
The Or igin of the Open Innovation Collaboration
SweTree Technologies is a science-based company which was 
spun off from forestr y r esearch at Umeå Univer si ty in 1999 to 
improve the value and productivi ty of tr ees through the 
commercial ization of their  innovative technologies. 
Ultimately, SweTree's vision is a more sustainable and 
environmental ly fr iendly forest industr y.

The model behind SweTree Technologies was to assist 
individual univer si ty r esearchers w ith legal suppor t to patent 
and commercial ize their  innovations. In r eturn, SweTree 
Technologies r eceived the r ight of f i r st r efusal to 
commercial ize the intel lectual proper ty. According to CEO, 
Car l-Gustav Löf, their  process of careful ly selecting, patenting 
and commercial izing discover ies is qui te unique.

The company has two core business areas: plant grow th and 
vigour  and selective breeding / f ibre modif ication. The f i r st 
area focuses on providing added value plant nutr i tion and the 
second on developing added value from tr ees. Outside these 
core areas the company l icenses technologies to strong 
par tner s, al low ing them to earn an optimal mix of shor t and 
long-term revenues.

Around 2010, the SeedPAD project was ini tiated internally by 
SweTree staff . With their  exper ience of r esearch l inked to the 
forest industr y they had realized that there was a great 
potential for  more effective methods of planting new  tr ees. 

- SweTree Technologies was 
founded in 1999 as a joint 
ini tiative between 
Teknikbrosti f telsen in Umeå, 
Sweden (r egional public 
agency for  the tr ansfer  of 
r esearch to industr y) and the 
company Woodheads AB. 

- Woodheads AB was formed to 
handle the intel lectual 
proper ty from 44 leading 
r esearchers at the Umeå Plant 
Science Center  and the Royal 
Insti tute of Technology in 
Stockholm. 

- SweTree Technologies assists 
individual r esearchers w ith 
legal suppor t to patent and 
commercial ize their  
innovations. In r eturn, i t 
r eceives the r ight of f i r st 
r efusal to exploi t the IP. 

- With some 30  employees, the 
f i rm has no ambition to 
become a large manufactur ing 
company. Instead, when 
innovation projects become 
mature enough to star t 
production, a new  spin-off  
company is created, in which 
SweTree takes a share.

FROM RESEARCH-INDUSTRY 
COLLABORATION TO SPIN-OFF
A science-based university spin-off partners with a large forestry company 
and various other lead customers to refine their research into a commercial 
product. When the innovative product is mature enough for the production 
phase, it is spun off as a new firm.

OI INSPIRATIONAL CASES



The str ategic challenge for  the f i rm was to take 
the step from being r esearch-focused to 
becoming a product-based company. 

The OI Journey

SweTree?s vision was to produce and sel l  
high-quali ty, padded seeds which r equir ed 
r elatively easy planting methods, thereby 
improving the chances of germination of pine 
and spruce seeds which are the prevalent species 
used in the forest industr y in nor thern Europe, 
but also in Canada and the USA. There were 
alr eady high-quali ty seeds on the market, but 
they were ver y expensive. Digging and planting 
seedlings is a more expensive method, but r esults 
in a high sur vival r ate of the plants (around 90%) 
and is labour -intensive. With this tr adi tional 
method, a worker  can plant around 1 500 plants 
per  day. SweTree calculate that the 
cor responding f igure for  the SeedPAD invention 
would be 5 500 (sur vival r ate around 70%).

However , to make their  vision possible - i .e. to 
produce and sel l  high-quali ty, padded seeds w ith 
r elatively easy planting methods - r equir ed 
considerable work, both in terms of r esearch and 
testing. On the other  hand, i f  the idea turned out 
to be successful i t could r esult in a large share of 
the r enewal market, not only in the forest 
industr y, but potential ly also in par ts of the 
agr icultural sector.

involved in the project. Sveaskog is one of around 
ten minor i ty ow ners of SweTree, as well  as a 
large potential customer. At that point, SweTree 
had come up w ith what they cal led a "tea-bag" 
solution for  the product. However , the 
col laboration w ith Sveaskog helped them 
understand that this was not an optimal solution 
for  the packaging of seeds as the compound was 
not sol id enough. Dur ing the r esearch and testing 
i t became clear  that a pressed pad was needed, 
which led to the testing of vermiculi te, a yel low

or  brow n mineral found as an alteration product 
of mica and other  minerals and used for  
insulation or  as a moisture-retentive medium for  
grow ing plants.

