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Abstract: This article analyses the political discourse about governing the future of the aviation
industry in Sweden and how a polarized and entrenched discursive path dependency around
aviation makes it difficult to invest into aviation’s possible futures as a sustainable transport. We
find three different politically merged frames in the political discussion about governing the road to
sustainable aviation: (1) Neoliberal sustainable aviation, (2) Green Keynesian sustainable aviation
and (3) National environmentalists’ aviation. We can see a discrepancy between two merged frames
that believe sustainable aviation will be possible with more or less government support and steering
(Neoliberal sustainable aviation and Green Keynesian sustainable aviation) whereas the third merged
frame (National environmentalists’ aviation) argues that aviation is bound to be environmentally
inferior to trains and, therefore, all focus should go to the later. We can see that there is not just a
path dependency in the merged frame of National environmentalists’ aviation that discounts the
possibility that both the role of aviation or its sustainability can change as the technology changes.
There is here a static perceived view of technology as being forever clean or dirty. Another path
dependency is the linkage of aviation transport with particular political parties where the green party,
for instance, oppose aviation while the conservative party wants to support aviation and innovation
in aviation. This polarization is actually the largest and most important aspect of the discursive
lock-in as this undermines any compromises or large-scale future investments in sustainable aviation.

Keywords: aviation; policy; discourse; sustainability; lock-in; industry; emission; electrified aviation

1. Introduction

The aim of this paper is to explore the contested political discourse around the future
of aviation in Sweden using an interpretative policy analysis of how the different political
parties interpret possible aviation futures. Our argument is that there are two discursive
path dependencies where one is based around a static view of the aviation technology,
whereas the second is based on interparty conflict when deciding on the future of aviation,
which leads to a status quo and disregards a long-term decision to make large investment
into or de-investment into the technology.

Even though Sweden is already considered a global leader in sustainable energy
transformation [1], there are questions about how to move forward to reach the goal of
being able to reduce greenhouse gas emissions to net zero emissions. It is well known that
the aviation industry needs to undergo major transformations in the upcoming decades to
actually reduce its impact on the climate and to reach the below 2 degree goal of the Paris
Agreement [2].

After the Paris Agreement, the European Union (EU) put up a goal that aims to
reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by at least 40 percent by the year 2030 and to
net zero emissions by 2050. As part of the new European Green Deal, EU’s proposed
European Climate Law goal is to write into law the goal about achieving net zero GHG
emissions by 2050 [3]. Aviation is a part of the sustainable transport ambitions [4], with its
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direct emissions contributing to 3.8% of total carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions and 13.9% of
transport-related emissions in the EU in 2017 [5].

In response to this, the Swedish government set up a goal to become carbon neutral by
2045, including having a completely fossil-free transport sector in 2045 [6,7]. An initiative
called Fossil-free Aviation started to fast-forward the process of Sweden becoming one
of the world’s first countries with fossil-free aviation [8]. Several actors in the aviation
sector have come together and given suggestions to authorities on how to make it possible.
However, the initiative is lacking the political perspective and there is very limited research
that has analysed the overall national political fault lines and conflicts around the future of
aviation vis-à-vis other transport investments such as trains and ships, and motor vehicles
such as cars and trucks.

Most research on aviation is often technical and relatively recent. However, we need
to have a broader perspective. How we manage the local, national and global environment
is directly influenced by how societies and politics allocate natural, human and financial
resources. Focusing and solving one problem can ignore other problems that are related
and in turn create other problems [9]. In the research society, there exists a wide scope
of research about proposals of air travel tax implementations [10–12], emission reduction
schemes [13–15], alternative aviation fuels for aviation [16–19], novel aircraft types [20–22],
and also travel behavior [23–25].

The Swedish state-owned airports company Swedavia have the target that all domestic
flights will be fossil free by the year 2030 [26]. Airlines such as SAS and BRA are offering
their customers the possibility to purchase bio-based sustainable jet fuel as an alternative
to fossil fuel-based jet fuel [27]. There are also initiatives for electric aircrafts undertaken
by industry leaders and research organizations, including as a part of Fossil Free Aviation
2045 and the Nordic Network for Electric Aviation NEA [28].

Sweden’s central national policy to reduce travel volume targeted a tax levied on
passenger numbers, an indirect financial disincentive, and it is at the discretion of the
airlines to pass on the cost of tax levies [14]. Implemented in 2018, little is known about
its effectiveness. Technology development that does not consider societal norms and
consumer preferences may result in rejection by individuals or society at large [29,30]. The
policies that aim to support the development of sustainable aviation, and what policies to
be developed to push this development and reach the 2045 goal, are widely debated at the
political level. Even if aviation plays an important role in a long and sparsely populated
country such as Sweden, there is little research that focuses on the political discourse
around energy transitions and different sustainable solutions for the aviation industry in
Sweden in general, and to discern whether there are any discursive path dependencies and
discursive lock-ins that prevent aviation reaching its full potential. The focus in this paper
is to define the lock-ins at the political level that prevent the aviation industry to move
forward into a future with sustainable aviation.

