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MODEL OF A MODEL
Norsk Hydro at Home and Abroad

Ståle Knudsen

_

In 2015, I attended a seminar on “Understanding Culture in an 
International Workplace” at the Norwegian University of Science and 
Technology in Trondheim. The keynote was given by Norsk Hydro’s 
CEO  Svein Brandtzæg. He underlined how the corporation had 
succeeded in the remote Norwegian township Rjukan one hundred 
years previously because they had taken social responsibility 
(samfunnsansvar), how an agreement with the union in 1967 made 
the corporation a pioneer for the Norwegian Work Environment Act 
(Arbeidsmiljøvernloven, 1977) and how they now enact the Hydro 
model in Brazil, especially by cooperating with their employees. 
“What we are doing in Brazil now is very similar to what we did in 
Rjukan one hundred years ago, for example by supporting education 
and taking care of remote villages.”

Three years later, Hydro was embroiled in scandals related to their 
alumina refi nery in Alunorte, Brazil. It seemed that their CSR, sus-
tainability, and community work had not been all that responsible 
a  er all—which brought the largest owner, the Norwegian state, into 
question for its passivity.

Currently one of the world’s largest aluminum producers, Norsk 
Hydro has also been a core corporation in the development of indus-
trialism in Norway (see table 0.1 in the introduction). Whereas until 
fi  een to twenty years ago it was engaged in a range of activities, 
including oil and gas production, Norsk Hydro has consolidated its 
activities around the processing of aluminum and aluminum prod-
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ucts. Their primary source of raw materials is their own extraction 
and processing of alumina in Brazil. Thus, when we fi rst designed 
the Energethics project from which this book emerges, Norsk Hydro 
was not included since it is not involved in energy production out-
side of Norway. However, when pursuing our research from 2015 
through 2019, we repeatedly came across references to Norsk Hydro 
as model, reference point, and example. It pressed itself upon us 
through informants’ statements, in academic texts, in media cover-
age and opinion pieces, in parliamentary debates, and by journalists 
addressing questions to us concerning Norsk Hydro. Norsk Hydro 
seeped into the project from everywhere. This ubiquity convinced 
us that the story about how the state and the Nordic model infl u-
ence the way Norwegian corporations handle responsibility when 
they operate abroad cannot be satisfactorily told without including 
Norsk Hydro.

Thus, by telling the story of Norsk Hydro, I will show in this chap-
ter the importance of the example set by or granted to Hydro for the 
development of state policies and corporate strategies related to re-
sponsibilities of Norwegian capital abroad. The story of Norsk Hydro 
is indicative of general developments in the relation between corpo-
rations, industrial capital, the state, and the Nordic model in Norway. 
Zooming in on Norsk Hydro will also help us highlight many of the 
main dynamics, dilemmas, challenges, and tensions involved when 
taking Norwegian (state) capital and/or the Nordic model abroad. 
As such, this chapter provides a backdrop to the other chapters in 
the book and can fruitfully be read as a companion chapter to the 
introduction in that it develops many of the same themes. It does so 
by relating the story about one particular corporation that has o  en 
been considered a model for so many things in Norway. The Hydro 
model, in many respects, became a model for how capitalism could 
thrive within a social democratic polity, and, as Emil Røyrvik argues 
in his chapter in this volume, “Hydro is an exemplary company in 
the sense of both co-constituting and instantiating the Nordic/Nor-
wegian model” (see also Røyrvik 2011: 182).

Norsk Hydro has been articulated as a reference point and model 
in many diff erent areas, by various actors, and in manifold ways. We 
can broadly distinguish between:

(1) an academic-political discourse that centers on Norsk 
Hydro as a model for state ownership and state-corporation 
relations;
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(2) references to Norsk Hydro as model for CSR either (a) in rela-
tion to communities and unions, articulated by Norsk Hydro 
itself or representatives of other corporations or unions, or 
(b) as a model for sustainability, as articulated primarily by 
academicians; and

(3) Norsk Hydro as a model for the embeddedness of capital in 
society, exemplifi ed especially by the alignment of “corporate 
values” with “Norwegian values.”

Before discussing each of these varieties of the model, this chapter 
fi rst provides a brief outline of the history of the corporation and 
its role in the political economy of Norway. The last section takes 
a closer look at Norsk Hydro in Brazil and discusses how and to 
what extent the varieties of the Hydro model came into play and 
were challenged and negotiated when the corporation recently ex-
perienced several incidents/scandals related to its operations there.

