
This idyllic situation ended in the 1970s. Over the course of the decade, relations between labour and

management soured in a way that eventually posed major problems for the company. The spirit of

consensus and mutual understanding which had characterised the co-operation within the compa-

ny for many decades evaporated, to be replaced by opposition and conflict. For the first time in over

30 years, serious labour conflicts arose. One of these conflicts eventually became the most con-

tentious of such conflicts to occur in the post-war Norwegian business world, as we shall see.

The explanation for the altered climate of co-operation is complicated. First, a change in manage-

ment conditions occurred, stemming from the generational change-over on the ownership side, and

this played a significant role. As noted earlier (Chapter 5), Sverre Gahr did not have his father’s ability

to cultivate confidence and trust among his employees. Second, the production facilities started to

become aged and outmoded toward the end of the 1960s, while the requirements for improved

working conditions in general were growing stronger.The sense of being cared for which had existed

among the workers was no longer as strong as it had been, and this contributed to increasing dis-

satisfaction. Finally, the shop union at Jøtul underwent a dramatic process of radicalisation during

the 1970s. Several individuals with extreme leftist political affiliations joined the company, and

gradually began to exert a substantial influence within the shop union. On the one hand, this

brought to light a number of unacceptable aspects of the working situ-

ation. On the other hand, there is no doubt that some of these people also

had political agendas which extended far beyond a desire to secure better

working conditions for the workers.

We shall not consider here all the details of the relationship between

labour and management as it evolved during this period, but shall instead

use one particular conflict to illustrate the tense relationships which dom-

inated the company.This conflict embodies almost all the elements of con-

flict noted above, and it provides an accurate illustration of the situation in

general.The conflict in question is the major strike which occurred in 1976,

and which became known throughout Norway as the "Jøtul conflict".

The "Jøtul conflict"

The triggering event of the Jøtul conflict was a personal confrontation. In

December 1975, a Yugoslavian foreign labourer in the assembly depart-

ment had a falling out with the department manager, who had in fact

remarked that the Yugoslavian was working too slowly. The result was a

huge argument, and the labourer was fired on seven days’ notice. The

labourer appealed the matter to the shop union board, which forwarded it

to the Norwegian Federation of Iron and Metal Workers and the

Norwegian Confederation of Trade Unions, or LO. They all concluded that

the firing was unlawful. As a result, in February 1976 the LO demanded that

the man be given back his job, along with compensation for lost income

incurred while he had been shut out of the company. The case ended in a
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settlement, under the terms of which Jøtul consented to give the man back his job, while the LO

withdrew the claim for compensation of lost income.

The matter had thus apparently been resolved without further conflict, but such was not to be the

case. At the settlement conference between Jøtul and the LO, the Jøtul works manager, Arne Hansen,

presented a petition signed by some twenty employees demanding that the Yugoslavian not be

taken back. The identities of the people who had launched the signature drive were unknown.

Hansen claimed that he had received the list in the mail, while others believed that Hansen and a

pair of foremen were actually behind the petition. It was also alleged that they had pressured the

workers in question to sign. This led to a demand from the shop union that Hansen resign his posi-

tion.The shop union warned that they would back up their demand with action, in other words, that

they would go out on strike if the demand was not met. The Jøtul management, however, rejected

the demand, and the conflict became a reality. On February 13 at the stroke of noon, 350 Jøtul work-

ers in Enebakkveien and at Grønnvoll walked off the job.

The shop union stood united behind the demand that Hansen and the two foremen had to go.

However, the union was in fact divided on the issue of what means were to be used. All agreed that

the strike was illegal and in violation of the collective agreement, and not everyone was equally

pleased that such measures had been taken. The rift became apparent at a general meeting several

days into the strike. Leading the way, the shop union’s steward, Martin Lekøen, urged the workers to

go back to work so that negotiations could be initiated with management. The Jøtul management

had stipulated such a return to work as a condition for entering into negotiations. To the press,

Lekøen indicated that he would turn over his position to someone else if the membership would not

back him. 289

Nevertheless, a slight majority supported continuing the strike. A proposed solution was presented

at the general meeting, but the terms set forth were entirely unacceptable to the Jøtul manage-

ment. Among other things, the proposal included a demand that the employees be paid for the time

they had been on strike, and that negotiations would have to be completed before they returned to

work. The situation was deadlocked. Lekøen and the union board were removed from office, and a

strike committee consisting of all new people took over leadership of the shop union.

Within the iron and metal industry in Oslo there was strong initial sympathy for the Jøtul workers.

