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Abstract 

In light of the climate crisis, the discovery of Europe’s largest deposit of rare earth elements, 

known as Per Geijer and located in Kiruna, Northern Sweden, has been celebrated as a key to 

the EU’s green transition. At the same time, however, the planned extraction risks making 

traditional reindeer herding in the area impossible, thereby jeopardizing Sami culture, which 

is deeply rooted in the land and reindeer herding. Drawing on literature and fieldwork, this 

study explores how the mining project would affect local Sami reindeer herders’ experiences 

of environmental justice, focusing on the three dimensions of distribution, recognition and 

participation. The analysis combines environmental justice theory with a capabilities approach 

to assess not only the social, economic and cultural impacts but also the effects on reindeer 

herders’ well-being and autonomy. This study reveals that the state positions the erosion of 

Sami culture and livelihood as a necessary cost for the greater good. While Sami reindeer 

herders suffer environmental, economic, social and cultural consequences, they are largely 

excluded from profits and decision-making. In light of the green transition and rising mineral 

demands, this thesis adds to the discussion on the impacts of extraction on Indigenous groups 

and highlights the need for a just transition that does not reproduce colonial injustices. 
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1. Introduction 

While the idea of a green transition holds promises of mitigating the climate crisis and creating 

a sustainable future, it also comes with risks to human rights and social equity. Renewable 

energy projects and mineral extraction carried out in the name of the green transition affect 

nature, livelihoods and the access to land, and Indigenous groups pay an especially high price 

(Schlosberg 2007, p. 84; Whyte 2020, p. 56). This is also the case for the Sami reindeer herders 

in Sweden, who already suffer from the effects of climate change and are now facing further 

impacts due to green projects on their lands (Risvoll et al. 2022). The European Green Deal 

has set the goal to reach climate neutrality by 2050 through the transition to renewable 

energy, a more sustainable industry and sustainable transportation (European Commission 

n.d.). Apart from the construction of wind farms and hydroelectric plants, the green transition 

will require vast amounts of critical raw materials for electrification, including rare earth 

elements (REEs) (LKAB 2023a).  

In January 2023, the Swedish state-owned mining company Luossavaara-Kiirunavaara 

Aktiebolag (LKAB) announced that they had discovered Europe’s largest deposit of REEs in 

Kiruna, located in Norrbotten county (LKAB 2023a). The Per Geijer Deposit, an extension of 

the existing Kiruna mine, is now celebrated by LKAB and the Swedish government as a key to 

the EU’s green transition (LKAB 2023a). However, Northern Sweden is already experiencing a 

mining boom which is causing conflicts between mining companies and the Indigenous Sami 

population. Despite Sweden’s reputation as a forerunner in human rights, their claim of Sami 

land without the consent of Sami communities has led to protests from Indigenous and 

environmental groups (Ojala/Nordin 2015, p. 7) and has been called an act of (green) 

colonialism by activists and scholars (Amnesty International 2025; Nachet et al. 2022; Whyte 

2020). Many Sami now worry that the green transition will lead to the increased exploitation 

of their region, Sápmi (Sametinget 2023). Reindeer herders are especially affected because of 

the need for large areas of healthy land for their animals. As Sami culture is centered around 

reindeer, the threat to traditional reindeer herding poses a threat to Sami culture itself 

(Sametinget 2024a).  

In light of the green transition and the drastically increased demand for minerals, more 

research is needed on the impacts of mineral extraction on Sami reindeer herders. Previous 

research has focused on power differences between stakeholders (Sehlin Macneil 2015), 

examined how an extractivist ideology serves to support exploitation (Mels 2023), 

investigated Sami resistance to mining (Persson et al. 2017) and made comparative analyses 

of Sami experiences of mining conflicts with those of other Indigenous groups (e.g., Nachet et 

al. 2022). Further research with rich empirical data in the form of case studies is needed to 

document how Sami reindeer herders are impacted on different levels by extractive industries.  

This master thesis sets out to explore the social, cultural and economic implications of the 

planned Per Geijer Mine on local Sami reindeer herders. To capture the structural injustice 
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surrounding the mine, as well as implications on the community and individual level, I employ 

Schlosberg’s (2007) theoretical framework of environmental justice, which is influenced by 

environmental and Indigenous movements. While mainstream research has focused on 

distributional justice, Schlosberg (2007) includes justice through recognition, participation and 

capabilities in his framework. This understanding of justice examines not only the distribution 

of environmental goods and bads, but also the recognition of Indigenous land rights, cultures 

and livelihoods, as well as possibilities for participation in environmental decision-making. 

