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Populism, Planning, and the Politics of Discontent

Harriet Dunn 

Division of Urban and Regional Studies, KTH Royal Institute of Technology, Stockholm, Sweden

ABSTRACT
The article provides an analysis of contemporary localist-populist movements’ 
understanding of, and approach towards, spatial planning and urban develop-
ment. This is achieved through an in-depth case study of populist mobilization 
in one rural-urban municipality in Sweden. Central components of the 
localist-populist planning agenda are identified, including core values and plan-
ning roles. The results demonstrate how localist-populists mobilise political dis-
content and fear of change into political programmes prioritising protectionism 
and preservation, blending anti-urbanist and anti-entrepreneurialist sentiment 
with traditional conservatism. Localist-populism works to rearticulate the public 
interest justification of planning in pursuit of new purposes and legitimacies.

Introduction

Swedish Elections, 11 September 2022. While most eyes are focussed on the national results, a 
small municipality north of Stockholm is about to experience a historical political shift. In Knivsta, 
the local independent party Knivsta.nu (Knivsta.now) has just gained the highest percentage of 
votes, usurping the incumbent Moderates party. Knivsta.nu builds a coalition government with 
the Christian Democrat (KD) party, supported by the Sweden Democrats (SD). The coalition’s 
political programme promises to overhaul the planning agenda, including a dramatic reduction 
in land development. The new council immediately halts ongoing planning activities, scraps the 
Urban Development Strategy, and reorients the planning agenda to a pro-countryside and 
automobile-friendly approach, designed to protect Knivsta’s idyllic small-town character.

My central point of departure here is that Knivsta’s political uprising can be understood as 
an illustration of localist-populist resistance, where a brewing politics of discontent has been 
effectively mobilised into political action. This story is not unique to Knivsta. Planning theorists 
and practitioners will be familiar with the rhetoric adopted by right-wing, populist and/or 
NIMBY resistance movements around the world, for example, the North American Tea Party 
movement (Filion, 2011; Trapenberg Frick, 2013), local house building opposition (Davison et  al., 
2016; Inch et  al., 2020), or recent low-emission zone (ULEZ) protests, the ‘war on motorists,’ 
and ‘petrol uproars’ emerging in the UK, Sweden, and beyond (Gössling et  al., 2024; Portinson 
Hylander et  al., 2024; Walker, 2023). The Knivsta case provides an opportunity for in-depth 
analysis of the electorally successful mobilisation of discontent and the subsequent 
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transformation into a dramatically different local programme for planning and land develop-
ment. To this end, I add to the emerging literature exploring the implications of right-wing 
populism for planning theory and practice (Fainstein & Novy, 2023; Sager, 2020; Trapenberg 
Frick, 2013). The article responds to a recent localist turn in the geographies of populism and 
the politics of discontent, exploring the relationship between ideational politics of place and 
populist resistance at the rural-urban fridge (Chou, 2020; Zaslove, 2008).

Much of the literature focuses on localist-populism as movements against something: e.g., 
NIMBYism, or protests against a specific mobility intervention. Far less research attention has 
been paid to these movements’ positive imaginaries of planning: what they regard to be ‘good’ 
planning visions and practice, or what happens when movements manage to gain power and 
confront the demand to apply such visions in practice. Considering the growing political influ-
ence of such movements, it comes across as a timely and important research task to study 
these phenomena and the values embedded in them. In these pages, I therefore seek to answer 
the following research question: what forms do localist-populist visions of planning take? In 
doing so, I illuminate not only the driving forces of localist-populist resistance, but also the 
ideological commitments that underpin the movements’ visions of what constitutes good urban 
development, as well as the roles and values they ascribe to planning practice. The findings 
reveal the way in which localist-populist planning agendas work to rearticulate the public 
interest in new ways as a core justification for intervention, combining the policies and rhetoric 
of both left-wing urban resistance and traditional conservativism, thus working to confront and 
deconstruct some hegemonies whilst simultaneously reshaping and reaffirming others.

Conceptualising Localist-Populism

Whilst not an entirely new phenomenon, populism has come to characterise our current political 
era (Hochuli et  al., 2021; Moffitt, 2016; Müller, 2017). Populism is centrally constituted by a 
divide between ‘the elite’ on one side, and the ‘people’ on the other, with the people positioned 
as a homogenous group of common volition (Moffitt, 2016; Wodak, 2015). By claiming to rep-
resent the will of the people, populists position themselves against the alleged elite or political 
establishment, confronting the consolidation of power within the existing political framework 
(Müller, 2017). Populism can therefore be understood as expression of the “growing dissatis-
faction with democracy…when citizens believe that elites, parties, and governments are unwilling 
or unable to respond to their needs and demands” (Berman, 2019, p. 657). Populism serves as 
a reactionary force (Förtner et  al., 2021) or a politics of discontent against the depoliticised 
reality under the neoliberal hegemonic order (Cayla, 2021; Hochuli et  al., 2021).