Declarations of support were issued by a number of shop union stewards from other member com-

panies. There was soon talk of sympathy strikes. "It is now not unlikely that 18,000 iron workers will

walk out on strike" wrote Dagbladet the day after the Jøtul workers voted to continue their strike. 290

The reason for the assertion was that the union leader at the Oslo Federation of Iron and Metal

Workers had warned that workers at fifteen of the largest member companies were considering

striking in sympathy.

There were no sympathy strikes. On the other hand, the Jøtul strike was a protracted one. The strike

was finally called off on March 20 after lasting over five weeks. The conflict was finally resolved by

works manager Arne Hansen’s decision to resign from his position. The workers thus appeared to be

the ones who had emerged from the conflict victoriously. However, a great deal had changed during
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ship, Klassekampen and the leadership of AKP (ml). Klassekampen and
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February 1976.



the course of the strike. The most important change was perhaps that the sympathy which the

employees had originally enjoyed from other shop unions had eroded. There was no doubt that rela-

tions between labour and management at Jøtul were not ideal, or that this was due in considerable

part to unfortunate behaviour on the part of management in a number of areas. All the same, the

uncompromising attitude generally exhibited by the strike leaders gradually led to a change in atti-

tude regarding the strike among the Federation of Iron and Metal Workers and others. The federa-

tion had indeed dissociated itself from the unlawful strike all along. As the strike leadership gradu-

ally adopted a more uncompromising stance, the federation gradually took a clearly negative view of

the strike. The strike thus gradually lost its outward legitimacy.

The fact that the Federation of Iron and Metal Workers eventually condemned the strike is, however,

also due to the fact that the duly elected employee institutions at the company had been margin-

alised. The head of the Oslo Federation of Iron and Metal Workers, Svein Christiansen, asserted that

the entire employee representative organisation at the company had been shut down by a small

group of employees who had managed to drag the majority along with them into the illegal strike.

This circumvention of the legitimate rules of the game was perceived as a threat not only to the Jøtul

shop union, but to established employee institutions in the working world in general.

In this regard Christiansen was focusing mainly on the leftist radical forces both within and outside

of Jøtul which had involved themselves in the conflict. A number of members of the Norwegian

Communist Workers’ Party (Marxist-Leninist) had become employees of the company over the

course of the 1970s, and they played a prominent role during the strike. Kjell Gjerseth, Lars Borgersrud

and Rita Westvik were among the most prominent, and Gjerseth was also the leader of the strike

committee.

The involvement of the Marxist-Leninist movement in the Jøtul strike engendered bitterness

throughout the labour movement. Among others, LO leader Lars Skytøen was highly critical of what

he believed to be the movement’s direct attempts to undermine organised labour. In the aftermath

of the strike, he told Arbeiderbladet that "our organisation apparatus will no longer accept outside

forces engaging in activities which are intended to break down both that apparatus and the rules for

dispute resolution to which we ourselves have contractually agreed". 291

In reality, there were no winners in the conflict. The company sustained substantial financial losses.

The employees did win a number of their demands, but the shop union emerged from the strike

strongly divided, and it took a long time for the opponents and supporters of the strike to reconcile.

Their outward reputations suffered as well. Works manager Arne Hansen had undoubtedly been a
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tough boss, and from that standpoint the workers’ animosity toward him may well have been justi-

fied. Nevertheless, he was first and foremost a pawn in a conflict which was in reality guided by other

motives. And this was the public impression.

It took a long time to restore the co-operative relationships within the shop union. On the other

hand, Lars Borgersrud asserted that "the strike gave us a good deal of experience, especially regard-

ing solidarity," and also that "the Jøtul shop union’s reputation as a strong, active union with soli-

darity was emphasised in the years following the strike". 292 These pronouncements may have been

valid for elements of the union, but a substantial portion of the work force did not support the strike

in 1976, and it took them a long time to normalise relations with the "strike wing".

The rift had major consequences for the union’s ability to act effectively in the ensuing years. It was

a key reason why the employees were unable to mobilise any opposition in connection with subse-

quent controversial issues. This was most evident in connection with the modernisation of the

foundry around 1980. As we shall see, the owners and management at that time were able to imple-

ment measures which entailed major negative consequences for the employees in Oslo without
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encountering opposition from a united and contentious shop union. On the other hand, historian

Ellen Røsjø has pointed out that this was due more to external pressures than to internal divisions.

She writes that "the strike [in 1976] was a financial burden on the membership, despite major sup-

port from other trade unions. Moreover, the discussion in the press was perceived as frenzied. This

experience was an important factor in the absence of a strike in 1980 to prevent the foundry from

relocating to the Kråkerøy Works". 293 These experiences did indeed play some role, but it was first and

foremost the internal rift within the union which prevented more vigorous action.