In this article, our analysis will expand upon the concept of path dependency and
carbon lock-ins [31,32]. Metze discusses the consequences of discursive lock-ins, which
leave “little room for the introduction of alternatives” [33]. Buschmann and Oels have
developed the idea of discursive lock-ins further and defined a discursive lock-in as when
“such institutionalized mechanisms of discursive reproduction include mechanisms of
reproduction related to a mental map (or discourse) based on increasing returns” and to
reach a discursive turning point “the mechanisms of reproduction of the hegemonic dis-
course must be disrupted effectively” [34]. They argue that this can be achieved “through
deliberation, through performative action and through external shocks that work as dis-
cursive” [34]. A discourse plays a role as an important aspect of a lock-in as it connects
and aligns infrastructures, institutions and behavior [35–38]. There is the argument that
when a discourse has secured its reproduction in one or several institutions, it has reached
hegemony [39].

In this article, we are applying the method of interpretative policy analysis [40], to
analyze the political discourse around the future of aviation in Sweden. A discourse
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analysis of policy could be understood to deconstruct texts to understand how texts
are structured in a particular way and what social and political implications this will
have [41,42]. We will look at the political stance on aviation and how this plays out in the
political discourse, and we will use the case of Västerås airport to show how locked-in
the political discussion is and how our analytical framework can be used. We believe that
Västerås airport is a good case study as here both of the discursive fault lines can be seen,
and it also highlights the uncertain future of this mode of transport.

The article argues that the political discourse about governing the future of the aviation
industry in Sweden and how a polarized and entrenched discursive path dependency
around aviation makes it difficult to invest into aviation’s possible futures as a sustainable
transport. We find three different politically merged frames in the political discussion
about governing the pathway to sustainable aviation: (1) Neoliberal sustainable aviation,
(2) Green Keynesian sustainable aviation and (3) National environmentalists’ aviation. We
can see a discrepancy between two merged frames that believe sustainable aviation will
be possible with more or less government support and steering (Neoliberal sustainable
aviation and Green Keynesian sustainable aviation) where the third merged frame (National
environmentalists’ aviation) argues that aviation is bound to be environmentally inferior
to trains and, therefore, all focus should go to the later.

We can see that there is a path dependency in the merged frame of National envi-
ronmentalists’ aviation that discounts the possibility that both the role of aviation or its
sustainability can change as the technology changes. There is here a static perceived view
of technology as being forever clean or dirty. Another path dependency is the linkage
of aviation transport with particular political parties where the green party, for instance,
opposes aviation while the conservative party wants to support aviation and innovation.
We can see this in the case study of Västerås airport where the divide on the future of
aviation and the airport is divided between political fault lines. This polarization is actually
the largest and most important aspect of the discursive lock-in as this undermines any
compromises or large-scale future investments in sustainable aviation.

2. Method, Theory and Material
2.1. Method and Theory

As mentioned in the introduction, our analysis will expand upon the concept of
path dependency and carbon lock-ins. These lock-ins are characterized by the process
of “technological and institutional co-evolution driven by path-dependent economies of
scale” [31]. Unruh suggests that lock-in are driven by the process of “technological and
institutional co-evolution driven by path-dependent” economies of scale [31]. Lock-ins
create “persistent market and policy failures that can inhibit the diffusion of carbon-saving
technologies despite their apparent environmental and economic advantages” [31]. Unruh
argues that an escape from carbon lock-in is needed [32]. In this article, we apply the
method of interpretative policy analysis. Interpretative policy analysis diverges from
mainstream positivist policy at analysis by focusing on how policy actors interact by
addressing ‘the social meaning of policies and the practices in which this meaning is
embedded’ [40]. Moreover, such a perspective seeks to “develop a deeper, interpretative
understanding of policy practices and policy process in general, having extended their
scope over time to include perspectives on discourse, narration, governmentality and
practice” [40]. A discourse analysis approach tends to emphasize “the indexical or situated
nature of social categories in linguistic interaction” [41]. A discourse analysis of policy could
be understood to deconstruct texts to understand how texts are structured in a particular
way and what social and political implications this will have [42]. Discourse analysis has
an interest in how institutions and rules are spread through the use of language [42].

To analyze our material we apply the method of framing and metaphors, which can
be seen as viable discursive tools to perform interpretative policy and to address social
meaning of policies and the practices in which the meaning is embedded [43,44]. In our
analyses of frames, merged frames and metaphors, we use a conceptual understanding
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of discourses. Frames are seen as “schemata of interpretation” that guide individuals to
“locate, perceive, identify and label” [45] conditions and events around us. Frames are
often used as a “strategic and deliberate activity aimed at generating public support for
specific policy ideas” [46]. Merged frames, in turn, comprise elements of each of the input
schemas, while they contribute to a new frame that results in its own unique and separate
structure. Metaphors as such need to be understood in the context of larger frames [47],
seen as “devices or units of language that are deployed within particular conversations
and contexts” [48]. This means that metaphors are not isolated discourses from its context
but instead are directly connected to specific ideological frames. Merged frames, and their
related metaphors, “are variegated towards the local political context and therefore always
adapted and contextualized in locally meaningful ways” [47]. Our method is an adaptation
of frame merging and metaphor analysis inspired by Nordensvärd and Ketola [47].

