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Mineral policy at a crossroads?  Critical reflections on the challenges 
with expanding Sweden’s mining sector 
 

1. Introduction 
In this paper, we reflect on the dialogue that has accompanied efforts made by the Government 
of Sweden to facilitate investment in the country’s mining sector. Mineral prices have sharply 
increased in the twenty-first century. This has fuelled the rapid expansion of mining activities in 
Sweden, currently the largest mining economy in the European Union (EU), accounting for 91% 
of its iron, 39% of its lead, 23% of its zinc, and 10% of its copper production. In 2011, the 
number of active claims and exploration permits reached an historic high, approaching 600, over 
double (<300) the number recorded in 2004. The most obvious sign of increasing interest in 
Swedish minerals was the rise in prospecting expenses, a figure which reached a record high of 
nearly SEK 800 million in 2011, over four times the amount (<SEK 200 million) recorded in 
2002.  Concerns over resource scarcity in the EU have underscored Sweden’s potentially crucial 
role as a trustworthy source of metal ores in the region.  

The country’s mining policy has been designed with the objective of attracting an increasing 
share of the global venture capital flowing into the volatile but lucrative minerals market. This, 
however, has been met with opposition from certain national environmental non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs); local resistance groups; representatives from Sami organizations, the 
Sami Parliament and Sami villages;1 the tourism industry; and various academics, social 
scientists, and regional politicians. This resistance has focused on the Mineral Strategy launched 
by the government in 2013, a manifestation of the market-liberal ideas that critics claim 
jeopardize social, cultural, economic, and environmental values. Since the launch of the Mineral 
Strategy, global mineral prices have fallen precipitously, and the financial difficulties 
experienced by several new mining projects, notably Northland Resources, which declared 
bankruptcy towards the end of 2014, have further fuelled the debate about what kind of 
regulation should be imposed on the mining sector. In particular, the issue of financial 
guarantees for the restoration of mining areas post-production has been the subject of much 
discussion (see the Swedish National Audit Office, 2015). 

As we will explain here, though this critique has been multifaceted and diverse, its core 
principles are in direct contrast to the ideas underlying the Government of Sweden’s Mineral 
Strategy. This paper draws out the basic tenets of this critique, presenting them in the form of an 
alternative mineral strategy. We believe that an analysis of environmentally-motivated 
resistance is crucial to understanding technological and societal change, as the force of this 
resistance, whatever its form, helps to shape nations’ technological and political development 
paths (see Anshelm and Galis, 2011). In this way, Sweden serves as an illustrative example for 
nations around the world looking to govern their mining sector using a firmly market-liberal 
approach (see Bridge and Jonas, 2002).  The resistance in Sweden seems to reflect a global 
pattern, with reports indicating a growing number of mining conflicts globally (Shandl and 
Darbas, 2008; Storey, 2001; World Economic Forum, 2013; Özkaynak et al., 2013). Sweden 
merits special attention because of the frequent insistence of government spokespeople, 
industry representatives and policy critics who maintain that the country should set an example, 

                                                             
1 The Sami people are an indigenous Finno-Ugric people inhabiting parts of northern Norway, Sweden 
and Finland, the border area between south and middle Norway and Sweden, as well as the Russian Kola 
Peninsula.   
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globally, on the topic of “best practice” environmental and social aspects of mining operations. 
Our analysis of the critique of Sweden’s current mining policy serves to gauge the validity of this 
assertion.  

 

 

2. Methodological and theoretical approach 
We qualitatively analyse a vast body of material comprising editorials and opinion pieces 
covering the 2012–2014 period, taken from major and regional daily newspapers in Sweden and 
the most important journals in the field. No news articles have been considered, though some 
longer news reports have been reviewed. The focus is on changes in official Swedish mining 
policy as manifested by the Mineral Strategy of 2013, and consequent investments in new 
mining projects in the study period. The identified texts were closely read, categorized according 
to a framework developed during the analytical process, and then reread. The analytical process 
was guided solely by the overarching purpose of identifying the main lines of conflict in current 
mining discourse in Sweden.  As a starting point, we analyse the Mineral Strategy, which we 
understand as a paradigmatic text of the hegemonic mining discourse. Whereas the decision to 
treat the critical discourse could be criticized as one-dimensional, it serves our purpose of 
identifying the discursive struggles found in the framework of the country’s new mining politics.  

To gather the empirical material, we conducted truncated searches on the Retriever database 
using the search terms “mining industry”, “mining company”, “mining AND environment”, and 
“mining policy OR politics”. Though its coverage is not exhaustive, the database is sufficiently 
wide-ranging in that it is unlikely that we missed aspects of the critical discourse that would 
significantly alter our analysis. By reading through the 500 initial hits, we identified 
approximately 100 as critical of the government’s Mineral Strategy, and of these we cited 54 to 
substantiate our claims. Note that the passages cited are simply examples that could easily have 
been supplemented given sufficient space. Furthermore, we did not attempt to distinguish 
between the actors, organizations, groups, and individuals making the cited critical statements; 
rather, we emphasised what unites all of these statements within the frame of the critical 
discourse, because the object of study is the discourse itself and not the actors constructing it or 
how it is reported in the media. The number of articles and associated authors are indicative of 
the increase in interest in the issues studied.  