Entering into Norcem Ltd [A/S Norcem]

In the spring of 1977 the Gahr family entered into negotiations with the major Norwegian industrial

group Norcem Ltd [A/S Norcem] regarding the sale of Jøtul. By the time the matter became publicly

known in early June, the negotiations were nearly complete. A final agreement regarding the sale

was reached in mid-June. Norcem was to acquire all the Gahr family’s shares in Jøtul effective July 1

of that same year.

The sale represented a break with nearly 50 years of company history. Jøtul had been owned and

operated by the Gahr family for two generations, and the business had been intimately linked with

this ownership throughout the entire period. Indeed, in Jøtul’s case the company and the family

appeared to be nearly inextricably bound up with one another. The sale thus marked not only a

change of ownership but, to the highest degree, a change in eras. Why did the Gahr family want to

divorce itself from its life’s work? And why in 1977 in particular? 

Part of the explanation lay in the need for major investment which Jøtul was facing at that time. For

one thing, there was a severe need to renovate the foundry in Enebakkveien.The facility had not been

renovated since the mid-1970s, and it no longer met the requirements for efficient operation or a

quality work environment. A total overhaul was necessary, representing an estimated investment of

70 to 80 million kroner. There was also concern as to whether it was desirable to expand further on

the already crowded property in Enebakkveien. This brought up the question of a possible relocation

of the entire production.

The need for major investment was cited as the official explanation for the sale. As a form of own-

ership, the family company was not suited to coping with a burden of such magnitude. 294 This was

indeed a valid argument. But there were also other factors which played an equally important role,

and which had to do mainly with the management by the owners.

As noted earlier, a number of internal problems had arisen under Sverre Gahr’s management. The

change for the worse in the relationship between labour and management which resulted from his

leadership style has already been noted. These problems were exacerbated because the company

lacked an effective personnel department. Furthermore, Gahr managed the company in a way that

fostered unease among the administrative managers. A network of informal channels to the com-

pany management developed alongside the formal decision-making hierarchy. In addition, Sverre

Gahr had in several specific instances intervened in matters which fell within other people’s areas of

responsibility, and this contributed to dissatisfaction among those who were thus circumvented. In

a broader sense, it served to undermine the formal hierarchy of authority within the company.
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Gerhard Heiberg was CEO of
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in the purchase of Jøtul.
Heiberg was chairman of 
the board of Jøtul from 1977
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In 1974 an outside consulting firm conducted an organisational analysis of the company. The result-

ing final report pointed out a number of weaknesses in the company’s management, and recom-

mended several fairly radical changes in the management structure. Among other things, the report

recommended that Sverre Gahr step down as managing director. 295

The report had no immediate consequences. However, over the next few years a number of things

occurred which contributed to making the problems even more visible. The strike in 1976 was

undoubtedly the most important such event. This conflict brought the management issue fully into

focus again, and was presumably the reason why Sverre Gahr decided to step aside as managing

director in the autumn of that same year, instead choosing to function as an active chairman of 

the board. 296

Gahr was essentially pressured from two sides – by management and by the employees. This dual

pressure was naturally burdensome.The 1976 strike also imposed tremendous stress. In addition, the

challenges facing the company must have been extremely revelatory. For one thing, they emphasised

how vulnerable a family-owned business could be in the midst of such conflicts.

There were thus many factors pushing Sverre Gahr toward selling. The fact that there was also a

buyer who was willing to pay a good price for the company was very significant as well.

Norcem’s interest in Jøtul was based on a number of factors. First, the firm fit well into the group’s

strategy. Norcem was created in 1968 through the consolidation of the three major cement manu-

facturers in Norway – Slemmestad, Dalen and Kjøpsvik. However, by the early 1970s the group had

also begun to get involved in the production and sale of more highly value-added building products,

and Jøtul was a good match from that standpoint.