The different metaphors can represent frames but also merged frames, where frames
are “embodiment” while merged frames are taking on a “variegated form” [47]. We chose
this framework because it explains how a frame as neoliberalism is contextualized and
creates multiple understandings of the aviation discourse. The relationship between frames,
merged frames and metaphors are mapped out in Table 1.

Table 1. Frames, merged frames and metaphors. Taken from Nordensvärd and Ketola (2019).

Frames Merged Frames Metaphors The Link

Frames are schemata of
interpretations that help to

locate, perceive, identify and
label events and conditions [45].
Policy framing is a strategic and

deliberate activity aimed at
generating public support for

specific policy ideas [46].
Framing trancends the

boundaries of agenda setting
and links with “stable

ideological repertoires” [46].
Policy makers need to use

culturally accepted
repertoires [49]. Frames are

dialogical in nature and
anticipate potential opposition

to undermine support for
policies [46].

Merged frames are the
discursive combination of two

separate schemas or
incorporation of words and
elements of one schema into

that of another [50]. A merged
frame is a hybrid that

comprises elements from each
of the input schemas but also

becomes its own unique
structure [50,51]. Merged
frames help to combine

seemingly incompatible and
competing sets of cultural

beliefs [52] and circumvent
the dilemma of alternative

and competing schemas [53].

Metaphors can be
considered as “a way of
comparing two different

concepts” [54] and
understanding one

experience in terms of
another experience [55].

Metaphors are “devices or
units of language that are

deployed within particular
conversations and

contexts” [48]. Metaphors
are chosen to achieve certain
communication goals within

particular contexts rather
than being predetermined
by bodily experience [56]

that is aligned with
frames/merged frames.

Frames, merged frames and
metaphors create particular

policy contexts used to make
sense of particular policy

alternatives and are part of the
“exercise of political power

and the language used to
legitimate that process” [57].

Metaphors should be
understood as embodiments

of particular ideological
frames. Merged frames and

related metaphors are
variegated towards the local

political context and therefore
always adapted and

contextualizing.

Moreover, the different discourses of aviation have been adapted to the ideological
political contexts of environmental solutions. Aviation as such does not have a specific
environmental political discourse, instead, we combined the aviation discussion to the dif-
ferent ideological views that are presented under frames. These frames represent different
contexts theoretically; practically they are not as pure in the real political discussion where
there is usually a mix of different frames that then become merged frames.

2.2. Analytical Framework

Table 2 represents the different policy discourses, how we are framing them, the
metaphors and the link to the aviation context. We used Table 2 as our analytical framework
that we applied to the material. In Table 2, we present four different worldviews on global
environmental change and its relationship to politics. First, we have the market liberal
aviation discourse which is in the frame of market liberals and the idea that modern science,
technology and money are improving the global environment. Fostering economic growth
will improve the environment in the long run [9]. In this political discourse it is believed that
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globalization promotes growth, enhances efficiency and prevents poverty. The right way
forward is to correct policy and market failures and implement market-based incentives to
promote clean technologies [9]. The link to aviation is to get the prices right by internalizing
external costs with, for instance, carbon trading. It is believed that the best way to transform
the aviation industry into a sustainable one is through market mechanisms such as carbon
markets and carbon trade. “The belief is that economic incentives, self-interests and market
mechanisms will achieve an efficient, least-cost solution to the climate crisis” [58]. Emission
targets and energy efficiency targets have an important role to play, but it is the price
system that has to make it easier to achieve our goals [58].

Table 2. The analytical framework.

Policy Discourse Frame Metaphor Aviation

Market liberals
aviation discourse

Inspired by market
liberals and the idea that

modern science, technology
and money are improving the
global environment. Fostering

economic growth will
improve the environment in

the long run [9].

Believes that globalization
promotes growth, enhances

efficiency and prevents
poverty. The way forward is
to correct policy and market

failures and implement
market-based incentives to

promote clean
technologies [9].

“Getting prices right” by carbon
trading.

The best way to transform the
aviation industry to become

sustainable is through market
mechanisms, such as carbon

markets and carbon trade. Emission
targets and energy efficiency targets
have an important role to play, but

it is the price system that has to
make it easier to achieve our

goals [58].

Institutionalists’
aviation discourse

Inspired by institutionalists
and the idea that guided

globalization enhances human
welfare. Weak institutions and
no global cooperation are the

problem [9].