The terms ‘mining policy’ and ‘mining politics’ are both used in this paper. The former refers to 
the official policy of the Swedish government as set out in government proposals and other 
regulatory documents.  The latter refers to the concrete actions and projects carried out by 
municipalities, mining companies, and other actors as well as to the oppositional actions of 
actors critical of the mining policy. In other words, ‘mining politics’ refers to the entire spectrum 
of activities carried out as the mining policy is implemented, including the discursive struggles 
analysed here.  

Ontologically, we apply David Harvey’s (2001) typology of six ‘moments’ of social processes: 
discourse/language, power, beliefs/values/desires, institution building, material practices, and 
social relations. There is neither space nor sufficient reason, for the present purposes, for a 
detailed philosophical discussion about the relationship between these moments. Suffice it to 
say that: 1) each moment of a social process relates dialectically to the others, meaning that 
‘discourses internalize in some sense everything that occurs at other moments’ (Harvey, 2001: 
80); and that 2) no general law dictates the pre-eminence of any moment over the others, which 
is not to say that no moment may or may not at any given time be relatively more significant for 
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a given social process. While a discursive moment obviously does not have the direct material 
influence over the natural environment that an excavator has, it is equally obvious that actions 
taken using the excavator cannot be understood except in relation to the prevailing discourses 
and counter-discourses that surround and, in fact, largely constitute it. Harvey quotes Marx, 
often portrayed as holding material processes to be the sole ultimate determinants of social 
processes, as saying that it is in the realm of discourse that our understandings of political issues 
are formed and ‘fought out’ (Harvey, 2001: 92). The discursive moment scrutinized here holds in 
itself one of several keys to a thorough understanding of what is happening in Swedish mining 
politics today. The approach is similar to that of Bridge (2003), who sees the study of a 
particular discourse (in his case, mining legislation) as a normative struggle regarding how a 
particular territory should be ordered (see further Cox, 2005; Lefebvre, 1991; Smith, 1991; 
Yeung, 2002).  

From this perspective, discourse analysis does not merely examine the reflection of material 
realities but examines a moment of social process in its own right, a moment that internalizes 
the relationships with all other moments (e.g., material processes and social relations) but is not 
reducible to them.  Like Harvey, we believe that geographical and social space is infused with 
values through its reproduction in various social contexts, including the production of 
geographical knowledge through discourse. In this sense, the production of such space is also by 
definition a political act:  

 

Social space, when it is contested within the orbit of a given social formation, can begin to take on new 
definitions and meanings. This occurs because the social constitution of spatio-temporality cannot be 
divorced from value creation or, for that matter, from discourses, power relations, memory, institutions, and 
the tangible forms of material practices through which human societies perpetuate themselves. (Harvey, 
1996: 231)2  

 

We study discourse as one of several moments of social processes in which mining politics and 
geographical space are being contested. That means, we do not perceive it as merely a 
representation of something more important, but as an object meriting study in its own right. It 
necessarily follows that our analysis of these discursive struggles must be complemented with 
analyses of how new Swedish mining politics are continuously reproduced and contested in 
other moments of social processes.  

 

 

3. The Mineral Strategy 
The national Mineral Strategy, rather awkwardly titled “Towards a sustainable usage of Swedish 
mineral assets, creating growth for the whole country” (“För ett hållbart nyttjande av Sveriges 
mineraltillgångar som skapar tillväxt i hela landet”), was launched in February 2013 with the 
explicit purpose of facilitating investment in mining operations in Sweden (Swedish Ministry of 
Enterprise and Innovation, 2013). The strategy is premised on a thoroughly market-liberal view 
of industrial expansion, the role of the state being identified as one of facilitating global capital 
movements (into Sweden) and stimulating market competition. While the government stresses 

                                                             
2 See also Haraway (2003), Harding (2006), Deloria and Wildcat (2001), Said (1979), and Gunder Frank 
(1967) for other scholars exploring similar issues using somewhat different ontological and 
epistemological approaches.  
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the need for indirect state support in the form of investments in infrastructure, research, and 
education, the state is cast primarily as a passive actor whose most important function is 
negative (i.e., removing obstacles preventing the circulation of capital and the establishment of 
mining ventures). In terms of the Mineral Strategy itself, this entails speeding up the 
environmental approval process and abolishing taxes.3  In doing so, it is clear that the 
government is striving to create a conducive environment for mining ventures, to attract 
investment from around the world. Economic growth, international competition, and a 
rationalized and intensified extractive industry are all identified as national goals in the interests 
of all concerned. The possibility that some actors may have different ambitions and that mining 
policy may cause controversy is never acknowledged in the strategy. The strategy does, 
however, firmly stress the need for dialogue between concerned actors.  

The selective employment of imagery in the Mineral Strategy is significant for how it conceals 
conflicts of interest, which are nevertheless implied by their very absence. Geographical 
visualizations consist primarily of maps, charts, and photographs of minerals and mines. 
Importantly, none of the images shows local communities affected by mining establishments. By 
concealing the actual places from which minerals are to be extracted, the Mineral Strategy 
privileges abstract space over lived place – in Henri Lefebvre’s (1991) terminology – burying the 
potential for conflicts that is anchored in the materiality of specific geographical places in the 
reductionist and highly abstract imagery of maps and diagrams.  

