists from many different fields. Even if some of the systems are central, such as the 

internal combustion engine, it is in many ways the actual coordination of the different systems 

that characterises today’s car industry.

The huge complex that makes up the car industry is nothing that you start and stop at the push 

of a button. To close it down is like putting a delicate machine out in the autumn rain – after a 

while it is no longer valuable equipment but just a piece of rusty metal. A closedown of the 

car industry will not only add to structural mass unemployment, with big human and social 

costs as a consequence, but will in the same way reduce the well-trimmed production and 

12 Translated quote from Arnold Ljungdal: Marxismens världsbild, s. 30. Bokförlaget Pan/Norstedts 
1974



development organisation that has taken nearly a century to construct and finely adjust to so 

much scrap. 

No matter how radical the goals set or the emission limits agreed upon, it is not the decisions 

that create change. They have to be translated into material reality by replacing today’s 

unsustainable systems and products with sustainable ones. This must also be done soon and 

on a mass scale and it will require us to use every available resource. Because make no 

mistake: we are faced with the biggest transition in human history.