We need to harness
globalization, promote strong

global institutions, regimes
and norms that can manage

the global
environment/distribute

technology effectively. Build
state capacity and employ

precautionary principles [9].

Use tax, subsidies/incentives and
regulations to transform the

aviation industry sustainably. This
could be done either through active
state involvement and/or stricter
regulations/taxations. Planning
must involve a system of carbon
taxation that provides the finance

for public investments in renewable
energy and subsidies for

clean technologies.

Bioenvironmentalists’
aviation discourse

Inspired by the idea that
ecological crisis threatens

human survival.
Overpopulation,

overconsumption and
excessive economic growth is

seen as the cause of the
problem [9].

Wants to create a new global
economy with limits to

growth. Reduce consumption
and limit population. Agree to

collective coercion so as to
control greed, reproduction

and exploitation [9].

Heading towards either a collapse
of the present capitalist system or a
collapse of our global climate. This
will mean that aviation travel will

have to be part of a degrowth
scenario, be cut back or replaced or
modified to fill the overall economic
re-orientation. There will not be a
specific aviation discourse per se.

Social greens’ aviation
discourse

Inspired by the idea that
social injustice, at both local

and global levels, creates
environmental crisis.

Globalization accelerates
exploitation, inequalities and

ecological injustice [9].

Believes in rejecting
industrialism and reverse
economic globalization.
Wants to restore local

community autonomy and
empower marginalized voices.
Promote ecological justice and

local and indigenous
knowledge systems [9].

Would need to change ownership
structure of the aviation industry
and change how investment and

travel is conducted through a
socially just and democratic reform
of transport. The focus lies here on
resources and transport, the use of

natural resources is subject to
decentralized democratic decisions
that will lead to lower consumption

and higher welfare [58].
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Secondly, we have the institutionalists aviation discourse. This frame is inspired by
institutionalists global environmental worldview and the idea that guided globalization
enhances human welfare. They see weak institutions and no global cooperation as the
problems. They want to harness globalization, promote strong global institutions, regimes
and norms that can manage the global environment/distribute technology effectively to de-
veloping countries. They also believe in building state capacity and employ precautionary
principles [9]. The link to aviation is what Storm [58] calls Green Keynesianism, meaning
forcing technology development through regulation, carbon taxation and redistribution.
The institutional solution is to use tax, subsidies or incentives and regulations to transform
the aviation industry to become sustainable, which can be completed either through active
state involvement or through strict regulations or taxations, or a combination of both.
Planning for sustainable aviation must involve a system of carbon taxation that provides
the finance for public investments in renewable energy and subsidies for clean technology,
including aggressive industrial policy [58].

The third discourse is the bioenvironmentalists’ aviation discourse, which is inspired
by the idea that ecological crisis threatens human survival and differs more from the first
two discourses. Overpopulation, overconsumption and excessive economic growth is seen
as the cause of the problem and that globalization is the reason for unsustainable growth,
investment, trade and debt [9]. The best solutions are seen as those creating a new global
economy with limits to growth, reduce consumption and limit population and agree to
collective coercion so as to control greed, reproduction and exploitation [9]. The world can
only be sustainable by low growth, no growth or even degrowth for Western developed
countries. Scholars such as Bello [59] and Speth [60] argue that we are heading towards
either a collapse of the present capitalist system or a collapse of our global climate. This
will mean that aviation travel will have to be a part of a degrowth scenario, which means
to be cut back, replaced or modified to fill the overall economic re-orientation. There will
not be a specific aviation discourse per se.

Lastly, we have the social greens aviation discourse. This discourse is inspired by
the idea that social injustice, both at local and global levels, creates environmental crisis.
Globalization only accelerates exploitation, inequalities and ecological injustice [9]. In this
frame it is believed that rejecting industrialism and reverse economic globalization is the
only solution. The goal is to restore local community autonomy and empower marginalized
voices while promoting ecological justice and local and indigenous knowledge systems [9].
There exists a conflict between capitalism’s drive for growth and ecological change, which
would need to change the ownership structure of the aviation industry and change how
investments and travel is conducted through a socially just and democratic reform of
transport. The focus lies on the fact that resources and transport are “collectively owned
and cooperatively managed [58]. The use of natural resources is subjected to decentralized
democratic decision making, which will lead to lower consumption and higher welfare [58].

2.3. Material

In this article we focus on Sweden as a case study. We focused on the political
discussion and lock-in on sustainable aviation in Sweden. To show how our analytical
framework could be applied we used Västerås airport as an example of the lock-in to use
our discursive framework to analyse the case of the political decision of closing down
Västerås airport and the following referendum. We chose Västerås airport since it is a
case that shows the complexity of the matter when there is a locked-in political discussion,
which shows how aviation is considered a dirty, not environmentally-friendly means
of transport. Västerås airport is only used as an example to show the lock-in political
discussion and path dependency in the political parties.