A characteristic of this ambivalence, and a constitutive element of it, is the coexistence in the 
mining strategy of various lines of argumentation at distinct levels of geographical scale. A 
central argument refers to the global level: Relatively high international prices for minerals as 
well as international demand for minerals that is expected to continue growing in the 
foreseeable future are identified as creating a lucrative opportunity for countries such as 
Sweden that are endowed with natural resource wealth. A second argument refers 
simultaneously to the global and EU regional levels. Here, the strictly commercial premise of 
mineral extraction is overshadowed by issues of resource security in the EU, as competition 
from other parts of the world, especially from China, is identified as a potential threat to the 
viability of regional economic growth. The insatiability of developing nation markets, which 
promise great export profits for Sweden, is also construed as increasing the threat of resource 
scarcity in the EU. In this context, the facilitation of mining operations by the Government of 
Sweden is not portrayed as a national interest but rather as a regional responsibility.  

Having established ever-growing global demand and Sweden’s unique position as a mineral hub 
for the EU and therefore in need of an effective mining policy, it is paradoxical that the strategy 
simultaneously claims that there is a need to reduce the costs of and institutional barriers to 
global capital movement. Even though Sweden is portrayed as holding a trump card in what is 
arguably a seller’s market, the strategy inexplicably concludes that the country may only be able 
to profit from its mineral riches by making it both cheaper and easier for companies to 
undertake geological exploration and establish mines. The Mineral Strategy alternates between 
an optimistic view of globalization as promising future export profits and a fatalistic view of 
global capital as an indomitable force that the Government of Sweden must placate (see, e.g., 
Watson, 2001, for a discussion of government perceptions of the structural constraints imposed 
by the movement of global capital).  

Finally, the Mineral Strategy defines the expansion of mining operations in Sweden as of great 
interest to the local communities actually harbouring the natural resources to be extracted. As 
                                                             
3 In the academic literature, economists have failed to find any conclusive evidence as to what constitutes 
an adequate tax on resource extraction (e.g., Lund, 2009; Tilton, 2004).  
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new mines are established and old mines reopened, the strategy claims that small communities, 
mostly located in sparsely-populated areas of Northern Sweden that have experienced 
stagnating or negative demographic development for decades, will receive massive injections of 
both state investment and global investment capital, leading to economic growth and population 
increase.  

 

4. Analysis and results 
In what follows, we analyse the critical discourse that addresses Swedish mining policy in 
general and the Mineral Strategy specifically. We divide the analysis into three parts: 
environmental, social, and ethnic-cultural critiques. These should be seen as “moments” forming 
part of the same discourse, as three separate clusters around which discursive utterances 
coalesce. They are not mutually exclusive but exemplify different emphases. The critiques 
expressed, for example, in the ethnic-cultural cluster, and therefore stress only ethnic-cultural 
arguments, though they often relate to points expressed in the environmental cluster. The fact 
that the different critiques relate to each other in this way is why it is also reasonable to speak of 
the critical mining discourse in Sweden as a single, identifiable discourse. Note that this 
categorization is our own, and that the critical mining discourse could be described in other 
ways, for example, as comprising several sub-discourses. Also note that an economic dimension 
permeates all of these discursive clusters, so we have deemed it superfluous to specify this in the 
categorization. 

 
 

4.1. The environmental critique  
Central to the environmental critique is the perception that the Mineral Strategy prioritizes 
short-term economic gain for foreign mining companies while neglecting environmental 
considerations in an industry considered by its critics to rank among the most environmentally 
destructive. Critics argue that landscapes ravaged by open-pit mining will be impossible to 
restore after mining operations have ceased, leaving communities with poisoned watercourses, 
depleted natural resources, and bills for cleaning up the environment.4 Furthermore, 
environmental NGOs have identified mining ventures near protected areas and national parks as 
threatening unique environmental values, claiming that the mining industry has a history of 
ignoring environmental values. Another broad historical frame is offered by a critique of 
industrial capitalism and what is perceived as its destructive, profit-maximizing dynamic. The 
Mineral Strategy has been construed as just another example of ‘extractivism’ – i.e., colonial 
politics and the ruthless exploitation of the earth’s finite resources. The plentiful use of 
suggestive, even crude, metaphors is testament to the highly confrontational mode of this 
critique. For example, new mining establishments in northern Sweden have been described as ‘a 
globally organized assault’ (Larsson et al., 2012) and part of a ‘global hunt for the last remaining 
nature on earth’ (Enström, 2013; see also Danielsson, 2014; Gerstenberg, 2013; Priftis, 2014; 
Sandling, 2013). Within this frame of industrial-capitalistic critique, the argumentation has 
focused on the need for fundamental change in society’s overall resource use, with a move to 
more recycling, increased use of renewable resources, and less dependence on mineral 
extraction. In this way, the critical discourse has connected the Mineral Strategy and its 
                                                             