The article responds to a recent localist turn in the study of populism and the politics of 
discontent (Chou, 2020; Chou et  al., 2022). Here, localism is broadly defined as a collection of 
practices and discourses that elevate the political relevance of the local (Malpas, 1999). Localism 
encapsulates an “ideational politics of place,” emphasizing locally-scaled political action and 
self-sufficiency, as well as feelings of attachment and belonging within a community (Chou 
et  al., 2022, p. 131). A common thread between populism and localism is a shared goal of 
restoring political authority to the community. When established ‘out of touch’ governments 
fail to adequately consider the needs or desires of residents, independent local parties often 
arise to fill the void (Åberg & Ahlberger, 2015). Local populist parties brand themselves as “‘of, 
by and for’ the people of their locality” (Chou et  al., 2022, p. 132). Populist movements oper-
ating at the local scale often employ an idealisation of the rural community life (Mamonova 
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& Franquesa, 2020; Tait & Inch, 2016). The social characteristics embedded in depictions of the 
rural (such as authenticity, stability, and harmony) unmistakably exhibit characteristics indicative 
of ideology (Dünckmann, 2021). By reclaiming power from central and distant government 
elites, localist-populists pursue the preservation of a prescribed local identity based on a 
romanticised image (Chou et  al., 2022).

The interplay between populism and spatial planning is a nascent area of inquiry. Sager 
(2020) and Faludi (2021) have theorised the risks posed by right-wing populist ideologies to 
liberal democratic principles of pluralism, inclusion, and diversity in the context of planning 
practice. A similar line of reasoning is taken up by Fainstein and Novy (2023), who assert that 
right-wing populism poses a real threat to liberal democracy, diversity, and justice, owing to 
its exclusive and xenophobic underpinnings. They elaborate:

the right-wing populist slogan ‘we are the people’ assumes that government should be of the peo-
ple, by the people, and for the people and is based on a concept of democratic legitimacy. ‘The 
people,’ however, consist of those with like-minded views and, usually, shared ethnicity, social status, 
religion, or some combination of these commonalities. (2023, p. 6)

The literature showcases instances of the advancement of right-wing populist local governing 
regimes and the potential consequences for land-use and mobility planning. Filion (2011) and 
Walks (2015) examine shifting political regimes in Toronto through the advancement of a pop-
ulist party with a charismatic leader. Mayor Rob Ford’s new planning agenda focussed primarily 
on halting densification attempts and promoting automobility, abandoning Toronto’s ambitious 
transit city plans. Bergen offers a similar story, where a new populist governing regime has 
succeeded on a pro-automobility narrative (Remme et  al., 2022; Wanvik & Haarstad, 2021). This 
form of “infrastructural populism” (Beveridge et  al., 2024) questions the legitimacy of progressive 
planners working toward ecological sustainability, in line with scepticism towards climate and 
transition politics (Lockwood, 2018; Remme et  al., 2022). Nevertheless, the types of conflicts 
and ruptures posed by populist local movements may open space for debate and deliberation 
that depart from post-political consensus (Wanvik & Haarstad, 2021). The question is to what 
extent such ruptures disrupt hegemonic structures or simply “reinforce elite narratives” and 
interests (Remme et  al., 2022, p. 7).

In seeking to extend the literature, I attempt to define the core characteristics of localist-populist 
planning agendas to show how they work to reshape planning values. In pursuit of this goal, 
I consider the notion of ‘planning in the public interest’. Fundamentally, the public interest 
concerns the purpose of planning and professional ethics: the term has traditionally served as 
a justification of the legitimacy of planning activities (Campbell & Marshall, 2002; Maidment, 
2016). In applying the term, I do not ask whether the public interest should be used to guide 
or justify planning interventions, but rather how the understanding of what constitutes the 
public interest is being re-articulated by contemporary localist-populist movements to build 
new legitimacies and purposes for planning.

Despite continued use of the concept in practice there is no agreed definition of what 
interests (collective or individual) or who the ‘public’ might actually be (Tait, 2016, p. 336). In 
a valiant attempt to pin-down the concept, Dadashpoor and Sheydayi (2021) identify three 
classifications, positioned in relation to shifting governing rationales. Each presents a framework 
for identifying core values, sources of legitimacy, and the role of the professional planner. Under 
welfare political discourses, the legitimacy of planners is underscored by the assertion that 
public interest is the unified interest of the entire populace, which is to be determined by 
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governing elites. Liberal democracy definitions instead draw on ideas of utilitarianism and 
Benthamite pluralism, defining the public interest as an aggregate of individual interests, pro-
moting the maximisation of individual choice through democratic debate (Campbell & Marshall, 
2002). Finally, neoliberal conceptions of the public interest focus on balancing competing 
interests through stakeholder bargaining, with the planner acting not as a regulatory force but 
a policy broker (Dadashpoor & Sheydayi, 2021; Murphy & Fox-Rogers, 2015). The latter approach 
focuses on commercial market logics, where planning is reconceptualised as “a mode of ‘deliv-
ery’” constituting “a narrowly economistic reframing of ‘value’” (Slade et  al., 2022, p. 399).

Ultimately, the public interest continues to serve as a “pivot around which debates about 
the nature of planning and its purposes turn” (Campbell & Marshall, 2002, p. 181). Not only 
does the concept provide a why (a justification for planning activity), but also infers a what, 
how, and for whom (Maidment, 2016). Thus, it provides useful heuristic device in examining 
the varied assumptions and values guiding specific planning agendas, as well as the imagined 
role of the planner.