Norsk Hydro in the Political Economy 
of Norway and Beyond

Norsk Hydro has arguably been the most important corporation in 
Norwegian industrial history and remained by far the largest in-
dustrial conglomerate in Norway up until the early 2000s. In many 
respects, Norsk Hydro exemplifi es and symbolizes major trends in 
Norwegian political economy. The pre-1940 history of Norsk Hydro 
is characterized by early industrialization fostered by foreign capital. 
It was established in 1905 by Norwegian entrepreneur Sam Eyde, 
Norwegian chemist Kristian Birkeland, and Swedish investor Mar-
cus Wallenberg.1 Supported by Swedish and French capital, Norsk 
Hydro initially experienced great success producing synthetic fer-
tilizers. Although Norsk Hydro is known for its cooperation with 
local communities and unions during this period, it also saw fi erce 
confrontations with workers and their unions, most dramatically 
displayed in the infamous Menstad ba  le where police and military 
personnel were mobilized (by then Minister of the Interior Vidkun 
Quisling), in an understanding with corporate management, to quell 
a large incident of worker unrest (Lie, Myklebust, and Norvik 2014: 
50–51). The narrative about cooperation with unions and communi-
ties in Hydro’s early history is obviously a curated or selective nar-
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rative, retrospectively allocating identity, continuity, and values to 
the corporation.

Norsk Hydro was largely taken over by the Nazi regime during 
World War II, with the German shares falling into the hands of the 
Norwegian state a  er the war. The state became a majority owner of 
Norsk Hydro, but it was a reluctant owner. The previously revolu-
tionary leaders of the Labor Party now underlined that there were 
limits to the state’s engagement in the corporation (Lie et al. 2014: 51). 
Yet, during the next decades, Norsk Hydro also experienced strong 
pressure for aligning with the social democratic project, becoming 
one of the important arenas for the development of the tripartite 
model, all while the state refrained from involvement in business 
operations. Industrial crises involving fully state-owned corporations 
during the 1970s and 1980s became a major drain on state fi nances 
and resulted in increased legitimacy of the hands-off  approach the 
state had taken with Norsk Hydro. In the ensuing restructuring, 
ÅSV—a major state-owned industrial corporation—was taken over 
by Norsk Hydro.

Although the leading social democrats considered the way in 
which the state enacted its ownership of Norsk Hydro to be wise 
and were generally pleased with the corporation’s activities, their 
stance was more reluctant when it became clear that Norway was to 
embark on the development of signifi cant off shore oil and gas fi elds. 
The Conservative Party wanted to make Hydro the major instrument 
for developing the resources, while the Labor Party preferred to es-
tablish a new, 100 percent state-owned corporation. With the estab-
lishment of Statoil in 1972, it was the la  er view that prevailed. Still, 
Norsk Hydro remained an important actor in the oil and gas sector. 
Hydro was Statoil’s (later Equinor’s) main domestic competitor and 
was o  en considered the more dynamic and eff ective of the two.

The corporation developed and diversifi ed into a holding corpo-
ration with far-fl ung interests in production of metal, fertilizers, oil 
and gas, as well as other produce. From the 1970s onward it invested 
in Brazil and elsewhere. Despite a tendency toward corporatization 
and privatization in Norwegian policies since the 1980s, the state re-
tained more than one-third of the shares in Norsk Hydro, and there 
was a great deal of continuity in the way governments related to 
the corporation. Starting around 1990, Hydro embarked on a more 
conscious strategy for internationalization and, from the end of the 
1990s, reformulated—in accordance with international trends—its 
purpose toward creating shareholder value. This shi   from industrial 
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to fi nancial capital had eff ects on the ways Norsk Hydro relates to 
Norwegian institutional mechanisms and articulates responsibility.

The corporation also changed strategy from being a broad-based 
industrial conglomerate to concentrating on aluminum production, 
selling off  other aspects of production—including fertilizer produc-
tion (which was incorporated as a new independent company, Yara). 
The oil and gas division of Norsk Hydro was merged with and in ef-
fect taken over by Statoil in 2008. Norsk Hydro is now a transnational 
corporation specializing in aluminum. It has—according to its own 
website—operations in forty countries, engaging thirty-fi ve thousand 
workers involved in all stages of the production of aluminum and 
aluminum products. Headquartered in Oslo, the corporation’s activ-
ity in Norway is typically centered on research and development 
and high-end aluminum production in small communities where 
Norsk Hydro is the dominating employer. It was only during this 
last period—from approximately 1990—that Norsk Hydro emerged 
as an explicit model.

The First Model: State Ownership

While the Norwegian state has been and is a major owner of large 
Norwegian corporations (see introduction), its ownership of Norsk 
Hydro since a  er World War II is seen as particularly successful in 
that the distance the state has kept has been combined with com-
mercial success. As such, the way state ownership of Norsk Hydro 
has been enacted is o  en talked about as the “Hydro model,” which 
comes with positive connotations, with the designation “model” sig-
nifying an ideal to be followed in the way in which the state enacts 
its ownership in other major corporations. While policy papers (e.g., 
green and white papers) do not explicitly refer to a Hydro model, 
the concept is widely used in public debates,2 including in (business) 
scholars’ contributions in the public domain,3 and by think tanks 
(Gitmark 2014; Storsle  en 2019).