Capabilities refer to the approach developed by Sen (1979/2019) that focuses on wellbeing 

and agency to do and be what you want. The four-level theory of environmental justice will 

allow an investigation of the structural injustice surrounding the mine, as well as implications 

on the community and individual level. My research focuses on Gabna, a reindeer herding 

community (RHC) in Kiruna that is already heavily pressured by land exploitation. The existing 

LKAB iron ore mine has already taken large grazing and calving areas previously used by Gabna 

reindeer herders (Sundbäck 2023). Now, Per Geijer risks cutting their territory in two, blocking 

the movement of animals between pastures and threatening the survival of traditional Sami 

reindeer herding in the area (ibid.). Through semi-structured interviews and literature 

research, this thesis attempts to answer the following research questions:  

1) How would the Per Geijer Mine in Kiruna impact the distributive, participative and 

recognition aspects of environmental justice for the Gabna reindeer herding community? 

2) In what ways might the extraction affect the capabilities and well-being of members of the 

Gabna reindeer herding community? 

In September, I carried out field research in Kiruna, funded by the Ernst-Reuter-Gesellschaft 

der Freunde, Förderer und Ehemaligen der Freien Universität e.V. The goal of this research is 

not just to generate knowledge surrounding environmental justice and Indigenous rights, but 

also to shed light on Indigenous perspectives and experiences that are not sufficiently heard 

by power holders (Lawrence/Kløcker Larsen 2017). 

The study is structured in the following way: Chapter two delineates the theoretical 

framework, including the emergence of environmental justice as an academic topic, 

Schlosberg’s (2007) four-tier concept of environmental justice and the state of research of 

environmental justice in the context of the green transition and of Sami land conflicts. I also 

go through Kalandides’ (2018) framework of citizen participation, used to analyze the justice 

of participation. In chapter three, the methods used for gathering and analyzing data are 

described. Chapter four provides the backdrop of the conflict, starting with an outline of the 

colonial history of Sápmi and the current aim for a green transition, moving on to an 

introduction of the different stakeholders involved (focusing on the state, LKAB, the EU and 

Sami reindeer herders). The results are then presented in chapter five, which goes through 

the justice of distribution, participation, recognition and capabilities. In chapter six I discuss 

the findings, before presenting the final conclusions in chapter seven.  
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2. Theoretical framework 

Here I present the theoretical framework as defined by Schlosberg (2007). I also present 

Kalandides’ (2018) framework of citizen participation, which is used to analyze the justice of 

participation. 

2.1. Environmental justice 

This section deals with the emergence of environmental justice, how it is understood today 

and how Schlosberg (2007) conceptualizes it. I also go through the state of research on 

environmental justice in the context of the green transition and of Sami rights.  

2.1.1. Emergence and development  

The academic concept of environmental justice has its roots in North American environmental 

movements from the 1970s and 1980s that protested the dumping of toxic waste and 

pollution of lands and waters (Purdy 2018, p. 819). One conflict had an especially large 

influence in the shaping of environmental justice: The 1982 civil rights movement in the USA 

protesting the dumping of 120 million tons of contaminated soil in the Warren County, an area 

with a predominantly Black population. This event marked the start of the environmental 

justice movement, highlighting the racism and classism behind environmental degradation 

and pollution – something that until then had largely been ignored by White environmentalists 

(Mohai et al. 2009, p. 406). Environmental justice as a movement not only drew the attention 

of activists and policymakers, but also of scholars, who since then have documented the unjust 

distribution of environmental ills in areas populated by impoverished people, ethnic 

minorities and Indigenous groups (ibid., p. 406).  

Earlier work on environmental justice tended to focus on distribution, while leaving out other 

factors that caused the unjust allocation in the first place (Schlosberg 2007, pp. 13-14). In his 

influential book Defining Environmental Justice: Theories, Movements, and Nature, Schlosberg 

(2007) suggests expanding the concept of environmental justice to include the issues of 

recognition, participation and capabilities. This widened concept of justice better corresponds 

to that of environmental justice movements, who fight not only for the fair distribution of 

environmental benefits and burdens, but also for the recognition of cultural practices tied to 

nature, participation in environmental governance and the capability to do and be what you 

want (ibid., p. 81). In mapping out a theoretical framework of environmental justice, 

Schlosberg attempts to bridge the gap between academic conceptions and environmental 

movements, who “often employ multiple conceptions of justice simultaneously, and accept 

both the ambiguity and the plurality that come with such a heterogenous discourse” (ibid., p. 

5). Like environmental justice activists, Schlosberg also recognizes environmental injustice as 

plural and as experienced by both individuals and groups (ibid., p. 5).  

Schlosberg (2007) observes that environmental justice movements criticize the unjust 

distribution of both financial and environmental goods and bads. For instance, they maintain 
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that revenue gained from environmentally damaging activities are distributed unfairly, as is 

the ensuing contamination and resource depletion (p. 83). However, environmental justice 

movements also consider recognition to be essential in achieving justice. This is especially 

important for Indigenous groups, whose cultures and lifestyles risk being subsumed by the 

majority culture without recognition. Thus, respect for Indigenous territories, their cultural, 

religious and economic practices, as well as their traditional ecological knowledge is crucial 

for the preservation of Indigenous communities (ibid., pp. 86-89). However, Schlosberg 

emphasizes that recognition cannot solely come from the passing of laws or granting of rights. 