Case Study and Methods

My research aims are addressed through a single case study: Knivsta, Sweden. Knivsta is a 
small municipality with around 20,000 inhabitants, located in the rural-urban fridge of mid-east 
Sweden on the rail line between the large urban conurbations of Stockholm and Uppsala. 
Knivsta is one of 290 Swedish municipalities, situated in the broader administrative unit of 
Uppsala Region and County council. Knivsta has not always been independent. In 1972, munic-
ipal restructurings saw Knivsta incorporated into Uppsala municipality. Under Uppsala’s rule, 
Knivsta was subjected to an ambitious development programme, aiming to transform the former 
industrial village into a commuter suburb. Knivsta’s position on the train line meant an increas-
ing need for station-proximate single-family housing. This era saw the automobility dream take 
hold with transformation of the urban fabric in accordance with car transport. The late 1990s 
saw the emergence of a local independence movement lobbying to move the locus of 
decision-making back to Knivsta. This led to a referendum in 1999, with 57% of local residents 
voting for municipal independence (SVT Nyheter, 2019). On 1 January 2003, Knivsta once again 
became its own municipality.

Today, Knivsta is a predominantly middle-class small town, with a median income of 373,304 
SEK (approximately €33,000), noticeably higher than the national average of 314,116 SEK 
(Ekonomifakta, 2016). Knivsta boasts a high percentage of highly educated individuals (38.2%) 
and a rate of unemployment significantly lower than the national average (2022 figures).

Knivsta serves as an illustrative case study: a typical example of contemporary populist 
resistance at the local scale. Knivsta is not a unique case, but rather is chosen precisely because 
it reflects broader political trends towards right-wing populism taking place at local, national 
and international scales (e.g. Demker, 2014; Hochuli et  al., 2021). What makes Knivsta so 
well-suited to current debates in planning theory is the way in which the political mobilisation 
has been specifically related to planning and land development issues. Moreover, Knivsta is 
not just an example of populist resistance, but also of successful political mobilisation through 
existing channels of representative democracy. It therefore offers a valuable example of what 
can happen when a right-wing populist coalition gains an opportunity to fundamentally reform 
the planning agenda.
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I collected data for this study through various qualitative methods, including ethnographic 
participant observation, document and media studies, and 50 semi-structured interviews. I 
conducted part-time participant observation in Knivsta’s planning department for one year, 
during the period of political transition, following planners as they navigated the new political 
regime. I interviewed municipal officers in Knivsta municipality (KN), as well as representatives 
from Uppsala municipality (UP), Uppsala region (UR), the Swedish government (ST), and national 
transport authority (STA), who worked with Knivsta during this period. Additionally, I sent a 
request to all local elected politicians in Knivsta requesting their participation. The response 
was somewhat disappointing, with few responding to repeated invitations. Nevertheless, I 
supplemented interview data with a vast bank of media sources, which documented in great 
detail the various political debates. One further limitation of the research design is the lack of 
engagement with Knivsta’s residents, who may have provided a more nuanced picture on voter 
motivations: this limitation reflected a decision to limit the focus of the study to investigating 
the characteristics of populist planning agendas, rather than voting patterns.

All interviews were conducted with informed consent and were recorded, transcribed, 
pseudo-anonymised, and coded by municipality and title, e.g. KNOFxx (Knivsta municipality, 
civil servant/official, Interview number).

Results and Analysis

Knivsta: Where the Future Lives

Since municipal independence in 2003, Knivsta’s politics has been dominated by a single party, 
the liberal-conservative Moderates, who governed both independently and in coalitions with 
other parties. The local chapter of the Moderates was self-proclaimed “pro-free market” (KNPOL01, 
KNPOL07), and worked to facilitate market-led urban development. Under its leadership, between 
2003–2022, Knivsta’s local council had pursued an assertive and “aggressive” urbanisation strat-
egy (KNOF03), aiming to “transform Knivsta from a village to a thriving town” (KNPOL01). In 
2002, the year the contemporary independent municipality was established, the population 
was 12,586, a figure that rose rapidly to almost double in 2022 (to 20,133). Leaders imagined 
that by “putting Knivsta on the map” (KNOF05), the municipality would attract significant private 
investment (KNOF03, KNPOL01), expand the local tax base (KNPOL01, KNOF15), and facilitate 
the monetary realisation of public land assets (KNPOL01, KNPOL03). Planning and land devel-
opment therefore focussed on developing cosmopolitan “urban qualities” including commercial 
service, culture and a “customer base to support a city core” (KNCON03). Knivsta’s expansionist 
urbanisation leant on a particular idea of regional attractivity, and the establishment of a 
common-sense discourse surrounding growth opportunities. As one ex-councillor put it, “the 
location of such a municipality, it is right in the middle of the most expansive region. To say 
no to that development opportunity, I think that’s idiotic” (KNPOL01).

In 2017, Knivsta municipality entered into a contract for territorial development (Negotiated 
Development Agreement) with national and regional governments. The Four-track Agreement, 
as it is locally known, stipulates provisions for extensive urban development and national rail 
investment, including two new tracks and a new station in north Knivsta (Alsike). The quid- 
pro-quo arrangement made transport investment conditional on the construction of 15,000 
homes in Knivsta up to the year 2057, spread across two sustainable ‘New Towns’: Alsike and 
West Knivsta. The Four-track Agreement constitutes a binding legal arrangement to meet the 
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hefty growth targets, and to ensure that development is concentrated within designated zones 
surrounding the train stations, adopting the principles of transit-oriented development.