Scholars consider that the Hydro model of state ownership was 
replicated and spread in Norway from the early 1990s onward (Lie 
et al. 2014: 64) and that the Hydro model constituted a template for 
more explicit and consistent policies for state ownership from the 
late 1990s when former state agencies were corporatized and partly 
privatized (see introduction). The following quote nicely summarizes 
what the Hydro model is usually taken to mean:
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the so-called Hydro model … entails that the state is one among several own-
ers, and that the company is listed [on a stock exchange]. It has been a core 
principle that the state behaves as any other owner and respects the com-
pany’s integrity as a listed company, and that the state as the dominant owner 
does not discriminate against minority shareholders. That means that the 
state respects common rules for good corporate governance of ownership 
(eierskapsstyring). That means in practice that the state does not send govern-
ance signals (styringssignaler) outside of the formal channels that the owner-
ship aff ords. (Christensen 2015: 4, my translation)

One major reason it developed into a model for state ownership was 
that Norsk Hydro, unlike corporations that the state owned fully 
and which ran into a suite of political and fi nancial problems during 
the 1970s and 1980s (Lie 2016; Lie et al. 2014: 62), continued to be a 
commercially successful corporation. It has been argued that it was 
successful precisely because the state kept a distance. “Through the 
larger part of the 60 years that the state has had the majority or ‘near 
majority’ [of the shares], the state has not ‘governed’ [styrt] Hydro—
or tried to govern Hydro—through its ownership. … The state has 
been a passive owner” (Grønlie 2006: 160, my translation).

While this hands-off  policy on the part of the state is commonly 
considered to have facilitated the commercial success of Norsk 
Hydro, state ownership has also been seen as a factor in securing 
stability and promoting long-term strategic thinking (Lie et al. 2014: 
62). In practice, governance of listed companies with state ownership 
has, since the 1980s, gravitated in the direction of the Hydro model. 
Rather than being the result of a conscious strategy by governments, 
this emerged as a political consensus when state agencies were cor-
poratized and state corporations partly privatized. It has been and 
continues to be a reference point for managing state ownership when 
reforming (partly) state-owned corporations. For instance, when dis-
cussing the potential partial privatization of Statkra  , one scholar 
suggested that “partial privatization in accordance with the so-called 
Hydro model would be a good solution for Statkra  .”4

The Second Model: CSR and Sustainability

While reference to the Hydro model will usually denote the model for 
(distanced/inactive) state ownership, it is common to refer to Norsk 
Hydro as a model in other respects also, more closely connected to 
the diff use fi eld of CSR, corporate responsibility, or sustainability. 
This is less articulated in public discourse but is regularly invoked 
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by people working on corporations’ relation to unions, communities, 
and the environment, who will then o  en consider the way Norsk 
Hydro does things to be a good example of the Norwegian Way.

An Equinor manager with extensive international experience 
stated in a workshop organized by the Energethics project that 
“CSR is there to create the foundation for the business we are going 
to have. That is very important. It is embedded in the Norwegian 
DNA.” Here, he referred to Norsk Hydro at Rjukan and stressed that 
Norsk Hydro cared about not only the environment but the whole 
community. Similarly, a union representative, who was involved in 
the establishment of a union to interact with Equinor in Tanzania 
(see Lange’s chapter in this volume), stressed how Norsk Hydro had 
one hundred years of experience with industrial workers and had 
learned how important cooperation is to avoid in-house unions (hus-
foreninger). She considered that, contrary to Statoil (later Equinor), 
they managed this well on the Norwegian shelf. She praised their 
way of doing things in a tidy and orderly manner (ryddig og ordentlig) 
and said that “this is what one envisioned down there [in Tanzania] 
as well. It is much be  er to have one [union]. We tried to have a kind 
of Norwegian model.”5

It is important to note here that not only corporate management 
but also union representatives consider Norsk Hydro to be a model 
for how to handle CSR and relate to the environment and local com-
munities. LO, the major industrial union in Norway, embraces Norsk 
Hydro as a model of the Norwegian model. A team from the union 
visited the Hydro operations in Brazil and reported, in an article 
in a magazine published by the union, that there was close coop-
eration between the corporation and its employees. The Norwegian 
government and LO had been pushing for such cooperation. They 
noted that there was some confl ict concerning what issues should 
be included in the work of the local union (education, politics?), but, 
overall, they relayed that “the Hydro model is pu  ering along, also 
in Brazil” (hydro-modellen putrer og går, også i Brasil) (LO 2011).

Norsk Hydro’s self-presentation—as exemplifi ed in the vigne  e—
as well as references to Norsk Hydro as a model tend to focus on 
its history and experience of dealing with communities and unions. 
Until the 1990s, this was not articulated as being CSR (or samfunnsans-
var; see chapter in this volume by Maraire and Hugøy). However, 
toward the end of the 1990s, “CSR was put on the agenda in a new 
way, as a ma  er of self-driven, strategic initiatives,” with Hydro host-
ing an international seminar on CSR (Carson, Hagen, and Sethi 2013: 
26) and appointing an executive vice president of CSR (Røyrvik, this 
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collection) in 1999. This was, notably, the same year that the board 
decided to adapt to the fi nancialization of the global economy and 
let shareholder value be the primary yardstick for their operations 
(Røyrvik 2011: 150). Local resistance against Hydro’s Utkal project in 
India, and the corporation’s subsequent backing out from the project 
in 2001, was instrumental when the Hydro management decided to 
heed the advice of  Norwegian Church Aid and embed a dedicated 
strategy for CSR in corporate governance (Hveem 2009: 394).