4 Technological development that has increased the capacity of processing plants to refine minerals, 
coupled with a decrease in the mineral contents of ores, has meant that the volume of mining by-products 
has been growing steadily through history (e.g., Bridge, 2014; Geological Survey of Sweden, 2014; Müller, 
2013).  
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perceived flaws to broader issues of social transformation in the face of environmental change, 
elevating the issue of the government-subsidized plundering of local communities in Sweden to 
a matter of global urgency (Abresparr and Harr, 2012; Abresparr, 2013a,b; Danielsson, 2013; 
Eriksson and Dahlberg, 2013; Gerstenberg, 2013; Harnesk, 2013a; Lundström, 2012; Mosleh, 
2013; Persson, 2014; Tidholm, 2013a). Local representatives of the Social Democrats, Green 
Party, and Left Party joined with the youth section of the Sami parliament to accuse the national 
government of neglecting the interests of northern communities on behalf of business interests 
connected to global capital flows: 

The whole ‘mining boom’ amounts to a deal between the industry and the government, with the rest of us 
placed in the stands. A reason is the lack of a national policy supporting alternative development paths for 
depopulating communities. The fact is that, for example, the tourism industry has a much larger export 
value than does the mining industry. Yet the government prioritizes the latter over other industries, 
thereby continuing to lock large parts of Norrland into a relationship of dependence on the fast but short-
sighted creation of job opportunities by mining establishments. The ‘mining boom’ is paid for socially, 
culturally, ecologically, and economically by local communities, while the profits disappear elsewhere. 
This represents unsustainable development for Norrland and for Sweden. [Harnesk et al., 2013]  

Given that the crux of the critical discourse has been – contrary to the premise of the Mineral 
Strategy – that Sweden should extract a smaller, rather than greater, quantity of minerals, this 
discourse has posited several alternative development paths. First, recycling has been identified 
by several critics as an area largely, if not completely, neglected by the government in the 
Mineral Strategy. They claim that government investment in recycling technique R&D could 
facilitate the large-scale reuse of metals from, for example, obsolete infrastructure, landfills, and 
disconnected cables (Abresparr, 2013a,b; Abresparr and Ehn, 2013; Hallberg et al., 2014; 
Mosleh, 2013; Olsson, 2014; Persson, 2014). Second, critics have focused on alternative land 
uses, claiming that there is direct conflict between industries such as tourism and recreation, 
fishing, agriculture, and Sami reindeer herding, on one hand, and the mining industry, on the 
other, and that the former are both more sustainable and, in the long term, more profitable for 
Sweden. Critics have therefore taken aim at what they perceive as a short-term, unsustainable 
policy of extractivism and instead advocate a longer-term perspective (Abresparr, 2013b; 
Abresparr and Harr, 2012; Elwing et al., 2014; Enström, 2013; Harnesk, 2013b; Jangvad, 2012; 
Larsson et al., 2012; Lindman, 2013a; Ling et al., 2013; Länta et al., 2013; Lööf, 2012; Mosleh, 
2013; Persson et al., 2012). Third, some of the critics have addressed fundamental societal 
change, advocating a drastic shift in society’s structure and basic values to allow transition from 
‘excessive and throw-away consumption’ (Abresparr, 2013a) to something more sustainable 
(Abresparr, 2013b; Danielsson, 2013; Härén, 2013; Lindman, 2013b; Persson, 2014).  

Several critical voices have raised the issue of ownership.  Environmental NGOs, the Green Party, 
and local action groups claim that future generations must be accorded a right to mineral 
resources equal to that of the current generation. According to these critics, the Mineral Strategy 
is morally reprehensible in that it allows short-term interests to erode the living conditions of 
future Swedish citizens, both in terms of the mineral resources themselves and the 
environmental values compromised by mining operations (Abresparr and Harr, 2012; Enström, 
2013; Gerstenberg, 2013; Jangvad, 2012; Ling et al., 2013; Mosleh, 2013; Persson et al., 2012; 
Sikku, 2013; Thulin, 2013; cf. Roine and Spiro, 2013a). A network called Budkavlen (‘the fiery 
cross’), comprising local resistance groups from across Sweden, has summarized this dimension 
of the critique in emphatic terms:  

At the moment when a nation chooses to see from a short-term perspective only, it has lost its gratitude to 
its ancestors and its respect for the generations to come, and then one of the very foundations of the 
nation has been dissolved – we must not allow for this to be our epitaph. [Persson et al., 2012]  
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In response to the environmental threats posed by mining activities, critics insist that it is 
essential to strengthen the environmental permitting procedure. This stands in direct contrast 
to the Mineral Strategy, in which the government caters to the mining industry by promising to 
rationalize and shorten the process of granting environmental permits. Critics argue that 
popular protests around Sweden indicate that current environmental regulations are 
insufficient, contrary to the claims of both the mining industry and the government. Moreover, it 
is claimed that the fact that environmental impact assessments occur late in the permitting 
process renders them more or less beside the point (Abresparr, 2013a,b; Abresparr and Ehn, 
2013; Danielsson, 2013; Eriksson and Dahlberg, 2013; Harnesk, 2013a; Jangvad, 2012; Karlsson 
and Vikström-Olsson, 2012; Lemker and Karlsson, 2012; Lindman, 2013a,b). 