While Knivsta’s governing party was occupied with agreement negotiations, a small, yet vocal 
resistance was beginning to take root, both in the public discourse and among opposition 
parties. These voices expressed distaste at the rapid transformation of Knivsta, fearing for the 
future of the municipality. Specific discontent was directed at the distinctly dense urban mor-
phology emerging in many recent development projects. The new high-density architecture in 
Knivsta was described as “grey” (KNOF02), “ugly” (KNOF03), “cheap” and “nothing to be proud 
of” (KNOF04). The form was attributed not only to an explicit attempt to promote urban qual-
ities through densification, but as a result of the entrepreneurial land economy practices of 
the prevailing governing regime. Since the early-2010s, Knivsta had been selling off significant 
parcels of public land to generate revenue (KNOF13). The profits were incorporated into the 
municipal budget and used to finance investments as well as boost budgets for schools, social 
services, and elder-care (KNOF15). The expectation of significant land revenue resulted in pri-
oritising projects with a high profit margin and thus higher density, and motivated the expedient 
approval of projects (KNOF09; KNOF06).

The signing of the Four-track Agreement compounded the growing discontent with the 
ongoing development regime. This document was seen as lacking in legitimacy: an opaque 
decision made “behind closed doors” (KNPOL01, KNPOL02). Residents felt they had intentionally 
been left out of the decision and criticised the agreement for not reflecting the interests or 
needs of the local population (KNPOL06). In essence, the agreement signified the long-term 
and obligatory continuation of the urban development regime that had materialised under the 
incumbent local government (UPOF04; KNOF03; KNOF01). As one civil servant put it, “the 4-track 
agreement is perceived as standing for a continuation of something that people don’t like” 
(KNOF14).

Mobilising Discontent

The 2022 election campaign saw the strategic mobilisation of growing discontent into a 
fully-fledged political programme. Ahead of the elections, most local political parties came to 
support the idea that that Knivsta was growing too fast. As the local newspaper reported, “the 
big election issue in Knivsta is the pace of expansion” (Hällström, 2022, para. 6). Several oppo-
sition parties, including Knivsta.nu, Christian Democrats, and Sweden Democrats organised 
specifically around an anti-development campaign, adopting a similar vision of Knivsta’s future 
and a complementary set of affective narratives concerning the municipality’s development 
over the past decade. Their campaign focussed primarily on two key elements. First, the threat 
of continued urban development to Knivsta’s fundamental identity and the everyday lived 
realities of residents. Second, the positioning of past and planned urban development as rep-
resenting elite interests, as opposed to the public interest.

Successfully characterising the development regime as a threat depended first on the con-
struction of a particular ‘Knivsta’ identity. Knivsta’s traditional urban aesthetic, featuring low-rise 
housing and individual villas near nature, plays on an idealisation of the “idyllic little villa 
community” (STOF03). As one public official and Knivsta resident explained:

It feels like Knivsta is the last piece of the countryside that remains between Stockholm and 
Uppsala… And maybe you are a little worried because of the identity or personality that Knivsta has. 
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Many say that it is personal, that it is like a small community where you always say hi in town. You 
recognize each other’s children… And that we also have a vibrant countryside with a very strong 
community… And you don’t want it to become a big city (KNOF01).

Here, the image of the rural idyll is underpinned by a particular set of values ascribed to the 
community, including stability and social harmony (Dünckmann, 2021). This follows a similar 
theme to UK visions of localism, which draw on fictional examples of rural communities to 
portray the idealistic self-contained village life (Tait & Inch, 2016). Another populist coalition 
councillor elaborated: “Knivsta is also such a small community that if you have lived here for 
a while you know quite a few people – it takes a long time to go to [the local grocer] and 
shop!” (KNPOL06). Here, the Knivstabo (Knivsta Resident) is imagined not only as a caring and 
sociable contributor to the community, but as a member of a relatively well-off, villa-dwelling 
family (KNPOL05, KNPOL06).

The construction of a need to protect the imagined Knivstabo is most clearly demonstrated 
in the demonization of residents who have moved into the new rental apartments in the town 
centre (KNOF05). The ‘new resident’ is associated with a perceived change to Knivsta’s 
socio-economic structure (KNPOL05, KNPOL06), and the source of multiple social and safety issues:

Knivsta had a very good social atmosphere, but now… kids are robbed at knifepoint… There are 
security issues here (gestures at a new apartment block) that we saw from the beginning… we have 
ladies who sell services behind here in the apartment on the weekend. We have drug sales…. So 
Knivsta’s qualities rapidly deteriorate through what they are doing… Security/safety is extremely 
important. If we lose it, we lose the entire value of living in Knivsta (KNPOL02).

With such high demands being placed on many homes within a small area, as the agreement is 
written, people are worried about what the social consequences will be in the long term in Knivsta 
(KNOF07).