Social acknowledgement from wider society of the group’s practices, culture and values is 

equally important for justice to be achieved. State recognition can serve to set an example 

and pave the way for respect and acknowledgement from the public, but it is not a guarantee 

that discrimination will cease (ibid., p. 23).  

Moreover, to draw closer to the concept of environmental justice of movements, Schlosberg’s 

(2007) theoretical framework includes an analysis of the right of people to participate in 

matters that affect them (p. 51). Since the dawn of environmental justice, activists have 

demanded political institutions to allow communities to take part in making informed 

decisions and to participate on equal footing with power holders. They have called for 

authentic participation in environmental decision-making, which requires the inclusion of 

local knowledge, and of a diversity of voices from the public (ibid., pp. 65-66). This also means 

that affected groups must be given the right to speak for themselves, and to be consulted and 

included in all stages of decision-making (ibid., p. 68).  

Schlosberg (2007) also points out a fourth dimension of justice that is expressed by 

environmental justice activists, apart from their demands for fair distribution, recognition and 

participation. Many groups affected by environmental degradation argue that their capability 

to function as groups as well as individuals is threatened as ties to the land are broken, 

livelihoods are uprooted and ways of life are compromised (Schlosberg 2007, pp. 91-92). As 

these issues cannot be solely captured by looking at distribution, participation and recognition, 

Schlosberg also includes capabilities in his framework of environmental justice. The capability 

approach was developed by Sen (1979/2019) and then built upon by Nussbaum (2000) and 

focuses on wellbeing, agency and life quality. To Nussbaum and Sen (1993), quality of life is 

not just dependent on the gaining of rights or fair distribution, but also includes the freedom 

to do, be and feel what you want. Being able to get an education, to work a fulfilling job and 

to live in dignity and in health are all important aspects of wellbeing (Nussbaum/Sen, 1993, 

pp. 1-2). Within the capability approach, the things you can aspire to be, feel or do are called 

“functionings” and can include anything from physical states, like being healthy or being able 

to move freely, to mental states, such as being happy and having self-esteem, to social ones, 

like being active in the community (Sen 1993, pp. 36-37). “Capability” refers to the ability or 

freedom to achieve these states, and apart from personal abilities and skills, this ability 

depends on the social, economic and political context (Nussbaum 2011, p. 20). “Wellbeing” is 

thus defined as the freedom to achieve the functionings that you choose (Sen 1993, p. 31). 
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The capability approach takes the analysis of justice a step further by asking not only what and 

how goods and rights are distributed, but what people do with them and how they affect our 

wellbeing (Schlosberg 2007, pp. 29-30). Unlike Nussbaum (2000), who develops a list of basic 

capabilities necessary for a person to thrive, Sen does not attempt to determine which 

capabilities are valuable in an objective way but embraces the “incompleteness” of the 

approach and its flexibility to be combined with different theories (Sen 1993, pp. 47-49). This 

leaves space for different cultural and personal evaluations of what is considered important 

to thrive (ibid., p. 48), which is why I have chosen to follow the same line. To Schlosberg (2007), 

the capability approach ties his theoretical framework together by linking the distributional, 

cultural and procedural realms, exploring not just what resources people have, but whether 

and how people use them to develop and thrive (p. 34).  

An important point that Schlosberg (2007) makes is that the different aspects of justice 

influence each other. For instance, a group that experiences unfair distribution and 

misrecognition will probably not be able to fully participate politically on equal terms. 

Improving avenues for participation might improve recognition of the group and promote 

fairer distribution (ibid., p. 12). However, improved participation is unlikely to succeed without 

state recognition and just distribution in the first place (ibid., p. 28). Therefore, we cannot 

choose to focus on one or the other, but must include distribution, recognition, participation 

and capabilities in a pluralist understanding of justice on an individual and community level 

(ibid., pp. 39-40). 

Schlosberg’s (2007) integrated concept of environmental justice is suitable for understanding 

how the Sami people in Kiruna are affected socially, culturally and economically by the 

planned extraction of REEs from the Per Geijer deposit. While the distribution, recognition 

and participation levels of justice are suitable for investigating the structural injustices 

surrounding the planned extraction, the capability approach allows for a deeper exploration 

of personal, emotional and social impacts.  

2.1.2. Environmental justice in an Indigenous context 

Central to many environmental justice movements around the world is the criticism of the 

current neoliberal model whose globalized market, free trade and constant striving for 

economic growth have deepened inequalities in many ways, harmed nature and forced people 

to give up their pastoral and agricultural livelihoods to make space for economic 

developments. In the race to wealth and development, it is oftentimes marginalized groups 

who pay the price in the form of ensuing pollution, land dispossession and exclusion from 

resources, with Indigenous groups being especially affected (Schlosberg 2009, pp. 82-84). 