 

 

 

4.2. The social critique  
The environmental critique is supported by a number of socio-economic arguments identifying 
the Mineral Strategy as a complete failure in terms of both state finances and local economies. 
Critics point out that the mineral tax of 0.05%, in effect since 2005, is negligible from a state 
finance perspective and that mining companies can avoid paying corporate tax in Sweden. The 
only possible gain to be had from an expanded mining sector would be job creation, but even 
this is questioned in the critical discourse. Critics, including several prominent academic 
economists, have claimed that jobs created in association with mining ventures tend to be short-
lived and ‘dearly bought’, as they risk out-competing jobs in other more profitable sectors. 
Critics also claim that, in light of the significant investments in infrastructure and housing 
promised in the Mineral Strategy, the Swedish state risks paying much more than it will ever 
receive for the questionable privilege of attracting venture capital to its mineral-rich territories. 
Several critics have expressed incomprehension of the logic of a strategy that, in their view, is 
premised on a view of northern Sweden as simply a peripheral provider of raw materials for the 
centre. They conclude that the strategy can only be explained as manifesting allegiance to an 
outdated mode of ‘neoliberalism’ according to which beneficial investment conditions should by 
definition be promoted, regardless of a broader analysis of where the profits will accumulate 
(Abresparr and Harr, 2012; Bergström, 2013; Danielsson, 2013; Elwing et al., 2014; Forsberg, 
2013; Fransson, 2013; Gerstenberg, 2013; Gröning, 2011; Irefalk, 2013; Jangvad, 2012; Karlsson, 
2013; Leffler, 2013; Lindman, 2013b; Ling et al., 2013; Länta et al., 2013; Lööf, 2012; Persson, 
2014; Persson et al., 2012; Priftis, 2014; Roine and Spiro, 2013a; Sikku, 2013; Sjöstedt, 2013a; 
Thulin, 2013; Tidholm, 2013a,b,c).  

From a local perspective, several critics have identified the Mineral Strategy as resting on 
obsolete assumptions regarding job creation, as mining ventures are now highly automated and 
becoming even more so. In addition, the so-called economic ripple or multiplier effects of mining 
establishments tend to be limited. Many workers now opt to commute long-distance to and from 
their workplaces rather than settling in mining communities. Critics claim that, after taking 
account the expected costs of infrastructure, housing, and environmental clean-up, the Mineral 
Strategy will be highly detrimental to the local communities hosting the new mineral ventures 
(Danielsson, 2012; Engström and Petterson, 2013; Forsberg, 2013; Fransson, 2013; Harnesk et 
al., 2013; Harnesk, 2013c; Lööf, 2012; Persson et al., 2012; Persson, 2014; Tidholm, 2013b,c). 

The activities of prospecting companies have been especially disturbing for several critics. The 
mining sector has traditionally been reserved for state-owned companies governed at least 
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partly by long-term socio-economic concerns. In the new mining landscape, international 
venture capitalist enterprises are attracted to Sweden by the prospect of short-term profit. They 
use the freely available geological surveys conducted by state agencies to gain mining 
concessions, which they later sell for significant profit. According to critics, it was obvious that 
several prospecting companies never had any intention of establishing mines themselves, but 
wished only to inflate the value of their stocks.  Prospecting activities have come to be seen as an 
indication that the increase in mining activities is driven by speculative interests rather than 
long-term national interests. In this context, the critical discourse has identified an exploitative 
relationship not only between the peripheral regions and southern Sweden but also between 
Sweden and multinational venture capitalist interests (Brännberg, 2013; Danielsson, 2013; 
Elwing et al., 2014; Engström and Petterson, 2013; Harnesk, 2013b; Irefalk, 2013; Jakobsson, 
2013; Lindstedt, 2012; Lundberg Tourda et al., 2013; Priftis, 2014;  Sjöstedt, 2013b; Tidholm, 
2013b). In the eyes of its critics, the Mineral Strategy is akin to a complete sell-out of valuable 
natural resources to multinational companies.  

 

 

4.3. The ethnic-cultural critique  
When Clive-Sinclair Poulton, the director of Beowulf Mining, was asked how the mine planned 
by the company at Kallak in Jokkmokk municipality would affect the interests of the local 
community, he answered by pointing to a picture of a clear-felled area and rhetorically asking: 
‘What local people?’ The utterance has since become notorious.  Critics see it as symbolic of the 
indifference of mining companies and the Swedish government to local cultures, Sami culture in 
particular (Lindman, 2013a; Lundström, 2012). Current mining politics have been described in 
the critical discourse as a continuation, or even intensification, of the colonial policy employed 
by the Swedish state towards Sápmi, the Sami nation, since the sixteenth century.5 According to 
Sami organizations, recent mining and prospecting activities have manifested a new 
aggressiveness in the approach of the Swedish government to the Sami minority. As land used 
by Sami reindeer herdsmen has been expropriated by Beowulf Mining and other mining 
companies, critics see hypocrisy in the actions of a state officially condemning the oppression of 
minorities in other countries while actively condoning the exploitation of a minority group of its 
own (Irefalk, 2013; Leffler, 2013; Länta et al., 2013; Partapuoli, 2013; Persson, 2014; Priftis, 
2014; Sikku, 2013; Tidholm, 2012).  