The previous planning agenda that focussed on producing distinctly urban and cosmopolitan 
neighbourhoods has been re-interpreted by its opponents as a suburbanising agenda. ‘The 
suburb’ has a distinct connotation in the contemporary Swedish context, similar to the conno-
tation of French banlieues, associated with crime and low socio-economic status, and charac-
terised by the image of high-density concrete blocks. From the outset, the Four-track Agreement 
and the national New Towns Inquiry were compared to the Million Homes scheme of the 70/80s – a 
specific programme instigated by the Social Democratic government to provide one million 
homes in new suburbs to tackle the housing crisis (UPPOL01, KNPOL05, KNPOL03). Today, the 
million-homes suburbs are often labelled vulnerable or problem-areas, a national symbol of 
extreme socio-spatial segregation regarded by many as a failure of welfare-state comprehensive 
planning (Klaassen & De Block, 2024). The comparison to the Million Home programme has 
triggered a negative discourse concerning the type of resident that the new dwellings are 
designed for. As one populist coalition councillor noted, “the problem with being a suburb is 
what kind of character you become in society” (KNPOL06).

Knivsta’s ongoing urban development regime was also portrayed as threatening the material 
realities of the Knivstabo. This issue has been most visible in debates surrounding the freedom 
of (auto)mobility in Knivsta. One condition built into the Four-track Agreement is reducing 
the parking quota for all new developments to 0.3 (cars per household) by 2057. Between 
2018 and 2020, Knivsta developed a new Transport Plan for Sustainable Mobility (Knivsta 
Kommun, 2020), which was promoted by the municipal organization as the most ambitious, 
sustainable and future-forward transport plan in Sweden (STOF02, KNOF07). This document 
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and associated parking provision commitments have been subject to significant criticism 
(KNOF07). During political debates, opposition councillors argued that plans to reduce parking 
were a direct threat to the material lived realities of the Knivstabo, who depend on the car 
to solve their “life-puzzle” – a term referring to the challenge of trying to coordinate all the 
elements of one’s life (Field notes: Municipal Full Council 23/03/2022, Housing policy debate, 
29/9/2022).

Future construction is being planned with the aim of making it more difficult to get around by car 
… but we do not want people’s decision to own a car to be steered by political decisions (Knivsta.
nu representative. In: Knivstanu, 2021).

There were investments in a car-free society and things like that, and then you’ve gone from a resi-
dential society that is very car-driven to a society where there aren’t enough parking spaces for those 
who have cars. And then you are interfering in people’s everyday life (KNPOL07).

Here, mobility policy is discussed in an exaggerated manner – the ‘car-free society’ char-
acterises a vision of the future perceived as ludicrously utopian, and hence out-of-touch with 
the everyday realities of the Knivstabo. This echoes a rhetoric seen in other populist govern-
ments, which campaign on a message to “end the war on cars” (Filion, 2011; Remme et  al., 
2022; Walks, 2015). The construction of an archetype of the ecologically-moralistic planner, 
who attempts to control and limit residents’ mobility, also emerged during participant obser-
vation. In one meeting of the Community Development Board, one planner remarked that it 
would be unwise to “build in a car-dependency” in new neighbourhoods. The comment 
received immediate angry reactions from opposed councillors, who rejected the negative 
insinuation that cars were like drugs: an addiction that needed to be cured (Field notes: 
20/05/22).

Overall, the growing localist-populist opinion portrayed Knivsta’s developmental trajectory 
as representing the interests of the elite, whilst ignoring the needs of residents. The Four-track 
Agreement was vehemently criticised for not reflecting the interests of the public, thus “a 
serious problem for democracy” (Lundberg & Janson, 2020, para. 13). As one populist councillor 
elaborated, “I don’t know if it was a bad negotiation… but I don’t understand how you can 
act that way at all because it hasn’t happened in the interest of the taxpayers, that is for sure” 
(KNPOL06). The Agreement and associated development plans were rather regarded as an 
attempt for state and regional politicians to control the municipality in accordance with their 
own political desires, in collusion with corrupt local politicians (KNOF03, KNPOL02). Consequently, 
the incumbent councillors responsible for making these planning decisions were accused of 
prioritising their own needs and careers, at the expense of Knivsta’s residents (KNPOL02, 
KNPOL05). This is aptly illustrated by how the incumbent chairperson was described by a 
leading proponent of the localist-populist opposition: “he ran a solo race… He wanted to make 
his name known in order to be able to move on to the Parliament. That was where he was 
aiming. And it showed in every decision he made. He did not have Knivsta/Alsike in his heart” 
(KNPOL05).

The politics of discontent would prove popular. In the 2022 elections, Knivsta.nu, the “100% 
local party” won the highest proportion of votes (28%), a 12% increase from the previous cycle 
(Knivsta.nu, 2022, para. 1). Whilst Knivsta.nu had not gained sufficient votes to rule autono-
mously, it quickly built a right-wing coalition with the conservative Christian Democrats, with 
support from the far-right Sweden Democrats, who together had enough seats on the local 
council to form a slim majority.
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A New Planning Agenda

The background to the new approach is dissatisfaction with the housing policy of recent years, and 
therefore we are now moving forward with a new planning concept for the municipality’s develop-
ment… we want to move from suburb-style buildings to a more human scale. We see the principles 
of the garden city as the main orientation (Knivsta.nu, 2023).

Now I move to the period post-September 2022 to investigate the emerging planning agenda 
of Knivsta’s new coalition. In the above quotation, the localist-populist coalition presents its 
new strategy for planning and urban development, which is positioned as a direct reaction to 
the planning agenda of the previous governing regime.

Planning Values
In the new planning agenda, two dominant themes emerge: preservation and protection. The 
value in need of protection is Knivsta’s small-town identity and the material realities of current 
residents. The perceived threat consists of two components: an imagined new resident and a 
coalition of elite interests (a union of national governmental entities, politicians, profit-driven 
real estate developers, and the municipal technocrats obediently advancing those interests).