Scholars who have surveyed the adoption of CSR by corporations 
in Norway, or focused on Norsk Hydro itself, have also conveyed 
this narrative of Hydro being an early adopter of CSR. This includes 
sustainability: “Norsk Hydro is a representative example of the 
sustainability frontrunners among the largest and most infl uential 
companies in Norway” (Ditlev-Simonsen, Weltzien, and Ihlen 2015: 
178). This literature stresses that Norsk Hydro had a central role in 
the formation, in the early 1990s, of the World Business Council for 
Sustainable Development (Weltzien, and Ihlen 2015: 178) and that 
Norsk Hydro was among the fi rst to publish a sustainability report 
(in 1989/90; Brun and Thornam 2013: 91). Rather than being a model 
for the Nordic/Norwegian way of doing things, these moves toward 
sustainability may indicate that Norsk Hydro is emerging as a model 
for sustainability/CSR in a globalized business environment.

The Third Model: Embeddedness

The self-presentation of Norsk Hydro not only portrays the corpora-
tion as a model for handling relations with communities and unions 
(as illustrated by the vigne  e) but also subtly aligns corporate values 
with widespread understandings of Norwegian values. For instance, 
an article on Norsk Hydro’s website profi les their former CEO (or 
“general director”)  Johan B. Holte, stressing how he

got rid of the class symbols in the company. The red carpets that paid homage 
to former managing directors were removed. So were the sleekest cars in the 
garage. Holte drove his own Volkswagen when he needed to go to Notodden 
or Rjukan. This was noticed. The distance between top management and the 
workers lessened, just as the managing director intended.6

While this may be read as an independent initiative on Norsk Hydro’s 
side to be more egalitarian, a more comprehensive analysis demon-
strates that Norsk Hydro was also induced or pressed to adapt to 
reigning social-democratic policies in post–World War II Norway. 
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The Norwegian Industrial Democracy Program from 1962 focused on 
areas of work-life relation and workplace democracy, which Norsk 
Hydro came to pioneer from the late 1960s (see Røyrvik’s elaboration 
in his chapter; also Røyrvik 2011: 156), and constituted core pillars of 
the Norwegian tripartite model. Thus, the way Norsk Hydro related 
to unions and workers, and labor overall, came to be considered not 
only the way Norsk Hydro did things but the Norwegian way, of 
which Norsk Hydro is considered an exemplar.

Scholars and politicians, focusing on Norsk Hydro’s cooperation 
with unions and communities as well as on the way state owner-
ship is exercised, tend to emphasize the institutional dynamics of the 
Hydro model. This is largely congruent with academic approaches 
that consider institutional mechanisms as core to the Nordic model 
(see introduction). However, it has also been argued that the legiti-
macy of the Hydro model may be based on a more comprehensive 
and wider model concerning how the corporation is thoroughly 
embedded in and intertwined with Norwegian society through an 
informal implicit contract between the corporation, society, and the 
state based on “a multitude of a  itudes, perceptions and expecta-
tions more or less mutually held” (Grønlie 2006: 160).

Diverting from the formal as well as informal institutional embed-
dedness described by scholars, the management of Norsk Hydro—
along with employees and unions—tends to emphasize values as 
core to the way Norsk Hydro does business. In current business 
parlance, this is articulated in their “Purpose” to foster a “more vi-
able society,” or what they call the Hydro Way.7 During the presen-
tation mentioned in the vigne  e, CEO Brandtzæg stated that “the 
Hydro Way is about pu  ing a name on the culture of the corporation. 
It is about the values we take with us to all countries in which we 
operate.”

While corporate leadership could rhetorically anchor their ap-
proach to responsibility in a history of care for communities, in prac-
tice this was not seen as suffi  cient or comprehensive enough when 
going global, both because the legal and regulatory framework was 
o  en weaker and because the corporations were less familiar with and 
embedded within the social and political landscape. With the inter-
nationalization of the corporation and, especially, the turn to share-
holder value, the embeddedness dimension of the Norsk Hydro model 
is less convincing. The values that Norsk Hydro claims to take with 
it abroad are not explicitly articulated as being Norwegian values. 
Rather, the corporate values presented are very generic—it is typical 
speak by management in transnational corporations. At the seminar 
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mentioned in the vigne  e, a veteran Hydro manager refl ected that 
“the Nordic model has something to do with our view on humanity” 
and described how an employee representative had come with tears 
in his eyes and thanked him a  er Norsk Hydro had implemented the 
Norwegian model in a foreign company Hydro had bought. Thus, 
undoubtedly, the particular history and embeddedness of Hydro in 
Norwegian society does give it a capacity to mobilize egalitarian and 
transparent management forms when expedient, as the case study by 
Røyrvik demonstrates. Røyrvik argues that in practice Hydro operates 
with dynamic and hybrid management forms.