For  the f i r st two 
years work 
focused on exper i- 
menting a number  
of di f ferent con- 
cepts in order  to 
f ind a sui table sol- 
ution for  protect- 
ing the seeds. Two 
years after  the 
star t of the project, 
in 2012, the large 
Swedish forest 
company 
Sveaskog, became 

SweTree and Sveaskog f inal ly patented their  
technology in 2012 and share ow nership of the 
patent. Since then, several other  large potential 
lead customers in the Swedish forest industr y 
have par ticipated in the project. Holmen was one 
of the f i r st, and in 2015 Bergvik also became a 
par tner. The Finnish company Sedav is cur rently 
testing the SeedPAD. This testing of the product 
prototype is essential for  improving both the 
planting process and the production process as 
SweTree does not have resources to do any actual 
planting.

SweTree also col laborated w ith a German 
company (SVET), special ized in granulating 
processes (e.g. beets for  sugar  production}, which 
proved to be helpful for  the coating of the seeds in 



SeedPAD. Sveaskog has continued to contr ibute to the development of 
the project. They are now  a customer , buying and testing the 
SweePAD. The product?s competi tive advantage is to cut costs for  their  
customers through eff icient planting procedures and the increased 
quali ty of the product. The project showed clear ly that i t was not only 
the SeedPAD product, but also the planting process, that was cr i tical 
for  the innovation's future success. 

Impact of the OI Collaboration
After  the successful testing of both SeedPAD and i ts planting process, 
SweTree faced new  challenges. They had to star t production on a 
large scale. This is why SweTree decided to spin-off  SweTree Nutr i tion 
into a separate company in 2015. In the summer  of 2016, one mi l l ion 
SeedPADs were planted. SweeTre Nutr i tion later  changed i ts name to 
Arevo, and is cur rently in the process of scal ing up the production of 
SeedPAD.

It has become clear  that SeedPAD is not only competing w ith the 
dir ect machine-sow ing of seeds, but also w ith plants. This has led to a 
change in the business concept. I t is estimated that SeedPAD can 
substi tute 20% of the manual planting. With time i t is estimated that 
the product/technology can also have a huge impact outside the forest 
industr y. Fir st contacts w ith several branches of the plant industr y 
and par ts of the agr icultural sector  look promising. However , SweTree 
Nutr i tion/Arevo is cur rently too small to tackle these other  sector s on 
their  ow n.

So far , in Sweden, i t is mainly large forest industr y companies who 
are the customers of SweTree Nutr i tion/Arevo. In future, i t is possible 
that the company w i l l  use distr ibutor s and forest industr y 
associations to market the product to smaller , pr ivate forest industr y 
customers. On the other  hand, they are too numerous for  the 
company to handle through dir ect sales on their  ow n.

SweTree Nutr i tion/Arevo is also planning to expor t SeedPAD. In some 
countr ies, the company w i l l  cer tainly sel l  dir ectly to large forest 
companies but this w i l l  be combined w ith a distr ibutor  str ategy. I t is 
possible that SweTree Nutr i tion/Arevo w i l l  establish production 
faci l i t ies abroad, but an interesting alternative is to l icense the 
production r ights. 

CARL- GUSTAV LÖF

Key l essons
NEVER TOO EARLY TO 
BRING  IN A POTENTIAL 
LEAD  CUSTOMER
Collaboration w ith customers is 
cr i tical for  creating and 
understanding customer  needs. 

SPIN- OFF CREATION
The creation of a spin-off  to 
take advantage of future 
production and marketing 
oppor tuni ties can be a 
beneficial str ategy for  a 
science-based ser vice company. 
I t can also open up the way to 
venture f inancing.

BE AWARE OF YOUR OWN 
CORE SKILLS
SweTree learned a lot by 
planning for  i ts ow n future 
production process. In open 
innovation projects, i t is 
impor tant to be aware of your  
ow n core ski l ls. This helps to 
understand where the 
col laboration w ith others w i l l  
be most beneficial. Remember  
that di f ferent par tner s have 
di f ferent roles. This 'fusion' of 
high-tech solutions w ith 
tr adi tional products creates 
promising conditions for  future 
grow th.
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