Driven by the core values of protectionism and preservation, the coalition commits to a 
dramatic reduction in land development, encouraging a renewed focus on scale, safety, and 
freedom of (auto)mobility (KNPOL05, KNPOL02, KNPOL04). The political programme includes 
an immediate halting of densification in the station areas and setting no-net-land-take targets 
for the rural areas of the municipality (Knivsta.nu, 2022) (KNOF13).

Rather than seeking to construct transit-oriented developments, the planning agenda is 
inspired by the principles of the ‘garden-city’. Any new developments should be pleasantly 
small-scale, with a focus on low-density construction away from the immediate station areas 
(Knivsta Kommun, 2023). The protection of green spaces, local natural areas, and agriculture is 
seen as essential for promoting social and ecological sustainability, and for protecting biological 
diversity (UNT, 2022). Significant focus is placed on of the promotion of trygghet: the sense of 
physical and psychological comfort, safety and security. Trygghet is an essentially emotive and 
political term deployed in national political discourse of recent years to invoke a romanticised 
territorial image of the strong welfare-state Folkhem (people’s home) (Airas & Truedsson, 2023). 
In seeking to promote trygghet, Knivsta’s populists mobilise the notion of social sustainability. 
‘The socially sustainable environment’ is represented as a low-density neighbourhood that 
promotes physiological comfort, built at the “human-scale” (Opposition councillor/later populist 
coalition, field notes: Municipal Council Meeting 23/03/2021).

In promoting freedom of mobility, the coalition has committed to increase parking spaces 
across the municipality, including residential, long-term, and commuter parking in proximity 
to the train station (Knivsta.nu et  al., 2023). Here the focus is on supporting resident’s “freedom 
of choice” where mobility is concerned (Knivsta.nu, 2022, para. 8). Whilst parking is the central 
focus, the election manifesto also commits to “working for more cycle lanes" (Knivsta.nu, 2022, 
para. 12), although policy action has yet to materialise.

The new coalition has adopted a clear stance on the sale of public land and the associated 
revenue incentive, specifically the practice of accounting for land profits in the operational 
budget (KNOF09, KNPOL02, KNPOL06). Land revenue is seen as a volatile income stream and 
an unsustainable approach to the financing of essential municipal functions (Lundberg, 2020). 
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The coalition favours maintaining municipal land stock to protect the longevity of essential 
public assets (KNPOL04). One populist coalition councillor described the land realization prac-
tices of the previous government: “it’s like selling off your valuable silverware to finance 
Christmas, at some point the silverware will run out” (KNPOL02).

Finally,the new governing coalition aims to radically embolden local decision-making capac-
ities to promote the public interest in strategic policymaking. Their political programme artic-
ulates frustration with the prioritisation of elite interests, campaigning under a message of 
redemocratisation, openness, and citizen influence (Knivsta.nu, 2022). The new coalition envisions 
a stronger role for direct democracy and substantive citizen participation in local decisions 
(KNOF11, KNOF12). As a party “of, by and for the people,” Knivsta.nu was driven by a desire to 
bring “power back to the people,” reclaiming local political control in pursuit of the public 
interest (KNPOL04). Renegotiation of the Four-track Agreement has been central to this message. 
The cancellation or substantial renegotiation of what was perceived as an elitist and undem-
ocratic agreement is seen as the most tangible way to reclaim public control over Knivsta’s 
future, or “return Knivsta’s future to the residents” (Rye-Danjelsen & Hübinette, 2022, para. 9). 
The coalition has committed to scrapping the Urban Development Strategy, which concretised 
the municipality’s plans for meeting the conditions of the Four-track Agreement and construc-
tion of the new, dense transit-oriented station-communities, claiming it will no longer attempt 
to “lure residents into thinking this type of development benefits them” (Opposition councillor/
later populist coalition, field notes: Council Meeting 23/03/2021).

The Role of the Planner
Three archetypes of the role of the planner appear in the Knivsta case. The first conceives the 
planner as the Handmaiden: a servant of elite interests. This archetype is associated with those 
planning practitioners and land development engineers who under the previous governing 
regime worked to facilitate the prioritisation of the profit-motive. This is the planner who not 
only actively encouraged high densities and intensive land exploitation to generate maximum 
revenue for public assets. These civil servants are not awarded blame for what was ultimately 
seen as a political agenda (KNPOL04). Interviewees suggested that planners were mindlessly 
doing the bidding of elite actors, such as career politicians and real-estate companies. As one 
previous-majority councillor expressed it, “there may not have been the sharpest knives in the 
box in the right positions” (KNPOL05). To some extent, the Handmaiden is articulated as a naive 
character who lacks the skills, competence or will to ensure quality in urban development 
schemes. The Handmaiden role resembles other depictions of planners as co-opted by elite 
interests, including Hillier’s market-facilitating Missionaries (Hillier, 2003, pp. 204–206).

The second discernible archetype paints the planner as an Eco-moralist, pushing an envi-
ronmental agenda on an unwilling populace. Plans to limit car-use in both the Four-track 
Agreement and Sustainable Urban Strategy were perceived to prioritize ecological sustainability 
over other important values in planning. The Eco-moralist is seen as out of touch with the 
needs of the Knivstabo, instead representing their own personal or professional commitments 
as an unrealistic and unwelcome vision of society.