However, the corporate culture’s Norwegian character is partly 
reemployed by the corporate management by repeated reference to 
company history. The corporation’s particular (Norwegian) history 
of “Care, Collaboration, and Courage” (keywords in the Hydro Way) 
subtly aligns the corporate values with Norwegian values, as was ex-
pressed in the Equinor manager’s earlier comment concerning CSR 
as embedded in the Norwegian DNA. The Hydro culture fostered 
through more than one hundred years of history, embedded from 
the very start in both the local community and wider society, is thus 
o  en referred to when discussing the responsible business conduct of 
Norwegian corporations abroad. However much the corporation has 
become internationalized, it remains convenient to refer to the Nor-
wegian background to foster and articulate an identity and a culture.

Norsk Hydro in Brazil: Business, Scandals, and Politics

This section explores how the Norsk Hydro model is challenged, ne-
gotiated, and defended—both at home and abroad. Since the Hydro 
management obviously thinks that Brazil is a good place to look to 
see how the corporation pursues responsible business abroad based 
on their history in Norway, Brazil will also be my focus here. Norsk 
Hydro’s long history of engagement in Brazil, their reliance on their 
processed raw materials from Brazil, as well as some recent contro-
versies relating to their operations there makes this focus particularly 
appropriate.8

Norsk Hydro has been active internationally since around 1970 
and made their fi rst investment in Brazil during the mid-1970s. The 
investment in Brazil was important in order to have some control of 
the extraction and fi rst processing of raw materials for aluminum 
production. However, this early investment in Brazil became contro-
versial, partly because Brazil was then a brutal military dictatorship 
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but especially since their bauxite-extraction activities in Trombetas 
had severe, negative impacts on indigenous populations and the en-
vironment (Akerø et al. 1979; Leira 2020). The scandal resulted in the 
Norwegian state pulling the fully owned ÅSV out of the Brazilian 
consortium in which both ÅSV and Norsk Hydro were partners. But 
Norsk Hydro waited it out, retained their shares, and eventually so 
expanded their activities in Brazil that more than 50 percent of all of 
Norsk Hydro’s workforce is now located in Brazil, and Brazil counts 
for almost half of Norsk Hydro’s industrial activity. In 2010, Norsk 
Hydro bought most of the Brazilian bauxite producer, Vale. The price 
tag—4.6 billion USD—meant that this was (by then) the largest Nor-
wegian investment abroad. This takeover of the larger part of Vale 
meant that Hydro secured access to bauxite in a “100-years perspec-
tive” (Leira 2020: 116).

In 2018, Norsk Hydro operations in Brazil faced two challenges to 
the image of Hydro being particularly responsible and ethical: the 
fi rst concerning toxic spills, the second relating to corruption.

Following heavy rain in February 2018, local residents in the Bar-
carena municipality and Brazilian authorities accused Hydro of al-
lowing toxic spills from the alumina refi nery, Alunorte, which were 
polluting rivers and posing a threat to local populations. Brazilian 
authorities fi ned Hydro 50 million Norwegian crowns and required 
production to be halved while investigations took place. Alunorte is 
the world’s largest aluminum refi nery with two thousand employees, 
and the partial closure had severe consequences for Hydro since the 
company depends on the Alunorte production of raw material for 
further processing in Norway and elsewhere. While the Brazilian 
authorities’ experts documented toxic spills, the external consultants 
hired by Norsk Hydro found “no environmental damage.” The inci-
dent received a lot of a  ention in Brazilian media, and Norsk Hydro 
faced the combined trouble of reputational loss and severely reduced 
production capacity. In this context, CEO Brandtzæg stressed that 
they would “strengthen our societal engagement to ensure that we 
contribute to sustainable development in Barcarena in line with 
Hydro’s strategy for CSR.”9 In a primetime interview on NRK, the 
major state TV channel in Norway, the same day, he stressed that his 
major concern was the well-being of the local population (Leira 2020: 
94). This aligned well with their announcement to the Oslo stock 
exchange the day before that Norsk Hydro would invest 250 mil-
lion Norwegian crowns in a  Sustainable Barcarena Initiative, which 
would address the local communities surrounding the Alunorte 
facilities.10
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Thus, the frame of reference for Hydro’s handling of its responsi-
bility initially was not the Norwegian model or Norwegian values 
but the international business language of CSR and sustainability, 
which was mobilized here as it would have been by any other large 
TNC faced by scandal that threatened their bo  om line. They needed 
to rebuild trust and fi nd ways to get the Brazilian authorities to re-
voke the instruction to operate at half capacity. This was their major 
concern, as this cut infl icted a loss in earnings amounting to more 
than 400 million Norwegian crowns per month. The value of Norsk 
Hydro shares plummeted 15 percent in the fi rst month a  er the in-
cident (Leira 2020: 93). Writing about Norwegian business interests 
in Brazil, Torkjell Leira shows that it was only when the business 
implications of the incident dawned on the management that they 
took action: “Hydro did not defi ne the situation as a ‘crisis’ before 
the sanctions from the Brazilian environmental authorities came, in 
other words not until it had serious consequences for the corpora-
tion’s bo  om line” (Leira 2020: 95, my translation). Thus, it was not 
Hydro’s values relating to communities and responsibility but the 
eff ect the incident had on shareholder value that directed the way 
Hydro responded.