Newell and Mulvaney (2013, p. 133) point to the challenges in achieving a just green transition 

in a world structured by unequal power relations. They maintain that since energy is so central 

to economic development and other national interests, power holders are often keen on 

keeping full control over energy decisions (ibid., p. 135). In cases where the public is invited 
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to participate in decision-making, it often serves as legitimization of the plans rather than 

actual power-sharing. Therefore, Newell and Mulvaney (2013) argue that investigating who 

benefits, who takes part in decision-making and who experiences the negative effects are 

essential in issues of energy production and distribution (p. 135). Similarly, Ottinger (2013, p. 

222) stresses that a green energy transition risks enforcing old structures of injustice. To her, 

there is a “romanticization” of green energy technologies, that are conceptualized by the 

public as harmless, as negative impacts are downplayed (ibid., p. 225). For example, she 

describes the neighbors of wind farms as carrying the entire burden of the energy production 

and argues that their negative experiences are denied by scientists and policymakers (ibid., p. 

226).  

An Indigenous environmental justice movement that questions the attempts of international 

governance organizations to solve the climate crisis by “utilizing the same economic, 

environmental and political paradigms that have created the ecological crisis in the first place” 

has materialized (McGregor 2020, pp. 410-414). Many Indigenous groups globally conceive of 

the climate crisis as a result of capitalist growth, greed and colonialism that cannot be solved 

solely with Western technical innovations but requires a recognition of traditional knowledge. 

By learning from Indigenous conceptions of nature as an agent rather than a commodity or 

property and by adopting Indigenous ways of living sustainably with nature, a transition to 

sustainability can be achieved (ibid., pp. 414-415).  

There is little research about conflicts in Sápmi through the lens of environmental justice. Mels 

(2023) has examined environmental justice for Sami reindeer herders in Sweden affected by 

development activities and called for a more radical approach that challenges capitalist 

exploitation and highlights power differences between stakeholders. He asserts that Northern 

Sweden is being commodified for capitalist development, which has led to increased conflicts 

as well as pollution of lands and waters (ibid., p. 90). He maintains that Sweden, as a heavy 

exporter of iron ore and minerals, will continue to benefit from the exploitation of the North. 

This, he argues, is justified by a discourse of mining as a “moral duty,” which is based on 

notions of European mines as being socially and environmentally responsible and is driven 

forward by the green transition discourse (ibid., pp. 84-85). He asserts that EU and Swedish 

policies include “mainstreamed” notions of justice that do not actually serve to challenge 

commodification and exploitation but rather uphold them. He suggests that critical 

environmental justice must call for a redistribution of resources, participation in decision-

making and cultural recognition (ibid., p. 91). Persson et al. (2017) have examined resistance 

against mining in Kallak (North Sami: Gállok) with a focus on recognition and found that the 

mining conflict stems from state misrecognition of Sami land claims and cultural practices. 

Stakeholder interests are also vastly different, with companies and municipalities emphasizing 

growth, and Sami and other local groups valuing traditions and environmental protection 

(ibid., p. 27). Nachet et al. (2022) have compared environmental justice for the Swedish Sami 

and the Canadian Innu peoples in light of extractive industries and argued that an extractivist 

ideology is used to justify the continued claiming of Indigenous land. Based on literature 
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research and on two interviews, they found that when carried out without Indigenous consent, 

extraction is a form of violence that harms people, lands and culture. 

There are also master’s theses focusing on environmental justice for Sami reindeer herders. 

For instance, Edstedt (2020) has examined the conflict surrounding a copper mine in Sweden, 

concluding that environmental justice is not achieved for the Sami and that the state 

prioritizes extraction over Indigenous rights. Boje & Lexmond (2020) focused on how Swedish 

and international organizations approach environmental justice in the forestry industry, 

finding that environmental justice is inadequately achieved by both actors. There is a gap in 

research on environmental justice for Sami reindeer herders that considers ecological, social, 

cultural and economic impacts as well as avenues for participation. In particular, rich empirical 

data centering on a specific land use conflict is lacking. This essay, focusing on Sami 

perspectives, attempts to fill that gap.  