Sami representatives have identified the current mining policy as an existential threat to a 
culture of reindeer herding that is over one thousand years old. They claim that in certain 
regions of northern Sweden, mining and reindeer interests are not only difficult to reconcile but 
in fundamental conflict. In their critique of the current mining policy, these representatives 
argue that the conflict is not really between the Swedish majority society and the Sami minority 
culture, which have developed functional modes of coexistence, but between the latter and a 
foreign mining industry. In this context, the critics stress the uniqueness of Sami culture and its 
potential value for Sweden, arguing that foreign mining companies offer little or nothing in the 
way of long-term benefits for the country. That the government has failed to revise the Mineral 
Strategy in the face of this critique is taken as evidence of its ignorance of the existential 
requirements of the Sami people. The Mineral Strategy has accordingly been characterized by 
critics as ‘shameful’ (Lundberg Tourda et al., 2013) and the prioritization of short-term profit 
                                                             
5 See Johansson (2008), Lantto (2005), Mörkenstam (2014), Persson and Öhman (2014) and Össbo and 
Lantto (2011) for a discussion of the settler–colonized relationship between the Swedish state and the 
Sami population.  
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over the long-term survival of Sami culture as ‘an enormous violation’ (Lindman, 2013b; see also 
Danielsson, 2014; Irefalk, 2013; Lindman, 2013a; Länta et al., 2013; Partapuoli, 2013; Sikku, 
2013).  

Sami spokespeople have also stressed the ecological sustainability of their culture as opposed to 
the environmental unsustainability of the extractivism represented by the mines (Leffler, 2013; 
Länta et al., 2013; Sikku, 2013). However, the rhetorically most powerful argument presented in 
the critical discourse supporting Sami rights against the dominant interests in the mining boom 
is that the Swedish government has failed to uphold the international conventions on the rights 
of indigenous peoples that it has signed. Using this reasoning, critics of the Mineral Strategy and 
current mining politics have been able to cite statements by the UN Committee on the 
International Convention on Racial Discrimination, which has accused the Swedish government 
of shortcomings in respecting indigenous rights in several instances involving mineral 
exploration in recent years. The Swedish Supreme Court has ruled on several occasions that 
Sami villages can claim ownership of the territories traditionally used by them, which, according 
to Sami spokespeople, should imply that the Sami can veto prospecting activities on their land. 
These critics claim that the failure of the Swedish government to uphold this right when it 
conflicts with industrial interests, while being prone to self-congratulation about its democratic 
and human rights performance, is nothing short of disgraceful (Harnesk et al., 2013; Lindman, 
2013a,b; Lundberg Tourda et al.; Länta et al., 2013; Partapuoli, 2013; Sikku, 2013; 2013). In the 
Sami protests against mineral extraction at important geographical locations such as Rönnbäck 
and Kallak, several critics observed signs of a strengthened cultural self-awareness:  

These places have come to symbolize resistance to the increasingly intense exploitation of traditional 
Sami lands. They have come to symbolize a revitalization of the Sami culture, identity, and self-esteem. 
The Sami Parliament has now unequivocally pronounced that it will not accept a continuation of the 
exploitation we see happening today. [Harnesk et al., 2013]  

 

 

5. Discussion 
The discursive lines of conflict analysed here all manifest struggles for the concrete formation of 
geographical space through the production of geographical knowledge. As we have 
demonstrated, these struggles primarily concern the construction and formation of future 
mining communities, the construction of institutional and legal relationships between mines and 
the environment and between mines and native Sami communities, and the construction and 
regulation of capital flows between local communities, regional communities, the national 
government, and multinational corporations. While concerned with concrete and material 
futures, these discursive positions should also be understood as abstracted understandings of 
the geographical places being contested, or rather abstractions regarding possible alternative 
routes. Together they form, in Harvey’s words, part of ‘the battle between different levels of 
abstractions, between distinctively understood particularities of places and the necessary 
abstractions required to take those understandings into a wider realm’ (Harvey, 1996: 34). In 
other words, while the conflicts in Swedish mining politics are based on divergent 
understandings of actual places, these understandings can be politicized – that is, made into an 
agenda for political action – only by taking abstracted forms. To take the analysis beyond mere 
description, we will proceed to discuss the critical discourse in terms of the abstractions – in 
Harvey’s sense of abstracted understandings of ‘particularities of places’ – expressed through it, 
and in terms of the political alternatives to which these abstractions lead.  
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To begin with, the critique takes the form of a struggle between abstractions at different spatial 
levels. Against the predominantly scalar abstractions constructed in the Mineral Strategy at the 
global, interregional, and national levels, critics posit locality and the need for a more thorough 
understanding of how rapid expansion of the mining sector would likely affect it. Some of the 
critique identifies a need to discuss the sharing of benefits such as job creation, economic 
growth, and the geographical distribution of mining profits, whereas other parts of the critique 
raise issues of territorial boundaries as mining operations threaten to harm the reindeer-
herding and tourism industries. The critique is directed both towards what Harvey calls 
‘accumulation by exploitation’, as the centre is regarded as exploiting peripheral regions, and 
towards ‘accumulation by dispossession’, as critics argue that local communities are concretely 
deprived of land (Harvey, 2005). A separate line of criticism actualizes the subterranean scale 
when the Mineral Strategy and its spokespeople are criticized for privileging raw material 
extraction over the development of new recycling technologies (see, e.g., Elden, 2013, for a 
discussion of ‘vertical geopolitics’).  