The second critique against Norsk Hydro’s activities in Brazil came 
in December 2018 when NRK released a documentary about them. 
Contrary to political discourse, which focused only on the event of 
alleged toxic spills, the documentary portrayed a much more com-
plex picture of Hydro’s presence in the state of Pará. It told the story 
of contested land rights between Hydro and the  Tauá people living 
at the outskirts of the Hydro Alunorte property, an area defi ned as 
“traditional land area” according to a contract signed in 1982 by the 
Brazilian company Vale, which purchased land from the state. Norsk 
Hydro, on the other hand, stated that the contract had expired and 
that the Tauá people who had returned should once again be dislo-
cated. In 2016, the mayor of Barcarena presented a new regulation 
plan that redefi ned the area to fi t industrial purposes. The redefi ni-
tion served the interests of not only Hydro but also the mayor, who 
by then had already benefi  ed economically from the expansion of 
the refi nery through contracts with Hydro worth 141 million Nor-
wegian crowns. Although Hydro terminated their relationship with 
the mayor three years a  er he took offi  ce, Transparency International 
Norway claims that the collaboration should have ended when the 
mayor was elected in 2012 due to strong confl icts of interest.

This critique did not have the same impact on the corporation as 
the critique of the alleged toxic spill earlier the same year, perhaps 
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because it did not have immediate eff ects on profi ts or perhaps be-
cause Hydro’s image was already tainted. This scandal seems not 
to have received the same a  ention in Brazil as the previous one. It 
was more complex and not only about bad foreign capital but also 
about a corrupt local leader. The incident discussed earlier concern-
ing rainwater spill, however, a  racted considerable media a  ention 
fi rst in Brazil and later in Norway. In this context, a Brazilian journal-
ist came across the website for our Energethics project and contacted 
us to request an interview. Although I did not have particular insight 
into the Brazilian case, she insisted that it was relevant to talk to me. 
The journalist had one major question: given that the Norwegian 
state is a major owner of Norsk Hydro, does it put pressure on the 
corporation, and if not, why? She saw this in the context of the Nor-
wegian state wealth fund recently having (allegedly) divested from 
hydrocarbon extraction (oil, gas, and coal) as a move to support en-
ergy transition. Thus, while the Norwegian state made such ethical 
choices concerning its investments in the wealth fund, why did it not 
intervene in Norsk Hydro’s unsustainable activities in Brazil?11

The Norwegian media coverage of the Hydro troubles in Brazil 
did not initially touch on the role of the Norwegian state. It was seen 
purely as the corporation’s own responsibility, and the focus in reports 
and commentaries was on the way in which the corporate leadership 
handled the challenge, including the engagement of external 
consultants to assess whether there had actually been overfl ows and 
pollution. It was le  ist parliamentarians who eventually brought 
a  ention to the role of the state. The minister of trade, industry, and 
fi sheries was challenged to explain in the Norwegian Parliament, 
Stortinget, how the government had responded to the incident.12 Said 
ministry is formally the owner of the state’s shares in Norsk Hydro, 
and Minister Torbjørn Røe Isaksen thus represented the state’s role 
and responsibility. Isaksen was criticized for reproducing Hydro’s 
narrative by treating their investigations as facts while dismissing 
Brazilian environmental authorities’ investigations as allegations. 
Further, his ministry was criticized for not having conducted 
independent evaluations to assess whether Hydro acted according 
to the state’s expectations on CSR.

Isaksen asserted that the ministry would conduct independent 
assessments but stressed that it would not be done in a manner 
whereby the ministry would override the company’s board. Rather, 
he referred to the ownership dialogue they had with Norsk Hydro 
as any large shareowner would have and further noted that “when 
it comes to CSR (samfunnsansvar) and sustainability there are formu-
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lated clear expectations in the White Paper on state ownership which 
the Stortinget collectively supports. We have clearly expressed these 
expectations to Norsk Hydro and other corporations, and we have 
repeated these expectations concretely in relation to the situation at 
Alunorte.”13 He reiterated the government’s hands-off  ownership 
policy: “It is important to remember that the state as owner does not 
have other rights than other shareholders … The Ministry does not 
operate this company. The board operates and is responsible for it 
[the company].”14

So, herein lies the answer to the Brazilian journalist’s question: the 
way the right-of-center government interpreted the state ownership 
policy, embedded in the Stortinget, meant in practice that the state 
should keep an arm’s-length relationship with Norsk Hydro. Owner-
ship should be professional, and politics and business must not be 
mixed. This is based on and articulates a widespread conception con-
cerning limited liability public companies: that ownership and man-
agement should largely be separate, that owners should not interfere 
in daily operations and only exert infl uence though the board and at 
the general assembly. This is an ideal and practice that has emerged 
with the modern corporation (Micklethwait and Wooldridge 2003). 
The Conservative Party in Norway in particular, generally support-
ive of business, is ideologically commi  ed to this ideal and therefore 
ends up with the policy articulated by Isaksen in Stortinget.