2.2. Citizen participation framework 

To better analyze Sami reindeer herders’ ability to participate in decision-making regarding 

land use on their traditional lands, I will use Kalandides’ (2018) citizen participation framework 

developed for assessing participatory policy. Kalandides understands participation both as a 

right and as a practice of engagement in institutional and public settings (ibid., p. 2). Although 

originally developed for urban policy evaluation, his framework is useful for my case study for 

many reasons. His conceptual framework considers both regulations and social movements 

as equally important aspects of participation (ibid., pp. 10-11), allowing me to analyze both 

formal laws and participation through protests. His analytical framework allows me to study 

the rights and protections that reindeer herders have on paper and the implicit intentions 

behind them that often have less to do with actual power-sharing and more with promoting 

an image of ethical participation (see section 5.2). Kalandides focuses on the place and scale 

of participation, conceiving of place as constructed through social relations and of scale as the 

interactions between places. Thus, his framework asks where participation takes place, what 

relations and power imbalances are present between actors and what their history and 

incentives are (ibid., p. 12). His analytical framework considers the following eight aspects: 

object (the project or issue in which citizens participate), subjects (who participates and who 

is excluded), intentionality (the reasons for power holders to create avenues for participation), 

scale (local, national or international level), form (governance structure and how the 

participatory process is planned, structured and carried out), locus (where participation is 

located), history (relations between actors and the emergence of participation) and 

interconnections (between actors and institutions) (ibid., pp. 12-13). Analyzing all of these 

aspects allows for a deeper understanding of the justice of participation within the theory of 

environmental justice.  
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3. Methodology 

Here I delineate my methodology. First, my positionality and access to the field are discussed. 

Then, the collection and analysis of data is described.  

Getting access to the field was challenging, as I am an outsider both to Sami culture and to the 

region. Furthermore, I made the mistake of planning my trip during one of the busiest times 

of the year for reindeer herders in Kiruna, with reindeer slaughter and elk hunting taking place 

at the same time. After emailing 25 Sami organizations, associations, political parties and clubs, 

only two of these initially accepted to participate in my research, one of which later became 

unresponsive. Out of seven researchers and experts I contacted, one agreed to an interview. 

After a post in a Facebook group, I finally got in contact with a Berlin-based expert on Sami 

culture with connections in Sápmi, who put me in contact with an employee of the Sami 

tourism company Nutti Sámi Siida. The people I met there were then able to connect me to 

other respondents. Unfortunately, I was not able to get in contact with the Kiruna municipality. 

One challenge was connecting specifically with reindeer herders from the RHCs of Gabna and 

Laevas, which are directly affected by the Per Geijer Mine Although reindeer herders from 

other areas could give me insights into the impacts of development projects, I was especially 

interested in the affected herders’ views. In the end, I conducted an interview with the 

spokesperson of Gabna RHC, which provided key insights for my research.  

As an outsider conducting research in an Indigenous context, it was important to me to be 

mindful of my own positionality and to employ a decolonial approach. The Sami Parliament 

emphasizes the importance of doing research with, rather than about, the Sami, and 

advocates for research results to be relevant and valuable for Sami communities and to have 

the potential to strengthen and maintain Sami culture and livelihoods (Sametinget, 2020 pp. 

4-5). To give back to the community, the results from this research effort have been published 

in the magazine Für Vielfalt of the human rights organization Society of Threatened Peoples 

Germany (Gouffin, 2025). 

Scholars in Indigenous research have pointed to the importance of respecting Indigenous 

knowledge systems and using the group’s own terminology when describing the issue as they 

see it (Virtanen et al. 2021, pp. 12-13). Decolonial research in Indigenous contexts also entails 

recognizing conflicting statements, views and perspectives within the group rather than 

attempting to create a homogenizing account (ibid., pp. 23-24). Furthermore, it is important 

to acknowledge connections and similarities between groups, rather than setting up 

boundaries between Indigenous communities and non-Indigenous groups (ibid., p. 23). My 

methodology was guided by ethnographic methods, which aimed at understanding how 

cultures make sense of their world (LeCompte/Schensul 2010, p. 1). An ethnographic 

approach entails taking multiple voices into account and creating a narration that is built on 

emic terms and explanations (ibid., p. 16). To make sure I stayed close to the data when 

presenting my results, I therefore made use of several direct quotes from my interviews. 
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Ethnographic research also aims at examining issues important to the group itself, with the 

intention of creating useful research for the group (ibid., p. 9).  

3.1. Data collection  

My data was collected through literature review, interviews and observations in the field. Field 

research was carried out in Kiruna Municipality (North Sami: Giron)1 in the localities of Kiruna 

and Jukkasjärvi (North Sami: Čohkkiras) from September 23rd to September 29th. This would 

not have been possible without the support of the Ernst-Reuter-Gesellschaft der Freunde, 

Förderer und Ehemaligen der Freien Universität e. V., who sponsored my trip.  

Before I arrived at the field, I carried out a thorough literature review to familiarize myself 

with the topic. I focused on three different aspects: Theory, methodology and the specific case 

study. In terms of theory, I focused on environmental justice and the capability approach, 

especially on Schlosberg’s (2007) book Defining Environmental Justice: Theories, Movements 

and Nature. I also studied Kalandides’ (2018) citizen participation framework. In preparing my 

methodology, I focused on ethnographic methods and ethical guidelines for research with 

Indigenous groups. Finally, I studied academic papers, books and gray literature (including 

news articles, legal documents, websites of government authorities and reports) about the 

effects of mining on Sami reindeer herding and avenues for participation.  