The material consists of canvased material we could find on the discussion of different
topics connected to aviation, airports and fuel alternatives for aviation. The material
was gathered in two different ways—one was to search for material through the Swedish
government’s site Sveriges Riksdag, where all documents, political discussions and laws
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can be found. We used the following search words: aviation, electric aviation, airports,
climate, fossil-free fuel, SAF. We also searched through the different homepages of the
parties searching for aviation, airports and fuel alternatives for aviation.

We also researched the political parties and their political programs on their websites
where additional information could be found on where they stand in the climate discussion
and on aviation.

As a third step, we then researched different news articles that brought up the political
discussion and conducted research of the literature in Scopus and Google Scholar. The focus
was on the political discussion and the government’s role in the sustainable transformation
in aviation, meaning that the research articles that focused on technical questions did not
make the cut. The search words and how many results we found are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. This table presents the source of our findings, the search words and the results from the searches.

Source Search Words Results 1

Governmental documents Aviation, electric, airports, fossil-free fuel,
climate, SAF 283

Political parties websites Climate, Aviation, Fossil-free fuel,
electric aviation 133

News articles Electric aviation, political parties,
government, fossil-free fuel aviation 150

Research databases Aviation, electric, airports, climate,
fossil-free fuel, policy, SAF 358

1 The total results of the search, not all were relevant for this article, for instance, the articles that had too much of a technical focus.

3. Results

In our analysis, we found that there exist three merged frames in the aviation dis-
cussion. The frames are: Neoliberal sustainable aviation, Green Keynesian sustainable
aviation and National environmentalists’ aviation. In the first frame, Neoliberal sustainable
aviation, one can argue that the government has a silent role supporting the industry and
research community. The second frame, Green Keynesian sustainable aviation, has more of
a steering approach. In this frame, the government has a steering role through taxation
and regulations while also encoring and supporting the industry and research society. The
third merged frame has a firm approach for less aviation, the approach is more controlling
and involved in the development than the first two frames. Table 4 shows an overview of
the merged frames and applied metaphors.

Table 4. Merged Frames and results.

Merged Frames Metaphors

Neoliberal sustainable aviation

They believe in investing in new technology and innovation for aviation. Letting
the industry make the way while the government have a more laid-back role with
less interference from the government in the policy process. They believe that this
is a global matter and that globalization promotes growth and enhances efficiency.
They want to help the industry move forward by encouraging solutions that will

lead others to invest in future sustainable solutions.

Green Keynesian sustainable aviation

The strategy involves a more active government that is closer to ecological
modernization and Green Keynesianism. It means that the state will have a
steering role by adding tax on fuel and regulations to transform the aviation
industry into a more sustainable one. In this frame the policy tools to reach

sustainable aviation are focused on believing in regulation, innovation and carbon
taxation. They also believe that this is a global matter but that the government

needs to steer the development in, what they believe to be, the right direction with
help from science and the industry.
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Table 4. Cont.

Merged Frames Metaphors

National environmentalists aviation

In this frame, globalization is often the problem to our environmental problems.
The government wants to have more control and steer the evolution of an

environmental friendly future, even if it means less aviation. In this frame, the
government has a firm hand in saying where the future path is and wants to lead

the transformation. They believe that the solution is to cut back and replace
aviation with trains.

3.1. Neoliberal Sustainable Aviation

Three of the political parties, the Moderate party, the Swedish democratic party and
the Christian Democratic party, use the frame of Neoliberal sustainable aviation to support
their arguments and proposed policies for sustainable aviation. We can see a market
liberal frame that integrates a neoclassical economic view with science and technology to
understand and move forward in the locked-in sustainable aviation pathway. This frame
has a focus on seeing the path of sustainable development as something that economic
growth and new technology can solve, giving the industry and science the biggest role to
be able to move forward, meaning that the government has more of a laid-back role and is
not as involved in the process more than overviewing and giving help as support from the
government. The government has “faith in the capacity of the invisible hand to adjust the
natural thermostat” [58].

In the aviation discussion about taxation, the Moderate Party in Sweden do not believe
in having flight taxes since they believe it to be ineffective. They argue that Sweden’s
emissions from aviation are regulated by the EU’s emissions trading system which they
say means that if Sweden reduces its emissions, other EU countries can increase theirs.
They believe that aviation tax in Sweden only means a higher price for Swedish travelers,
which in reality only moves emissions abroad. The net effect on the environment will, thus,
be zero but it will affect Swedish travelers. The Moderate Party do, however, agree that
just like other parts of society, aviation must reduce its emissions of fossil carbon dioxide.
They want it to happen through research and innovation, with conversion to biofuel that is
needed faster, not through what they believe to be inefficient punitive taxes [61]. They do,
however, believe in having landing fees to encourage more investments in the blending
of biofuels. They also want to give consumers more information during a ticket purchase
about how much the flight travel generates emissions [62]. Similar to the Moderate party’s
arguments for policy tools, the Christian Democratic Party suggests investments in both
biofuels for aviation and on electric aviation. They do not believe in aviation fuel taxation,
but they do believe in having climate take-off and landing fees. In the discussion about
regional airports, they also believe that airports should be protected [63]. For instance, they
believe in using Bromma airport as a base for testing electrified aviation [64].