However, large corporations o  en have shared interests with the 
states of their respective home country, and the two can be inter-
twined in a multitude of ways. An odd twist to the story of the Alu-
norte scandal shows how that applies in this case. Half a year before 
the Alunorte scandal/incident, Norwegian minister for climate and 
environment  Vidar Helgesen sent an unusually sharp and critical 
le  er to his Brazilian counterpart. Norway and Brazil had cooper-
ated on issues, such as the environment and indigenous populations, 
for many years, and Norway is a major contributor to REDD+. The 
minister now expressed concern about issues, such as accelerating 
deforestation and environmentally unfriendly decisions by President 
 Michel Temer’s government. Soon a  er this, Temer met Norwegian 
prime minister  Erna Solberg in Oslo, where he was again confronted 
by the critique and had to face both demonstrators and a humiliat-
ing press conference. According to Leira (2020: 57–60), this incident 
was one of the main reasons that the Alunorte spill became such an 
important incident. This was explicitly acknowledged in Brazilian 
media. It was Helgesen’s counterpart in Brazil,  Minister Sarney Filho, 
who instructed IBAMA (Brazilian Institute of Environment and Re-
newable Natural Resources) to fi ne Norsk Hydro and halve their 
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production. It was payback time. During an interview with one of 
the larger TV channels in Brazil, Filho stressed that the Norwegian 
state is a major owner in Norsk Hydro and should therefore be held 
responsible, especially in Amazonas. This resulted in widespread 
a  ention in Brazilian media on the role of the Norwegian state in 
the Alunorte case, and it is likely that when the Brazilian journalist 
contacted me approximately a week following the interview with the 
minister, her questions were informed by his claims.

So, Norsk Hydro became part of the politics of interstate relations 
whether it wanted to or not. However much the Norwegian state 
tries to distance itself from corporations in which it has signifi cant 
ownership interests, it cannot avoid those corporations becoming im-
plicated. In this case it was a reaction to the humanitarian approach 
of the Norwegian state. Inactive state ownership is no guarantee 
that corporations do not become implicated in politics. Moreover, 
corporations themselves o  en seek alliances with governments, and 
governments o  en promote abroad businesses that are based in their 
own countries. Statkra  ’s involvement in Turkey was secured by the 
intense involvement of Norwegian ministers (and even the Norwe-
gian king), especially by tending relations with the minister of en-
ergy in Turkey. And this applies, of course, not only to state-owned 
corporations. When BP wanted to get a foothold in Azerbaĳ an when 
the Soviet Union was about to break up, they managed to mobilize 
UK prime minister  Margaret Thatcher to work for their case; she 
even a  ended the signing of an MoU in Baku. “It was the perfect 
illustration of the use of the British foreign policy machinery by a 
private oil corporation” (Marriot and Minio-Paluello 2013: 57).

This brief review of the unfolding of Norsk Hydro’s activities in 
Brazil and the controversies surrounding them indicates that the 
Nordic model and state ownership may be of relatively li  le im-
portance for the corporation’s operations abroad (but see Røyrvik’s 
chapter in this volume). It is not a Nordic way of doing things or 
Hydro’s Norwegian tradition for relating to communities and unions 
or state ownership that shapes its policies in Brazil. However, back 
home in Norway, Norsk Hydro is still held to account by the pub-
lic and media, which consider Norsk Hydro a primary exemplar of 
the Nordic Model. While most of the conservative dailies in Norway 
primarily reported on the Norsk Hydro problems in Brazil, several 
le  -leaning publications as well as the main business newspaper, Da-
gens Næringsliv, carried critical articles and opinion pieces concerning 
Hydro’s activities in Brazil. One opinion piece typically claims that 
the Hydro problems in Brazil aff ect the reputation of Norway.15 The 
documentary produced by NRK about the corruption case, the state 
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TV channel’s critical questions to the CEO concerning the spills, and 
Leira’s book further testify to how much Norsk Hydro is exposed 
to the critical a  ention of the Norwegian public. State ownership 
comes with expectations among the public and politicians, although 
the meaning and content of state ownership obviously is negotiable 
and has undergone change. According to Hugøy and Maraire’s chap-
ter in this collection there is, among the Norwegian public, a strong 
expectation that the state should stay out ahead and be a good ex-
ample of social responsibility, and by extension that corporations in 
which the state is a major owner should be particularly responsible.