Altogether, I carried out six semi-structured interviews: four online interviews, one in-person 

interview and one group interview with three participants. Before my trip to Kiruna, I carried 

out online interviews with a board member of Amnesty Sápmi and Dr. Camilla Risvoll, a 

researcher specializing in sustainability, climate adaptation and governance in the context of 

North European reindeer herders. The former was able to give me some insights into the 

recognition aspect of environmental justice. The latter provided me with insights into the 

environmental impacts of mining and other development projects for herders. In Kiruna, I 

carried out a group interview in Nutti Sámi Siida with two Sami employees and one reindeer 

herder from Saarivuoma RHC. The group interview was an effective format, as the 

conversation became more dynamic and engaging, with participants agreeing and disagreeing 

with others’ statements and filling in with their own experiences. As participants brought up 

different views and perspectives, quotes from the group interview are cited in this essay in 

reference to the individual speaker rather than the group as a whole. In Kiruna, I also 

conducted one interview with a reindeer herder of Talma RHC who is also the project leader 

of a Sami and Lantalaiset museum, The Old Homestead, and one online interview with a Sami 

Parliament member. It was not until after my field research that I got in contact with Gabna 

RHC and was able to get an online interview with their spokesperson. All interviews, except 

for the one with Dr. Camilla Risvoll, were carried out in Swedish and then translated by me 

into English. Interviews were recorded with participants’ approval and anonymized.  

 
1 As Kiruna is the term most widely known, I will use the Swedish term throughout my thesis. 
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My field research in Kiruna also included field observations. I visited the Márkanbáiki open-air 

museum operated by Nutti Sámi Siida, the Old Homestead Museum, the Kin Museum of 

Contemporary Art and the Samegården Museum. These gave me insights into Sami history, 

culture and worldviews. I also took part in a guided tour of the LKAB Kiruna mine to learn more 

about the history of the mine and to hear the mining company’s perspective. Before the field 

trip, I visited the panel discussion Working for Our Rights at the Museum Europäischer 

Kulturen in Berlin, where Scandinavian Sami participants discussed Sami rights, land loss and 

activism. During my field research, I photographed and made field notes on observations I 

deemed relevant in the mine, on the streets and in museums. This included documentation of 

the visible effects of the city’s relocation, the infrastructure connected to the mines and text 

panels in museums.  

3.2. Data analysis  

My interviews, pictures and field notes were transcribed in MaxQDA and coded qualitatively. 

To answer the first research question, I used deductive coding, meaning that I developed a set 

of codes in advance (Linneberg/Korsgaard 2019, p. 13). The code tree is depicted in Figure 1.  

 

For the distributional aspects, I was interested in both the financial and environmental goods 

and bads. In many cases, the positive and negative impacts affect Sami reindeer herders and 

the rest of the local population in a similar way, which is why I use the word “locals” rather 

than “Sami”. For participation, I was interested in herders´ experiences of consultation and 

involvement, but most of the data for participative justice came from a literature review. As 

for recognition, I wanted to code both state and public recognition. The former included the 

recognition of Sami land rights, the right to Sami culture and the recognition of Indigenous 

knowledge. These three correspond to what Schlosberg (2007) calls institutional recognition, 

cultural recognition and social recognition (p. 23). Public recognition involved (mis)recognition 

of Sami culture among the public and in the media.  

Figure 1: Code Tree 
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To answer the second research question, I coded inductively, meaning that I coded capabilities 

mentioned by participants rather than using a pre-set list of “universal” capabilities 

(Linneberg/Korsgaard 2019, p. 12). This ensured that I stayed close to participants’ own 

statements, and allowed me to attain what activities, notions, feelings and states of being are 

valued by the herders and how these are impacted by mining.  

4. Situating the conflict  

This chapter examines the background of the conflict surrounding the Per Geijer Mine, starting 

with the spatial and temporal setting and then moving on to the stakeholders involved, 

including their motivations and ontological views on nature and sustainability.  

4.1. Spatial and temporal setting 

To better understand the conflict surrounding Per Geijer, this section deals with its historical 

and spatial backdrop, starting with the colonial history of Sápmi, followed by an overview of 

today’s mineral-demanding green transition.  

The Sami are an Indigenous group whose traditional land, Sápmi, stretches over Northern 

Norway, Sweden, Finland and the Kola Peninsula in Russia. Somewhere between 20,000 and 

40,000 people identify as Sami in Sweden, although exact numbers are unknown (Sametinget 

2024a). Sami culture is tightly connected to reindeer, whose meat, fur and horns are used for 

consumption, art and handicraft. Traditional Sami livelihoods include reindeer herding, fishing, 

art and handicraft (North Sami: duodji), tourism and small-scale farming (Sametinget 2024a). 

The Sami have lived in Sápmi for at least 10,000 years. Early Sami sustained themselves 

through hunting, fishing and gathering, and later from farming, reindeer herding and animal 

husbandry. Sami communities were often nomadic, moving in search of prey or following 

reindeer herds (Sametinget 2018).  