These are struggles not only at different levels of abstraction but also of different kinds (Harvey, 
1996: 38). Much of the critique draws on a localized understanding of the geographical areas of 
potential extraction as lived places, in opposition to the highly abstracted spaces constructed in 
the Mineral Strategy (see Lefebvre, 1991; also Yeung, 2002). The dematerialized flows of cash 
and the compression of time and space characteristic of capitalism are two features that suffuse 
the Mineral Strategy. They are opposed by critics attempting to anchor the discussion more 
firmly in the local place: while jobs may be created and economic growth generated somewhere, 
it will not be here (see Harvey, 2005: 193ff.). This line of criticism might be construed as an 
opposition between two very different kinds of abstractions of temporality. The Mineral 
Strategy posits the mine as almost by definition wealth generating in a highly general sense in 
the immediate present and extending into a vaguely defined future. The Strategy’s critics strive 
to translate the mineral deposits into a more coherent vision of the future, a vision that allows 
for belief in the future well-being of the local community: What happens in the near future when 
the mine closes, the mining jobs disappear, and the only concrete remains of the venture are its 
environmental problems? Finally, part of the critique attempts to abstract mineral politics into 
an issue of legal rights for indigenous (Sami) peoples, an aspect conspicuously absent from the 
Mineral Strategy.6  

Clearly, the opposition to the Swedish Mineral Strategy is united by an aversion to what is 
understood as the government’s treatment of mineral-rich areas as mere sites of extractive 
exploitation. However, the various lines of criticism point in different directions, making the 
critique appear fragmented and somewhat incoherent if read as an alternative mining policy. In 
fact, close reading of the critical discourse suggests a number of positions that can be derived 
from it, ranging from the extreme of complete renunciation of the mining industry to a far less 
radical critique of certain aspects of the new Mineral Strategy. As long as the critique is 
fragmented in this way, the chances of dialogue between the Mineral Strategy’s proponents and 
critics are poor, as it is unclear what exactly is being proposed as an alternative. To conclude this 
article, we distil a concrete and coherent position from our analysis, recasting the critique in a 
worked-through and more easily graspable form. What, then, are the concrete alternatives to the 
current Swedish mining politics, as suggested by its critics?  

First, a central feature of the critique is opposition to what critics claim are overly optimistic 
prognoses of job creation and local economic growth. This opposition can be divided into two 

                                                             
6 See Johansson (2008) for a fuller discussion of the status of the Sami as an ethnic minority in Sweden 
rather than an indigenous people.  
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sub-arguments: 1) the jobs created will never be as numerous as claimed by mining policy 
proponents and, in any case, they will disappear rapidly due to automation; 2) although the 
forecast number of jobs might be roughly correct, most of these jobs will end up in urban centres 
(primarily the cities of Luleå, Umeå, and Stockholm) and not in the actual mining areas. Several 
studies support this line of reasoning to varying degrees (Clements and Johnson, 2000; Müller, 
2015; Petkova et al. 2009; Roine and Spiro, 2013b; Rolfe et al., 2003; Rolfe et al., 2007; 
Sörensson, 2003;  Tillväxtanalys 2010; Tonts, 2010). However, equally abundant studies 
demonstrate the beneficial regional impact of mineral ventures on the distribution of economic 
growth (e.g. Eggert 2001; Ejdemo and Söderholm, 2011; Lagos and Blanco, 2010; Rolfe et al., 
2011). As the regional economic impacts seem to vary significantly depending on the 
characteristics of the areas targeted by mining investments (as noted by Ejdemo and Söderholm, 
2011; Söderholm and Svahn, 2015), it seems safe to conclude that economic benefits for the host 
region can never be taken for granted beforehand.  Measures must be taken to guarantee that 
adequate benefit-sharing mechanisms are put in place. There is also the argument that there are 
alternative ways to create growth and exploit natural resources, some of which risk not only 
being neglected but are actually jeopardized by expansion of the mining sector (e.g., eco-
tourism, fishing, and reindeer herding). Critics have identified one way to increase the benefits 
of mining for the local community and the mining regions as a whole is to establish a ‘mining 
fund’ guaranteeing that a certain proportion of the mining activity profits is used locally (e.g. 
Bocoum et al., 2012; Drysdale, 2008; Fischer, 2007; Roine and Spiro, 2013b). Other benefit-
sharing mechanisms include the establishment of employment quotas reserved for local 
inhabitants to safeguard against fly-in-fly-out-employment (e.g. Brereton and Parmenter, 2008, 
Keeping, 1998, Lewis et al., 2009).  

Second, critics argue that a significant source of discontent is the actual record of mining permits 
(i.e., environmental permits and exploitation concessions) granted in cases in which they 
obviously conflict with other national interests. According to critics, several mining permits 
granted in recent years have clearly violated the Environmental Code provision stating that no 
national interest should be given priority over another in cases of conflict, but should be decided 
on case by case. This criticism usually targets cases in which mining interests are positioned 
against Sami reindeer interests. Strengthening the latter as proposed by the critical discourse 
would amount, at least in theory,7 to a radical shift in the institutional arrangement of mining 
establishments. Such arrangements would then be premised on agreements between mining 
companies and representatives of the national interests claimed to be jeopardized by the 
projects, and no project would be approved before consensus had been reached (see Össbo and 
Lantto, 2011, for an historical survey of how national industrial interests, in this case of 
hydropower development, have collided with and been given precedence over Sami reindeer 
husbandry interests; for further discussion, see Öhman, 2006).8  