Both planning archetypes are considered undesirable in a future Knivsta that prioritises ‘the 
public interest’. In the populist-localist vision, a singular alternative ideal-type emerges: the 
Guardian of the public interest. Planners are expected to play a key role in ensuring that future 
developments strive for quality over quantity. By relating Knivsta’s urban form directly to the 
identity of Knivsta itself, the style and architecture of future development is positioned in the 



Planning Theory & Practice 625

direct interest of the Knivstabo. As the leader of Knivsta.nu and new chairperson of Knivsta 
municipality explained in an interview, “we must place greater demands on what is built, and 
where” (Interview with Hübinette, in: Leijonhufvud, 2023). Thus, the “building of capacity” in 
the municipality’s planning department is of utmost importance (KNPOL04). As one populist 
councillor elaborated:

As you learn more, you realize that things obviously have to be regulated, more so than you expect. 
It is of course a shame that you have to go in and be very detailed…But when companies come in 
and want to have maximum return… then the councillors must react in the only way they can. And 
that is by making more detailed plans (KNPOL07).

This vision imagines the planner in a regulatory capacity, with the detailed plan for new devel-
opment areas as their central tool. Only through a more detailed steering and increased plan-
ning capacity can planners promote the values associated with good urban form (KNPOL03). 
The Guardian is imagined as the protector of the public interest, a figure who no longer does 
the bidding of the elite but works to defend the interests and values of the Knivstabo in the 
face of profit-driven urbanising forces. As part of their work in protecting and promoting the 
public interest, the Guardian is imagined as playing a crucial role in the (re)democratisation of 
planning decisions. For example, as part of the development work for the new General 
Comprehensive Plan 2025, planners have engaged residents in early dialogues designed to 
capture residents’ perspective on Knivsta’s identity, as well as discussing how and where Knivsta 
should develop, to “reset the planning agenda… to start from zero” (Conversation with planner, 
field notes, 23/02/2023). The new agenda places specific emphasis on capturing the insights 
of rural residents, who are considered to be more politically marginalised (KNOF12). It is, how-
ever, unclear to what extent the participatory efforts will substantively affect the broader 
planning agenda. The new governing coalition has already constructed a clear imaginary of 
Knivsta’s ‘true’ identity. The question thus remains whether the public interest is predefined, or 
if there is any space for modification based on public engagement efforts.

Concluding Discussion

In this article I have examined the justifications, motivations, and agendas of localist-populism 
using Knivsta, Sweden as an illustrative case study of contemporary local populist resistance 
in planning. Knivsta is a microcosm of the type of contestation taking place across the world 
at multiple scales, bound up in anti-urbanist, anti-development, and anti-sustainability rhetoric 
(Förtner et  al., 2021; Gössling et  al., 2024; Marquet et  al., 2024). Moreover, the political upheaval 
witnessed in Knivsta resonates with national political shifts in Sweden and beyond, as right-wing 
parties gain significant ground, mobilising isolationist sentiments and protectionist policies in 
defence of the idealised ‘homeland’ or folkhem (Airas & Truedsson, 2023; Demker, 2014; Förtner 
et  al., 2021). Anti-urbanism fears surrounding the influx of undesirable residents in idyllic Knivsta 
are essentially local manifestations of similar concerns of crime and migration at the national level.

As well as reflecting broader political developments, the pushback witnessed in Knivsta 
should be understood in the context of multiple contemporary planning trends. Knivsta’s politics 
of discontent is related to previous planning regimes promoting rapid urbanisation, municipal 
entrepreneurialism through strategic land asset management, and smart growth, including the 
popularisation of sustainable land-use and transport models, such as Transit-oriented 
Development. Further, Knivsta’s political shifts are, in part, a product of deal-based territorial 
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contractualism, where the logics of regional boosterism and hefty growth targets are enforced 
through binding contractual agreements, made under opaque and altogether depoliticised 
decision conditions (Dunn, 2023; O’Brien & Pike, 2019). Thus, the study contributes to the 
continued development of a research paradigm which situates contemporary political resistance 
in the context of wider structural and institutional forces in planning.

In answering the research question (what forms do localist-populist visions of planning take?), 
I present two novel ideas. First, localist-populist planning agendas work to rearticulate the 
notion of the public interest, translating a fear of loss and powerlessness into the pursuit of 
control, primarily through protection and preservation of the status quo. In positioning pro-
tectionism and preservation as the core values of the planning agenda, localist-populism 
constitutes a desire for the proper Knivstabo to regain control over local political spaces and 
thus the local planning and development agenda, following a period of perceived submission. 
Any risk of value-destruction is controlled by the ultimate means: through preventing change 
altogether.

