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Sustainability through work and play  
in Swedish Grästorp 
 
Grästorp (population 6000) in Västgötland has become widely known for its creative 
Agenda 21 initiatives. The municipality has achieved no less than five entries in the 
Guinness Book of records, for various types of waste collection, and has also had great 
success using various fantasy figures in mobilising popular support.  
 
Grästorp’s strategy is clear; the message 
must be simple and funny, but with a 
serious content. Childrens’ theatre, 
”recycle races” where young people must 
compete in purchasing environmentally 
friendly goods and recycling wastes 
correctly, and ”eco adventure paths” have 
been some of Grästorp’s communication 
and mobilization techniques. This last 
initiative has included the municipality’s 
technical director having to climb on to the 
roof of the Town Hall wearing a propeller 
on his back and throwing sweets to the 
children. The culture director for his part 
has swung from the church tower dressed 
as the famous figure from childrens’ 
books, Pippi Langstrømpe – examples of 
original ways to engage people! 

 
Culture week with the Minister 
The municipality organises an annual 
environmental and culture week, which   
comprises various exciting events. The 
famous waste records include collection of 
used lightbulbs, hazardous waste, metal 
bottle tops and plastic bottles, and Grästorp 
has built the world’s tallest tower of used 
milk cartons. The campaigns always focus 
on significant environmental problems. 
The collection of almost 2000 used 
lightbulbs in 2000 was to bring the 
Ministry’s attention to the unsolved issue 
of the lead contained in this type of waste. 

The minister then came to Grästorp to 
accept the challenge; and it has now been 
solved at the national level. Another recent 
environment week addressed the issue of 
Fair Trade clothing. 
 

 
 
Two of the fairytale figures, Mulle and Gräsroten 
(“Grass Roots”), receive a prize from the Ideas Bank 
Foundation during a study tour to  Grästorp in 2008 
(photo: Mads B. Nakkerud) 
 

Bridge building and Friendship 
Cooperation  
The playfulness and fantasy figures have a 
serious intent. It was to make this clear that 
Grästorp established a partnership in 1996 
with one of the poorest communities in one 
of the poorest countries in the world, 
Marrupa in Mozambique. The district of 
Marrupa is as large as a whole region in 
many of our countries, but has just three 
cars, no doctors, no postal service, no 
telephone line, and electricity only for a 
few hours every week.  
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In 1998 a special organisation was started, 
the ”Agenda 21 North-South Association”, 
which has led the friendship and exchange 
work. In addition the association has 
worked with the educational project 
Studiefrämjandet in the “Building Bridges” 
initiative. This works to create awareness 
about sustainability issues amongst 
children through theatre and other cultural 
events. Led by drama expert Lena 
Johansson, herself from Grästorp, this has 
been promoted both locally and nationally, 
but largely inspired by the Grästorp-
Marrupa cooperation.  
 
Local food and the ”Food Agent” 
The Agenda 21 association cooperates 
with the association ”Närproducerat mitt i 
Västra Götaland” which unites producers 
to increase the production as well as 
processing of local agricultural produce. 
Much of this is from organic farming. This 
also stems from a previous agricultural 
project run in collaboration with Marrupa. 
 

 
 
One of Grästorp’s leading figures, Gunnel 
Lundmark, now works as ”Food Agent” at 
the Väksthuset Oskar center which offers 
the local food products as well as cultural 
events, cycle tours and nature experiences. 
Together with the municipality they also 

organize ”Food from Far Away”, an 
initiative that enables immigrant women to 
prepare exotic dishes from local produce. 
 
Pedagogics for the rich 
Exchange visits between Grästorp and 
Marrupa have left deep impressions on 
people, and constitute what the Norwegian 
Folk High Schools call ”pedagogics for the 
rich” in their methodology. During one 
meeting in Marrupa, a Swedish visitor was 
met by total silence when she asked the 
children if they would like to write some 
messages to the children of Grästorp. One 
of the local teachers had to explain that 
they lacked not only a postman, but even 
paper. On a visit from Marrupa til Grästorp 
a farmer in the delegation made a deep 
initial impression on his hosts. He started 
by helping himself to larger portions of 
food than they had ever seen anyone eat 
before. For him, however, it was just a 
matter of eating when food was available 
and as long as food lasted. He took less 
and less as he came to realize that in 
Sweden one could actually eat regularly – 
every day, and often with added snacks 
between meals as well.  
 
Themes for discussion: 
What is needed in order to start similar 
work where you live? 
Does your own municipality have plans for 
local sustainability, or north-south work? 
 
For more information: 
Gunnel Lundmark, gunnel@grastorp.se  
Tel: +46-703 73 8911 
www.narproducerat.se  
Information about Pedagogics for the Rich: 
Rune Sødal, rune@folkehogskole.no  
Tel: +47 22 47 43 00 
 
This info sheet has been prepared by the Ideas 
Bank Foundation under a commission by NVL 
 
Kirsten Paaby 

 