                                                             
7 The institutionalization of consensus between stakeholder groups as a requirement for new mining 
projects would entail two main problems: 1) it would be difficult to avoid the problem of pressure from 
dominant interest groups in the region, as Sami representatives claimed was the case when Northland 
Resources mining project interests induced them to agree to a deal with the company (which filed for 
bankruptcy in October 2014) that was contrary to their best interests (Norberg-Juuso, 2013); 2) a 
representative of each national interest at stake in mining cases would have to be appointed. A recent 
opinion of the County Administrative Board has, for example, gone against an agreement between the 
mining company Norrliden Mining AB and a Sami village located near the proposed mine, as the Board 
ruled that the village could not be regarded as a legal representative of the reindeer industry.  
8 It should be pointed out that the critical discourse, as far as Sami rights versus the mining industry are 
concerned, focuses firmly on reindeer husbandry interests. It could therefore be argued that the rights of 
Sami without reindeer are denied a voice.  
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Critics have identified one potential solution to the above problem: granting Sami communities 
the right to veto mining permits in areas where mining activities would likely significantly affect 
reindeer husbandry or other industries. The literature provides several examples from 
prominent mining nations of institutional arrangements made to give local stakeholders greater 
influence over the process of deciding on mineral extraction ventures. In Australia, for example, 
the Lands Rights Act gives aboriginals in the Northern Territories effective control over 
activities on the land granted them, including a right to veto mineral exploration activities. 
Mining companies must therefore always negotiate contracts for any mining venture on 
territory covered by the Act (Altman, 2009). In Canada, a tripartite negotiation process has been 
established in many mining communities. Representatives of the community, mineral company, 
and government come together to discuss the viability and prospects of the proposed venture 
and to negotiate responsibilities and the distribution of costs and benefits (McMahon and Remy, 
2001). Such institutional arrangements have allowed local stakeholders to negotiate benefits 
separate from the narrow issue of local job creation, which has proven difficult to regulate 
despite contract provisions (Browne and Robertsson, 2009; see Koivurova et al., 2015, for a 
review of mining legislation in relation to Sami rights in Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Russia, 
and Powys-White, 2015, for discussion of the need to address the inherent lack of environmental 
justice in the institutional relationship between settler-states and indigenous communities).  

Third, much criticism addresses the apparent weakness of the Environmental Code in the 
procedure leading to the granting of mining permits. Crucially, the environmental impact 
assessment (EIA), the purported safeguard against the initiation of mining projects that 
significantly damage the natural environment, only enters the procedural order at a very late 
stage. By that stage, critics argue, the wheels are already in motion and the chances of cancelling 
the project plans in response to environmental risks identified in the EIA are slim to none. 
Possible measures would be to strengthen the role of the EIA by making it an early prerequisite 
for a proposed project, and to tighten the standards for approving EIAs. As Müller (2013) has 
demonstrated, there have been several instances in recent years when newly established mining 
projects have resulted in environmental damage far beyond that expected according to the EIA. 
A potential measure identified by critics would be to raise by a significant amount the legally 
required deposit for environmental restoration, regulated by the Mining Waste Directive, to 
ensure that the local community and/or state are not forced to pay for remedying any residual 
environmental damage.  

A mining policy formulated in accordance with these three needs – i.e., better benefit-sharing 
mechanisms, a way to resolve potentially conflicting national interests, and a strengthened 
Environmental Code – would entail much more than marginal structural adjustments. What the 
critics advocate is, in fact, a complete reversal of the current policy governing the procedural 
order and, more importantly, its underlying ideological principles. The current policy is guided 
by the principle that every mineral venture is inherently favourable for Sweden; the critics’ 
alternative policy would instead posit an institutional order in which mineral extraction is 
something to be avoided. In the reversed order, the primary step would be recognition of the 
need for fundamental lifestyle changes away from the consumer society, allowing for a decrease 
in metal use. The second step would be recycling metals from existing products and 
infrastructure, and the third would be increased use of minerals from mining waste deposits. 
Once the potentials of these three steps have been exhausted, the alternative mineral policy 
would allow further expansion of the minerals sector, but primarily through the development of 
existing mines – so-called brownfield projects. Only as a last resort would the establishment of 
new mines (i.e., greenfield projects) be considered, and then in line with an inverted localization 
principle. This inverted principle would mean that mining ventures would be contemplated only 
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in places where the local population openly welcomes them, in contrast to the situation today, in 
which geological conditions are the primary determinant of mine location.  

To conclude, certain aspects of current mining politics in Sweden are prompting dissent and 
concern among various actors throughout the country. There is therefore a pressing need to 
explore new ways forward, to facilitate worthwhile discussion among the interested parties. The 
inverted Mineral Strategy identified in the critical discourse analysed here stands little chance of 
gaining ground in a parliament where seven of eight parliamentary parties support the main 
features of the Mineral Strategy (Envall, 2015). However, we firmly believe that both proponents 
and opponents of the current mining policy would be well served by taking into consideration 
and evaluating the main lines of argument constituting the critical discourse. Doing so would 
also benefit the regulators who are ultimately responsible for staking out the future of Swedish 
mining.  
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