Colonization efforts took off in the 16th century, with the four states dividing Sápmi between 

themselves and finalizing borders (Hansen/ Olson 2014, p. 229). Still, Sweden recognized the 

Sami as full owners of their Sami tax lands (Swedish: lappskatteland) (Sametinget 2021a, p. 

27). In the 17th century, the state became interested in the valuable natural resources of the 

North and several mines were opened, encroaching on Sami areas and affecting Sami 

livelihoods (Hansen/ Olson 2014, p. 224; Sametinget 2018). In search of jobs and farming land, 

more settlers entered the North, leading to conflicts over land and waters (Sametinget 2018). 

The state’s position towards the Sami as rightful owners of their lands shifted, and to promote 

agriculture, much of Sami tax lands were sold to settlers or claimed by the state (Sametinget 

2021a, p. 27).  

In 1928, a reindeer grazing act was passed that separated the Sami into two categories, with 

profound consequences for Sami communities (Sametinget 2021a, p. 22). The reindeer 

herding Sami in the northern fells (Swedish: fjällsamer) were considered the “true Sami”, and 

their culture was to be maintained by isolating them from any Swedish influence. Encounters 
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with Western civilization were thought harmful to the Sami’s “exotic” culture, which was 

believed to be unspoiled by modern influence (Sametinget 2021a, p. 42). Fell Sami families 

were therefore to live in huts (North Sami: goahti), practice reindeer herding and live a 

nomadic lifestyle, and were prohibited from owning land and practicing agriculture. Forest 

Sami (Swedish: skogssamer) on the other hand were considered already too influenced by 

civilization and were to be assimilated into Swedish society. Thus, the state divided the Sami 

people in two groups based on its own assumptions on the nomads versus the “civilized” and 

attempted to segregate the first and to assimilate the latter (Sametinget 2021a, p. 22).  

During this time, the Sami were declared unfit to speak for themselves, and Swedish lapp 

bailiffs (Swedish: lappfogdar) were appointed to speak on their behalf – a system that 

persisted until 1971 (Sametinget 2021a, pp. 22-23). For instance, in the 1920s and 1930s, lapp 

bailiffs decided on the forceful relocation of 80 fell Sami families as a response to the lack of 

grazing lands, leading to conflicts between old and new inhabitants in their new homes (ibid., 

pp. 31-32). Many Sami families were also forced to relocate to make space for hydropower 

developments that flooded their homes, grazing lands and farmlands (ibid., pp. 27-28). 

Colonization also affected Sami religion, culture and languages. In the 18th century, Sami 

religious items and sites were destroyed in an attempt of Christianize the Sami (Hansen/Olson 

2014, p. 230). Through missionary activities, Sami schools and the establishment of churches, 

but also through threats and force, the Sami animistic religion was gradually phased out and 

replaced with Christianity (Sametinget 2018). The school system for the Sami in the 20th 

century followed the same line of thinking that divided the people into two groups. Children 

of reindeer herding fell Sami were sent to nomad schools in Sami huts, isolated from outside 

influences. Those who did not own reindeer, or who otherwise were deemed not Sami enough, 

had to send their children to Swedish elementary schools, where many faced discrimination 

and where speaking Sami was strictly forbidden (Sametinget 2021a, pp. 35-38). Although Sami 

students have the right to learn Sami languages in school today, the assimilation politics of the 

last century have led to massive language loss and a sense of identity loss for many (ibid., pp. 

38-40). The colonial history of Sápmi also includes abuses against the Sami in the name of 

science, with racial biologists performing degrading scientific studies on Sami individuals, and 

with grave lootings in which remains were stolen and brought to museums and institutes 

(Sannings- och försoningskommissionen 2023, p. 42). In the second half of the 20th century, 

the state distanced itself from previous racial biological categorizations of who is Sami and 

instead adopted more modern politics that openly acknowledged the importance of taking 

Sami voices into consideration (Mörkenstam 1999, pp. 151-153).  

Sami reindeer herders today face many challenges, including climate change, higher numbers 

of predators and land exploitations (Sametinget 2021a, p. 23). In the last few decades, 

Norrland, the northernmost part of Sweden, has undergone a dramatic change with huge 

investments in wind power and a mining boom in a sparsely populated region that had 
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previously struggled with high unemployment rates and out-migration (Müller 20202). Wind 

power, hydropower, the mining industry and city expansion are increasing the cumulative 

pressure on reindeer grazing lands in the north and causing conflicts between stakeholders 

(Kløcker Larsen et al., 2020). Gabna is one of the most heavily pressured RHCs in all of Sweden 

and has been involved in 30 legal cases concerning land disputes, the majority of which were 

related to mining operations (Heikki et al., 2023). The map below shows the placement of the 

Per Geijer Deposit on Gabna’s pastures, along with the urban development, connected 

infrastructure and the Kiruna mine (Figure 2).  