The Swedish democrats have the same view on flight taxes and believe it to be
ineffective. They believe in even less involvement from the government than the Moderate
party since they do not even believe in landing fees either. Since Covid-19 hit the aviation
industry hard, they do not believe in making it worse by adding restrictions; they want the
aviation industry to recover in order to be able to prioritize new innovations instead. They
believe it to be a global problem and that the discussion about different solutions needs to
be taken up at an EU and international level. In the discussion about closing down regional
airports and moving all air traffic to bigger airports, they believe it to be a stupid decision
since the bigger airports need to focus on innovation and new technology, while regional
airports should be used to strengthen the Swedish infrastructure. Closing down airports
and building houses instead would have other consequences for the environment, while
we still need the airports and can just improve and make them sustainable [65].

The political parties in this frame believe that the government should have a more
laid-back roll and support future innovation for better solutions for a more sustainable
aviation. They believe that this is a global matter, and that globalization promotes growth
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and enhances efficiency. They want to help the industry move forward by encouraging
solutions that will lead others to invest in future sustainable solutions.

3.2. Green Keynesian Sustainable Aviation

Analyzing the political discussion about sustainable aviation, we found the Green
Keynesian sustainable aviation frame. Three of the Swedish political parties, the Liberals,
the Social Democratic Party and the Centre Party use this frame to support their solutions
and policies for sustainable aviation. Here we can see a more active state influenced by
Institutionalism and Green Keynesianism [58], and, to some degree, neoliberal aspects.
In this frame, the policy tools to reach sustainable aviation are focused on believing in
regulation, innovation and carbon taxation. The government has more of a steering role in
this frame.

The Liberals believe that aviation is an unbeatable means of transport when it comes
to traveling long distances in a short amount of time. Considering the infrastructure and
the economical perspective, they believe it to be the most effective alternative. Regarding
the question about closing down airports, they believe that airports tie together Sweden,
create job opportunities and increase possibilities for tourism in the whole country. They
want Sweden to push for flight tax in the EU that does not tax all flight traffic the same
but promotes flights with lower climate and environmental impact. On a national level,
the Liberals want to have a differentiated system with landing fees considering how much
biofuel is being used in airplanes combined with a reduction obligation system and climate
decelerations. The liberals believe in retaining and supporting the airports by bringing
forward a long-term and sustainable strategy to ensure their development and survival.
They also bring up the discussion about electric aviation that can make short flights between
regions be more profitable, which brings up the importance of keeping the smaller airports.
They believe that electric aviation can be an important factor for the development of the
country’s regions and offer fast transport, and that electric aviation is an area under strong
development where it is important that the state contributes to research and development
as this has the potential to reduce the climate impact of aviation and, at the same time,
become a new industry in Sweden [66]. The Centre Party has a similar policy in that
aviation is an important transport alternative; however, it needs to become more effective
and environmentally friendly. They believe in having a mandatory demand for admixture
of renewable biofuel. They argue that it is a climatic and economically effective way to
reduce the aviation climate impact and to transform to a sustainable aviation industry.
They even argue that they believe that Swedavia, which owns 10 airports in Sweden,
should increase the opportunity for discounts for start and landing fees with the best
environmental quality [67].

The Swedish Social Democratic Party wants it to be easier to choose the train, while
they also take up the discussion about working harder to use sustainable fuel alternatives
for aviation. They also believe that it takes collective effort to work for this transition and
that countries need to work for this together at an EU level [68]. The government gave
the Swedish Transport Agency the assignment to conduct a pilot study that highlights to
what extent state-procured air traffic can contribute to the objective to reduce the climate
impact of aviation have while still maintaining its availability in the country. The study
includes those airlines that have been purchased by the state and analysis as to what extent
the use of biofuels and electrification by the already existing air traffic can contribute to
reducing greenhouse gas emissions. They bring up the discussion that there are some
uncertainties about whether the existing EU rules provide space for demands on fossil-free
fuels. Setting aside the uncertain legal matter, they conclude that Sweden should have
good conditions to identify and push to open up about climate-related demands in the
European parliament, considering the council regulation nr 1008/2008 of the 24 September
2008 about collective rules for the provision of air traffic [69].

The political parties in this frame want to be involved in the future sustainable
development of aviation and steer the path to reach the goal. They also believe that this is
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a global matter, but that Sweden needs to steer the development in, what they believe to
be, the right direction.

3.3. National Environmentalists Aviation

In the sustainable aviation discussion, we also find a third discourse, the National
environmentalists’ aviation frame. This frame has a national perspective, believing that
globalization is the problem to our environmental problems. In this frame, the government
wants to have more control and to steer the evolution of an environmentally-friendly future,
even if it means less aviation. The two political parties that are using this frame are the
Green Party and the Left Party.