Second, Jøtul’s international experience was deemed of interest. As one of Western Europe’s biggest

cement exporters, Norcem already had a strong international orientation. This orientation received

an additional boost in the mid-1970s, when the group sought to further internationalise its cement

operations.The group’s other businesses were also looking more to opportunities outside of Norway,

and any new activities would have international potential. 297 Jøtul fit in well with such a strategy. As

Norcem’s managing director, Gerhard Heiberg, stated in connection with the acquisition: "Growth in

international markets is one aspect of great interest, and we now intend to expand internationally

in areas other than cement. Our products, know-how and expertise indicate that we should be able

to accomplish things in many parts of the world. Jøtul has been active internationally for a number

of years. Together we can establish agencies or foreign offices to sell Norcem’s entire product line…

We are looking to export higher-priced products, and Jøtul could serve as a ‘rocket’ in such an expan-

sion process." 298

Jøtul thus fit very nicely into Norcem’s group strategy. However, the acquisition was also based on

several other factors.There had been fairly close personal ties between the managements of the two

companies for many years. Former Norcem director Sverre Grøtter had sat on the Jøtul board of direc-

tors since 1971, and was still a member in 1977. Another Norcem director, Kåre Tisthammer, was a

member of Jøtul’s supervisory board throughout the entire first part of the 1970s. Norcem’s board
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chairman, Per M. Backe, had also been a member of Jøtul’s board. Finally, the two companies used the

same attorney, Finn R. Elde, who had also been a member of the Jøtul board for a number of years.

Norcem’s management was well acquainted with Jøtul as a result of these ties. There is no doubt

that these factors paved the way for a sale.

Scepticism from the employees 

How did the employees view the acquisition? Their reactions were largely negative. First of all, they

criticised the acquisition process itself. The employees did not learn of the matter until negotiations

had been finalised. The issue was not discussed by the supervisory board, and when it finally came

before the board in early June 1977, it was taken up on the agenda under "Other business". 299

The employees were thus given no opportunity to state their views, and they felt that they had 

been marginalised in a way which they believed would be of major importance to their future 

working situation.

But it was not only the acquisition process which evoked scepticism. Many employees were also

deeply opposed to becoming part of a large group. Norcem had some 3,400 employees spread

throughout a number of divisions both in Norway and abroad, and within such a framework Jøtul

would become just another company among many. 300 Jøtul would continue to be operated as an

independent company, with its own board of directors and its own general meetings. Nevertheless,

there were fears that the governing bodies and individuals who would have the real power to take

decisions would become more remote, and that the employees’ power to influence their own work-

ing situation would correspondingly diminish. Within a group, the interests of the group as a whole

are decisive, rather than the particular needs of the individual company at any given time. Finally, the

employees believed that, because Norcem management was removed from the individual sub-

sidiaries, it would be in a better position to implement unpopular changes and restructuring.

Not that conditions under Sverre Gahr had been ideal. Despite everything, the distance from top to

bottom within the company was quite large. On the other hand, the prevailing perception was that

personal ownership was a guarantee of security and a long-term approach and that, most impor-

tantly, it gave the employees the power to exert considerable influence.

But what did the change in ownership actually mean for Jøtul? Were the employees’ concerns well

founded? These questions can best be elucidated by considering what were clearly the most impor-

tant issues facing Jøtul during the latter half of the 1970s – modernisation and the siting of the

foundry.

The foundry project

By the early 1970s it had become apparent that Jøtul was facing a period involving major needs in

terms of modernisation and renovation. This was due to a number of factors. First, the production

facilities were outdated and worn, and they no longer met the requirements for efficient operation.

Second, the working conditions were poor. More emphasis was placed on worker protection and

environmental efforts after 1970, including the introduction of measures to reduce noise and

improve air quality in the plant. 301 But these initiatives did little good in the larger scheme of things.

In addition, government requirements regarding the work environment were being tightened.
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In 1973 the authorities warned that new worker protec-

tion regulations would be introduced for foundries, set-

ting much stricter requirements with regard to safety

and health measures.

Jøtul was not alone in facing such problems. In 1972 an

official committee was established to study future per-

spectives within the Norwegian foundry industry. One of

the committee’s tasks was to take a detailed look at the

requirements that foundries would have to face with

respect to their most basic operating framework, and

pertaining to factors such as organisation, technology,

capital requirements, access to labour and the environ-

ment. 302 The committee report, which was presented in

1974, pointed out that labour recruitment might be the

greatest future challenge facing the industry. There was

already a shortage of workers, and the committee was of

the opinion that access to labour would diminish further

in the coming years.

The committee presented a number of proposed meas-

ures that would contribute to improved recruiting,

including an increased commitment to training.

However, what was most important was to improve the

work environment. Compared with industry in general,

the foundry industry was encumbered by special envi-

ronmental problems. Noise, intense heat, poor indoor cli-

mate, and the risk of toxins constituted discomfort and

risk factors which rendered foundries less attractive as

places to work, and even though increased mechanisa-

tion had gradually reduced the physical stresses, foundry

work was still heavy labour. As the committee observed,

"We have… pointed out that recruitment to the indu-

stry is very low, and there can be no doubt that this is 

attributable in part to a work environment which offers

little enticement in comparison with many other 

industries." 303
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