The localist-populist understanding of the public interest employs traditional localist rhetoric 
focussing on the preservation of community identity and the imagined rural idyll (Chou et  al., 
2022; Dünckmann, 2021; Tait & Inch, 2016). Here, the coalition have embraced the ‘garden city’ 
as a guiding vision. Not only does this indicate the durability of past utopian planning ideas, 
but also their adaptability, as the garden city is reformed to suit new political agendas. Knivsta’s 
localist-populist coalition adopts some of the original principles of the garden city, aiming to 
foster cooperative community spirit by combining public accessibility with low population 
density, in harmony with nature (Fishman, 1982). Nevertheless, this version of the garden city 
focuses primarily on urban design. Howard’s commitment to radical social transformation is 
conspicuously absent. Rather than embodying a utopian future, the garden city is envisaged 
as a way to return to an idealised past. Moreover, in Knivsta the public or community is under-
stood as a singular homogenous group of established residents, whose interests must be 
protected from the imagined and undesirable future resident. Prioritising this reconceptualised 
public interest serves as an antidote to past planning regimes designed to serve ‘elite interests’. 
Accordingly, the localist-populist agenda imagines a reformed role for planners as protectors 
of a redefined public interest, with additional powers to regulate urban development, and 
promote particular place characteristics, namely rurality, automobility, and small-town character. 
Localist-populism thus constitutes both a repositioning of the planner in the articulation of 
the new public interest, and a re-legitimisation of planning activity, with planning reclaimed 
as a tool of the people in defence of local autonomy.

Second, localist-populist movements weave together policies commonly associated with 
progressive urban resistance with traditional reactionary conservatism. This calls into question 
the usefulness of left/right-wing binaries in discussing contemporary populism. Knivsta’s new 
localist-populist regime disputes taken-for-granted elements of contemporary neoliberal spatial 
planning (Orenstein & Bugarič, 2022): specifically the how, where, why and for whom of urban 
development. On land economics, this agenda is anti-entrepreneurial and anti-privatisation: 
Knivsta’s populist coalition favours retaining public land ownership and stricter controls of the 
market-purchase of public land, as well as rejecting the exploitation of municipal land assets 
to generate additional revenue (Zetterlund, 2022). The coalition promotes reengagement with 
non-financial value, and the fundamentals of local community engagement, privileging local 
needs and voices, echoing past radical anti-capitalist and right-to-the-city movements (Castells, 
1983; Harvey, 2012). Further, envisioning planners as Guardians of public interest and facilitators 
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of a rejuvenated local politics, seized from elite interests, mirrors the ideals of 1960/70s radical 
participatory and advocacy planning (e.g. Arnstein, 1969; Davidoff, 1965). However, 
localist-populists clearly adopt the hallmarks of right-wing conservatism: a commitment to 
uphold tradition, the denunciation of national state power, and staunch opposition to any form 
of change. Knivsta’s local populist government is hostile to any form of rental or public housing, 
which critics associate with undesirable residents. To this end, the new agenda stands to repro-
duce existing socio-spatial inequalities in access to housing. Here, the systematic injustices 
commonplace under neoliberal urbanisation regimes are reformed and reshaped by emerging 
populist hegemonies of exclusion and enclaving, that work to preserve Knivsta for the Knivstabo, 
echoing nationalist sentiments such as ‘Sweden for Swedes’ (Demker, 2014) or Trump’s ‘build 
the wall!’. At heart, the new public interest is inherently exclusionary and anti-pluralist. Knivsta 
not for all but for the homogenous Knivstabo.

The form of localist-populism exhibited in Knivsta questions the value of binary right-wing 
or left-wing classifications in conceptualising forms of localised populism and their implications 
for planning theory and practice. What is witnessed in Knivsta could perhaps be an example 
of the kind of “diagonalism” (Klein, 2024) employed by recent populist movements, such as 
Germany’s Querdenken, which reject right/left political markers to articulate a cynicism towards 
parliamentary politics (Plümper et  al., 2021). Or perhaps the case represents a strategic blending 
of right- and left-wing policies and rhetoric, as Knivsta’s new politicians focus on addressing 
local grievances through whatever political means necessary. This question warrants further 
inquiry.

Not only do my findings further conceptual understanding of localist-populist understandings 
of planning issues but pose conundrums for planning practice. Whilst planners may welcome 
the opportunity to align their work with residents’ needs and desires, emboldened through a 
shared commitment to increased participation and local planning capacities, caution is war-
ranted where one political faction claims to represent the public, to have identified the singular 
public interest. In Knivsta it is currently unclear to what extent the governing coalition’s com-
mitment to redistributing substantive power to the people will extend to residents with alter-
native needs or interests to the prescribed public interest. To all intents and purposes, the new 
planning values have already been determined by those claiming to fully comprehend the 
essential identity of Knivsta.

Moreover, there are clear tensions between idealistic plans to strengthen planning capacities 
and democratic engagement, and the financial politics of the localist-populist coalition which 
favours tax-cuts, and austerity measures, including reducing spending on municipal operations. 
Following a year of rising interest rates, limited land sales, and a low building rate, substantial 
job cuts in the planning department are possible, as council directs funds towards obligatory 
municipal functions (Hällström, 2023). How planners will navigate reduced capacities alongside 
a renewed commitment to guardianship remains to be seen.

Finally, as a Guardian of the public interest, the municipality is not imagined as a proactive 
planning agent, who would, for example, build new public housing. They are rather envisioned 
in a restrictive capacity. This may conflict with planners’ professional understandings of their 
roles as transformative change-agents, including their responsibilities to future generations 
(Lauria & Long, 2017). Future research should investigate how localist-populist agendas play 
out in practice. Of particular interest is how planners react to, accept, or resist prescribed roles, 
and how they navigate the potentially conflicting ideological positions embedded within 
localist-populist agendas in practice.
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