In November 2020, the government decided that SEK 73.9 million from the gov-
ernment’s budget would go to communication in 2021. The decision was made on a
proposition from the Central Party, the Liberals, the Green Party and the Social Democrat
Party. Most of the money, around SEK 30.8 million went to developing already existing
transport infrastructure, such as railways [70]. During the debate, the focus shifted from
electrification to trains since the Moderate Party wants to focus more money on electrifica-
tion instead of putting the money on night trains, which the Left Party did not agree to and
questioned. The debate turned its focus from aviation to trains. This particular discussion
is just an example of how the debate usually goes when the topic is about sustainability,
aviation and transport. The political parties have different views on how to move forward
with the aviation industry in order to reach the goal in 2045. The Left Party wants to
make it cheaper to choose the environmentally-friendly way of traveling [71]. They believe
that Sweden needs to push for ICAO and reduce the aviation industry’s environmental
impact and have a tax on aviation fuel. However, if Sweden is the only country to have
aviation tax, there is a risk that aviation companies might land in neighboring countries
because of financial reasons. They believe that Sweden needs to have an open discussion
with neighboring countries about having similar tax levels. The Left Party believes that
the companies will be stimulated to fill their planes with travelers by having a climate
tax through start and landing charges and, in that case, will reduce the impact on the
environment. The airplanes that take off will then be put to maximum use, making them
more effective. They believe that it is not as effective as having a fuel tax; however, it is a
clear economic policy instrument [72]. They believe that the best solution is to fly less and
use trains instead. The aviation industry was severely affected by the COVID-19 pandemic
at the beginning of 2020, the Swedish government decided to help the industry with tax
money, which the Left Party did not agree with. They criticized that a part of that money
went to regional airports, which they believe are unnecessary since people can use trains
instead of domestic flights [73].

Up until March 2021, there have been pending debates about closing down the airport
in Västerås, pushed by the Green Party in Sweden. The Green Party shares the opinion
with the Left Party about using more trains and fewer airplanes. They want to build new
railways for high-speed trains, and they want airports to introduce congestion charges that
will increase prices on commuting and business air travels. They also believe in introducing
taxes on flight fuel in the EU, both energy taxes and carbon dioxide taxes, for all flights in
Europe [74]. The Green Party’s argument is that the airport costs too much money for the
government and that the money could go to healthcare instead. The Centre Party, on the
other hand, argues that the investigations show that the companies that are dependent on
a fully equipped airport generate around 3–4 times as much income for the government,
region and municipality, compared to what it costs [75].

This frame focuses on the government as playing a bigger part and not only steering
or supporting the industry in a sustainable transformation in aviation. In this frame, the
government has a firm hand in saying where the future path is and wants to lead the
transformation. They believe the solution is to cut back and replace aviation with trains.
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3.4. The Case of Closing down Västerås Airport and the Follow up Referendum

We have used our discursive framework to analyse the case of the political decision
of closing down Västerås airport and the following referendum. We present the results in
Table 5.

Table 5. The Case of Västerås airport.

Frame Arguments for Keeping the Airport Arguments for Closing Down the
Airport

National environmentalists’ aviation

Green Party—The public should not
subsidize airport in the middle of a

climate crisis [76].
The future of aviation is bound to be

negative and electrical aviation is too far
into the future [77].

Aviation will always be dirty compared
to other transports [77–79].

Green Keynesian sustainable aviation

Swedish Democrats/Moderate
Party—Airport/aviation is a social service

that needs to be kept for the public, for
example, the importance of aviation for

medical supplies and fire fighting through
aviation [80].

Social Democrats/Left Party/Liberal
Party—Costs too much for the taxpayers,

money that could be spent on social
services instead [81].

Neoliberal sustainable aviation

Moderate Party/The Central Party—There
will be a cost for closing down the airport.

Even more costly to reopen an airport in the
future. Cost of people losing their jobs [80].

Christian Party/Moderate Party—If Västerås
continues to grow we need to have

infrastructure in place and develop further
for the economy and corporations [80].
Central Party—Cannot pend transport

against each other, the airport could be used
for electric aviation and innovation [78].

The Green Party—The airport is too
costly for the taxpayers and the

environment while building commercial
and residential properties will be more

cost-effective and important for
developing the city and economy [82].

The Green Party pushed for closing Västerås airport with arguments that it is not
needed because of already existing good train connections that can be used instead [78].
They highlighted that the public should not subsidize the airport in the middle of a climate
crisis [76], that the future of aviation is bound to be negative, that electrical aviation is too
far into the future and there are doubts that it will be viable at all, and that aviation will
always be inferior environmentally speaking compared to other modes of transportation
such as trains [77]. They compare transport alternatives against each other and state that
aviation will always be considered as dirty while transport such as trains are clean The
Green Party stated that “what drives innovation is often political decisions or regulations
that forces the industry to move forward” [78]. They mean that nothing will change or
develop when it comes to sustainable aviation until the government pushes the industry to
move forward and to develop more sustainable solutions. Västerås airport is controlled by
the municipality of Västerås, which wanted to close down the airport because it costs the
municipality money and that the municipality would gain if it was closed down [79].

