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Uno Lamm, “The Father of HVDC”
Uno Lamm's legacy, has been crucial in the working life 
of many of those who, through the years, have worked 
in the HVDC field after Uno Lamm. Characteristics are:

• The ability to “look into the future”
• Focus on the ultimate usefulness
• Work inclusively with people from other environments
• Embracing new technologies
• Seek strategic collaborations
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Leadership principle Practical manifestation Key quote / concept

Vision-led, market-creating
strategy

Sustained R&D for over 20 years by 
selling the future value of HVDC 
before the product was ready.

”The world can live without
HVDC, but it becomes better
with HVDC."

Intrapreneurial culture
Fostered psychological safety where
initiative was rewarded over passivity; 
provided discretionary R&D budgets.

"Initiative is encouraged, 
even if it does not always 
turn out right."

Pragmatic execution

Delivered the Gotland project using
"Good Enough" technology to gain
market entry and real-world
experience.

"Good Enough"

Ecosystem building
Licensed core technology to 
competitors (English Electric, GE) to 
legitimize the market and build trust.

"Created a competitor… and 
sparked the first lift in the 
market."

Values-driven leadership
Actively opposed Nazism; recruited
talents such as Dr. Uhlmann based on 
merit and principles.

Rooted in "the equal value of
all people."

Uno Lamm’s Leadership Legacy



HVDC, project driven organization..



Technical heritage, adoption of new technologies
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Mercury Arc Valves Electronic tubes



Market heritage, building a global business 
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Cross Channel 1961

160 MW

Sakuma/Japan 1965

300 MW B2B

Sardinia/Italien 1967

200 MW

New Zealand 1965

600 MW
(1,240 MW)

Pacific Intertie/US 1970

1,440 MW
(3,100MW)

Gotland/Sweden, 1954

Nelson River 1975Nelson River 1968

A global market was created….
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Integrated circuits and flat pack thyristorsThyristor valves

Technical legacy, fast adoption of new technology



Cooperation with customers…

• Partnership with LADWP, new test valve installed in Sylmar 133 
kV, 2,000 A  (water cooled)

Thyristor replacement without breaking the water circuit



Innovative designs…
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1980s hanging thyristor valves, redundant control systems



Status of HVDC 1978 
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Global installed 
capacity increased 

to 10,400 MW 

Only 5 new 
projects 

commissioned 
globally during the 

1970:ies

Weak market, 
downscaling 
of operations

HVDC organization 
was scaled down 
to 40 persons, but 

the world’s 
largest project 
was tendered



1978 Itaipu, landmark project with groundbreaking technologies 
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Power generation 12,600 MW
Power transmission HVAC 6,300 MW
Power transmission HVDC 6,300 MW

Water cooled valves

Single board computers

New valve concept

New module concept

New transformer design…



Status of HVDC 1990, Itaipu completed 
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Global installed 
capacity 

33,000 MW 

Market slowing 
down, increased 

competition

Market in Europe 
changing focus

Asia emerging as new 
market with strong 

local players



Vision from 1992, 100% renewable power system
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Source: ABB
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1992
12 $/W

1992
2000 $/W

1992



Gunnar, the pragmatic visionary..

”Unlimited” volume
Cost becomes

1.5 to 2
X

Material Cost

How low can the cost go ??



Vision lead to 1994 strategic restart…
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Development of transmission market

Market 
today

Market
tomorrow

Environment Environment

Technology Technology

Conventional HVAC

HVAC with RPC

HVDC

DC & AC

Source: ABB



Strategy summary 1994
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New convertor technology (VSC) combined with new cable technology HVDC Light

New applications such as wind power integration

Mainly traditional markets: Europe, US

Conventional technology (LCC) higher voltage, higher power HVDC Classic

Traditional applications with connection of remote centralized production

Main market: Asia

Source: ABB



HVDC Classic, Partnering with customers



The HVDC Light® story



The “Innovation Crisis” in ABB 1992
• A mapping in ABB showed 

that the percentage of new 
products in the portfolio 
was going down

• New program HIP “High 
Impact” prioritized 
potential before cost

• Global call for projects 
funded from central R&D 
budget

• Responce from ABB 
Ludvika Gunnar Asplund 
“Hällsjöprojektet”

Source:ABB



The 1994 vision guided the R&D roadmap
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Consequences for the technology roadmap

New Voltage Source
Technology (HVDC Light)

New semiconductor
technology

New cable
technology

New high-speed
computers
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Attribute Uno Lamm (The visionary 
founder) Gunnar Asplund (The modern successor)

Primary technological focus Mercury-arc valves; establishing the 
fundamental feasibility of HVDC.

Voltage source converters (VSC); perfecting HVDC for 
modern grid challenges.

Core leadership style Charismatic visionary, culture builder, 
intrapreneur, and strategic diplomat.

Visionary technically grounded R&D leader and hands-on 
inventor.

Market strategy
Market creation: convincing the world to 
adopt a new, unproven technology over a 
20-year period.

Market enabling: providing the key technology (HVDC 
Light) to unlock the potential of the emerging renewable 
energy market.

Key innovation
The concept and first commercial 
implementation of HVDC transmission (the 
Gotland link).

HVDC Light, enabling efficient underground transmission 
and integration of renewable energy.

View on collaboration
Pioneering strategic alliances with 
competitors (English Electric, GE) to grow 
the entire market.

Extensive strategic alliances with R&D centers, 
subsuppliers and customers

Primary legacy
"Father of HVDC"; created a new industry 
and a resilient corporate culture of 
innovation.