Conclusion

We argued in the introduction that to meaningfully study the Nordic 
model one should distinguish between academic approaches to the 
model and its use as a political-rhetorical tool in social interaction. 
While the fi rst accentuates the tripartite model, the welfare state, and 
egalitarianism, the second is increasingly sliding toward emphasiz-
ing some idealized Nordic—or rather Norwegian—values. Yet, there 
is obviously a dialectic between these two levels. Emil Røyrvik (2011) 
claims that Hydro drastically transformed when it adapted to the 
shi   from industrial capital to fi nancial capital during the late 1990s, 
resulting in corporation management thinking that the corporation’s 
primary responsibility is shareholder value. He argues “that a partial 
dismantling, or at least a major transformation of the social demo-
cratic state and the Norwegian model of democratic capitalism (Se-
jersted 1993), has in eff ect been a partial result of the active political 
process of neoliberalization in Norway” (Røyrvik 2011: 179).

This results in ambivalences, contradictions, and tensions that 
are, in Norway, especially articulated in debates about active/pas-
sive state ownership. Norsk Hydro was once an integral part and 
totally intertwined in the fabric of a particular Norwegian political 
economy. By increasingly playing along with the rules, premises, 
and languages of globalized capital—including a shi   to shareholder 
value and the adoption of the language of CSR—Norsk Hydro has 
untangled itself from the shackles of the Norwegian political econ-
omy, and the expectations (forventninger) (see introduction) that the 
state expresses for the corporation’s responsible conduct is but a thin 
disguise of this fact. Thus, as was seen in the case of Brazil above, the 
way state ownership is enacted at arm’s length gives Norsk Hydro 
license to function as any other TNC when operating abroad, focus-
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ing on shareholder values and mending problems by invoking the 
internationally acknowledged tool and language of CSR.

This case thus indicates that the ideals that come with the analyti-
cal Nordic model—state guidance, dialogue with unions, responsible 
interaction with local communities—are diffi  cult to uphold for large 
Norwegian corporations when internationalizing. The expectations 
the Norwegian state expresses do not in any way substitute for the 
“implicit common understanding” (underforståtte fellesforståelse) 
(Grønlie 2006: 164) that the Hydro model once implied. Yet, Norsk 
Hydro considers the Nordic/Norwegian background to be capi-
tal, which they can mobilize in managing their public image. They 
 dis-embed the model from any particular Nordic institutional ar-
rangements and rewrite it so that it a  aches to and represents their 
particular Norwegian history and experience, and, supposedly, also 
Norwegian values. And here again, Norsk Hydro can be considered a 
model: the other corporations we have studied have followed Norsk 
Hydro and made the same maneuver: when going global, it is not 
Nordic institutional mechanisms but rather “Norwegian values” that 
are hinted at in their self-presentation.
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Notes

 1. Bråten outlines in detail in chapter 3 the history of Sam Eyde’s fi rst industrial invest-
ment in Norway and the way in which social responsibility was handled in a remote 
industrial community.

 2. See, e.g., h  ps://www.dagbladet.no/kultur/farvel-til-hydro—modellen/66290463, 
h  ps://www.a  enposten.no/meninger/kronikk/i/347RM/statens-aktive-eierskap, both 
retrieved 20 July 2020.
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 3. Retrieved 20 July 2020 from https://www.magma.no/liberale-verdier-og-statlig-
eierskap, h  ps://www.bi.no/forskning/business-review/articles/2015/01/kongsberg
modellen/.

 4. Retrieved 10 July 2020 from https://www.europower-energi.no/public/hydro-
modellen-god-for-statkra  -privatisering/1-2-185613.

 5. I am grateful to Siri Lange who allowed me to use this piece of information from her 
fi eldwork.

 6. Retrieved 10 May 2021 from h  ps://www.hydro.com/en-NO/about-hydro/company-
history/1946—-1977/1967-a-dynamic-and-visionary-leader/.

 7. Retrieved 10 December 2020 https://www.hydro.com/Document/Index?name=
The percent20Hydro percent20Way percent20 percent28EN percent29&id=3399.

 8. This section leans heavily on Torkjell Leira’s book (2020) Kampen om regnskogen—
sannheten om Norge i Brasil (The fi ght for the rainforest—the truth about Norway in 
Brazil).

 9. Norsk Hydro Press Conference, Oslo, 9 April 2018.
 10. Dagens Næringsliv, 10 April 2018: 4–7.
 11. Retrieved 12 April 2018 from https://exame.com/brasil/da-noruega-ao-para-as-

contradicoes-da-hydro-alunorte/.
 12. https://www.stortinget.no/globalassets/pdf/referater/stortinget/2017-2018/refs-

201718-06-14.pdf.
 13. https://www.stortinget.no/globalassets/pdf/referater/stortinget/2017-2018/refs-

201718-06-07.pdf, p. 4838.
 14. https://www.stortinget.no/globalassets/pdf/referater/stortinget/2017-2018/refs-

201718-06-07.pdf, p. 4838.
 15. “Hydro og norsk omdømme” (“Hydro and Norwegian reputation”), Eirin Hed-

deland, Dagsavisen, 26 March 2018, 37.
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