The Left Party, the Liberal Party and the Social Democrats agreed that the airport costs
taxpayers too much money, money that could be spent on social services instead [81]. The
Green Party also stated that the airport is costly for the taxpayers and the environment while
building commercial and residential properties will be more cost-effective and important
for developing the city and the economy [82].

Closing down Västerås airport was not favorable with the Moderate Party, the Chris-
tian Party or the Swedish Democrats, led by the Center Party, who were the strongest voice
against the close down. The Swedish Democrats and the Moderate Party argued that air-
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port and aviation is a social service that needs to be kept for the public. They used examples
such as the importance of aviation for medical supplies or firefighting through aviation [82].
The Christian Party and the Moderate Party stated that if Västerås continued to grow we
needed to have a working infrastructure in place and develop further for the economy and
corporations. The Central Party and the Moderate Party also highlighted that it would be
very costly to close down the airport concerning all the people who would be unemployed,
and it would cost to reopen an airport later in the future [82]. The Central Party also stated
that we should not compare transport options against each other, that trains can never
replace aviation fully and that the airport could be used as a starting point for innovation
and electric aviation [78]. The Central Party pushed through with a referendum [78] where
the people in Västerås municipality voted to keep Västerås airport believing that it is better
to keep the jobs and work for a more sustainable airport [79]. Västerås airport plays a
huge role for both the regional development and healthcare, questions concerning the
region [83].

What was particularly interesting was that the fault lines were down to the political
parties being for or against Västerås airport, but most parties used arguments for the
different merged frames to make a case for either keeping the airport open or closing
it. For an example, the Green Party used arguments from all of the merged frames.
Although in the discussion about keeping the airport we could find that the Moderate
party were against closing down Västerås airport, they also pushed for using the airport as
a base for sustainable aviation and airport [78]. Meaning that arguments from the third
frame, Neoliberal Sustainable Aviation, were also involved in the decision about keeping
the airport.

This shows the discursive complexity and lock-in on the fault lines between the green–
socialist merged frame on one side and the center–right merged frame on the other side,
which leads to no clear outcome.

4. Discussion and Conclusions

We argue that the political discourse about governing the future of the aviation indus-
try in Sweden, and how a polarized and entrenched discursive path dependency around
aviation, makes it difficult to invest into aviation’s possible futures as a sustainable trans-
port. We find that three different political merged frames position themselves in two
different factions concerning the future of aviation. We argue that the merged frames of
(1) Neoliberal sustainable aviation and (2) Green Keynesian sustainable aviation might
disagree on the role of the state in supporting or intervening in the aviation industry, but
they agree on investing more into aviation. The merged frame (3) National environmental-
ists’ aviation sees that aviation has less future viability and wants to transfer funds and
resources away from aviation towards trains and, therefore, use both taxes, regulations and
the withdrawal of funding to reduce aviation transport and industry. There is here a static
perceived view of technology as being forever clean or dirty. Another path dependency is
the linkage of aviation transport with particular political parties, where the green party,
for instance, oppose aviation, while the conservative party wants to support aviation and
innovation. We can see that there is an ongoing division on the future of aviation that
is hindered by the trenches between these two rival approaches to the future of aviation
industries, which prevents a clear course of either increased investment on one side or a
clear de-investment on the other side. We argue that this is due to the conflict between dis-
cursive fronts on the fault lines of political parties on the left and the middle and right-wing
segment. This shows a path dependency of the linkage of aviation transport with particular
political parties where the green party, for instance, oppose aviation while conservatives
want to support aviation and innovation.

This polarization is actually the largest and most important aspect of the discursive
lock-in as this undermines any compromises or large-scale future investments in sustainable
aviation. We used Västerås airport as a case example to show the lock-in and the complexity.
The closing down of Västerås airport had political resistance on the middle and right section,
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and there has been no clear outcome of the future of either the aviation industry or the
particular airports.

This research concludes that we can find two different kinds of discursive lock-in
in the political discourse about sustainable aviation in Sweden. One is based around the
perception of a technology (aviation) as being static (the technology will always be inferior
to railway), which has been held in particular by the Green Party and the Left party, and
that has been subscribed to the merged frame of National environmentalists’ aviation. The
second discursive lock-in is based around the politization of the future of the aviation
industry and the difficulty to achieve a sustainable compromise on the future. This can be
seen in the linkage of aviation transport with particular political parties where the green
party, for instance, oppose aviation while the conservative party wants to support aviation
and innovation. This polarization is actually the largest and most important aspect of the
discursive lock-in as this undermines any compromises or large-scale future investments
in sustainable aviation.
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