"Father of HVDC Light"; modernized HVDC and made the 
technology a cornerstone of the sustainable energy
transition.

The HVDC Light project, corporate culture preserved



New technology for new markets
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Connection of wind power

Connection of off-shore platforms

Underground/subsea transmission

Power quality

HVDC Light®

Connection of remote loads



First pilote in Gotland 1997, 60 MW
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“Classic” cooperation project
1/3 ABB
1/3 Vattenfall
1/3 Energimyndigheten



But bringing disruptive technologies to the market is a challenge
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Perceived lower performance

Initially lower profitability

Traditional customers not interested!

Gradual increase in market and eventually dramatic shift
in market

Disruptive transformation

First commercialized in niche market in untraditional 
applications and with untraditional customers



Partnership with a Canadian owned US project developer…



Untraditional applications with untraditional partner…
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1998 Directlink, underground cable 
80 km; 3 X 60 MW

2001 Murraylink, worlds longest 
underground cable 170 km; 220 MW
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While burying the cable below the sound, ABB struck 
rock in the seabed, which kept short sections of the 
cable shy of the minimum depths specified in the 
transmission company’s permits. Cable buried 6 feet 
instead of 8 feet for 100 m.  So, for the next year and 
a half, TransÉnergie was trapped: it couldn’t 
operate without new permits, and it couldn’t get 
new permits with the moratorium in place.

• 330 MW, 45 km
• Contract June 2000
• Ready for operation June 2002

Third HVDC Light project run into problems…



2005 Troll, first offshore project also in partnership

30

Planning and decision phase

• High focus on finding environmental attractive solution in Statoil 
management and among the Troll partners

• Early selection of one potential electrical solution 
(HVDC light technology)

• Sufficient time to study, mature and qualify the technical solution and 
establish confidence in Statoil and among the Troll partners to the 
HVDC light technology and to ABB's ability to deliver

• Building trust through open, close and good cooperation between top 
expertise in Statoil, the Troll partners and ABB during engineering and 
qualification of technical solutions

Troll A Precompression Project, TРК 
Key success factors



ABB “Survival Crisis” culminated in October 2002…

1988–
1996 Percy Barnevik (SE)
1997–
2000 Göran Lindahl (SE)
2001–
2002 Jörgen Centerman (SE)

2002–
2005 Jürgen Dormann (DE)
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August 14, 2003, was a dark day for many people in 
the United States—though not for officials at 
TransÉnergie. Just after 4:00 p.m., cascading outages 
starting in Ohio knocked out power to 50 million 
people in Canada and the U.S., including many in 
Connecticut and Long Island.

“Within 12 hours we were transferring power to Long 
Island, helping customers get energy—and most 
importantly, helping provide stabilization to the grid 
while the generators on Long Island were coming 
back on.”

Cross Sound Cable opening, the turning point…



Grateful politicians 
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The idea of an offshore supergrid 2005 
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“The Supergrid is based on the combination of two recent but proven 
technologies, large offshore wind turbines and voltage source converter 
HVDC transmission.”

“ABB - Power and productivity for a better world
We have today established an advanced transmission technology, HVDC Light, for 
demanding offshore applications to feed electricity to platforms but also to connect 
and support integration of electrical networks. We have worked very closely with 
Airtricity on the technology aspects of their concept for an EU Supergrid Project 
and have concluded that this European technology fits well with their plans to 
construct an offshore grid.”

Bo Normark, Senior Vice President Marketing and Sales, ABB Grid Systems

Eddie O´Connor
CEO Airtricity





Siemens launches VSC technology HVDC Plus in 2007
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2010



12 countries signed North Sea Off Shore Grid agreement 2010 



The buildout has just started

Source: https://issuu.com/eliagroup/docs/5387_241015_elia_book_uk_bd_double_page

• HVDC is taking off – 50% of Grid investments in Europe are HVDC



HVDC in the technology revolution in energy  



HVDC Light project success factors

● Creating “Protected Environment" for Innovation: Just as ABB did with its HIP projects, leaders must consciously 
create protected zones for high-risk projects. This is about more than just allocating a budget; It is about providing 
genuine autonomy and acting as a shield against the organizational "immune system" that instinctively rejects 
disruptive ideas. This requires financial and political courage on the part of the leadership.

● Ritualizing Constructive Conflict: Innovation Breeds Tension. Instead of hoping it will go away, leaders need to 
design processes to channel it productively. The "HVDC Light meetings" are an excellent template: create regular, 
disciplined forums that distinguish between fact-based information sharing and open, psychologically safe debate. This 
builds a collective ability to handle difficult conversations and turn disagreements into better solutions.

● Led with Questions, Not Answers: The breakthrough for HVDC Light did not come from a top-down directive, but 
from a mid-level manager asking a crucial question: "What if we listen to a real customer problem?". A trust-based 
leader's primary role in an innovation process is not to have all the answers, but to create an environment where the 
right questions can be asked and explored by the team closest to the problem. This requires humility and a willingness 
to let go of control of the solution.

● Demonstrating Resilience in Crisis: The ABB case shows that external crises will inevitably test an organization's 
commitment to innovation. During these periods, the leader's most critical function is to act as a "shock absorber," 
protecting long-term strategic projects from short-term panic. This requires courage and a deep-rooted trust in the team 
and vision, even when financial metrics are pointing in the wrong direction. The story of the power outage on Long 
Island shows the importance of being ready to seize the opportunities that may arise from a crisis to confirm and justify 
the trust that has been shown



Generic leadership model 



My personal view on leadership from 1994 