4.2. Reindeer Herding as a Land-Based Practice  

Traditional reindeer herding requires access to large areas of land where animals are able to 

graze and calve in peace. In search of lichen, herds either migrate freely or are moved by 

herders between pastures (Löf et al. 2012, p. 7). Sami reindeer herding activities are organized 

around the eight different Sami seasons depicted below (Figure 3).  

 
2 E-book without page numbers. 

Figure 2: Map of reindeer herding communities and mining sites. Reprinted from Silencing the screaming — The discovery 
of rare earth metals in Sweden, by Nikolas Sellheim 2023. Used with permission. 
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Figure 3: The reindeer herding year. Reprinted from Rennäringsanalys detaljplan Tuolluvaara 1:1 (2025-01-28),  
commissioned by Kiruna kommun. Illustration by Norconsult Sverige AB. Author’s own translation from Swedish into 
English. Used with permission. 

 

The reindeer herding year starts in spring (North Sami: Giđđa), when female reindeer return 

to the area where they were born to calve. This is a sensitive time, as females risk abandoning 

their calves if scared by human activity or predators. Therefore, herders stay close to the 

animals to protect them from disturbances (Löf et al. 2012, p. 40; Sametinget 2025). Early 

summer (North Sami: Giđđageassi) is a calm period, when reindeer graze freely and recover 

from the meagre winter months. Herders get the chance to complete other projects, such as 

the repair of snowmobiles and fences (Sametinget 2025). In summer (North Sami: Geassi), the 

heat drives reindeer up to the fell mountains, drawn to the cooler temperatures. For Gabna 

RHC, summer pastures are located west, by the Norwegian border (see Figure 4). This is the 

season of calf branding, when all reindeer are gathered in enclosures and calves are marked 

to show which herder they belong to. Calf branding is an important event that gathers herders 

and their families and relatives (Löf et al. 2012, p. 40; Sametinget 2025). In early autumn 
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(North Sami: Čakčageassi), reindeer graze freely, and herders use their free time to hunt and 

fish. By autumn (North Sami: Čakča), male reindeer have grown up and are ready for slaughter, 

providing meat for consumption and for sale. Once again, the herd is gathered in an enclosure 

so that males can be sorted out. The rest of the season is spent hunting (Sametinget, 2025). 

Come early winter (North Sami: Čakčadálvi), the Sami community’s reindeer are gathered 

again, so that herders can sort their own reindeer out and divide them into smaller winter 

grazing groups to better utilize the sparse grazing covered under snow and ice. The sorting is 

hard work and takes several days. Winter grazing groups are then directed towards winter 

pastures in the east (Sametinget, 2025). For Gabna, the narrow migration route used to move 

the animals would be cut off with the Per Geijer Deposit (Sundbäck 2023). Winter (North Sami: 

Dálvi) is the most critical season, as grazing land is covered by ice and snow that reindeer must 

dig through. Warmer winters, with temperatures shifting between cold, snowy conditions and 

milder periods with thawing, increase the risk of grazing areas becoming covered by thick 

layers of ice. Herders must then provide supplementary fodder or move the groups to other 

pastures (Löf et al., 2012, p, 41). As snow starts to melt in early spring (North Sami: Giđđadálvi), 

reindeer migrate west towards the fell mountains. As winter pastures may only be used until 

April 30th by law, herders must ensure that all reindeer have migrated west by then 

(Sametinget, 2025). The image below depicts the seasonal movement of reindeer within 

Gabna reindeer herding district.  
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Figure 4: Map showing the seasonal land use of Gabna RHC. Adapted from Årtidsland Gabna sameby by Sametinget (2016) 
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4.3. Stakeholders 

In light of the climate crisis, the EU has approved a new strategy: The European Green Deal, 

that sets the goal to reach climate neutrality by 2050. The Green Deal sets a framework for 

member states for how to achieve a sustainable industry, clean transport, transition to 

renewable energy and to promote research on innovative green solutions (European 

Commission n.d.). The Swedish government wants to make Sweden a pioneer in climate 

efforts and aims to become climate neutral already by 2045. Phasing out fossil fuels and 

speeding up the electrification of the industry and transport sector are central in the 

government’s environmental strategy. To achieve a transition to green energy, they are 

investing in hydropower, nuclear power, wind power and solar energy (Regeringskansliet n.d.). 

The green transition will also require critical raw materials, including REEs to produce electric 

vehicles and wind turbines, among other things (LKAB 2023a). For instance, one electric car 

alone requires six times as many minerals as a fuel-powered car and demand is expected to 

nearly quadruple by 2040 (International Energy Agency 2022, pp. 5-8). The EU’s Critical Raw 

Materials Act (CRMA), that came into effect in May 2024, is meant to secure access to these 

by speeding up the process of environmental assessments for strategic mining projects in 

Europe (European Union 2024, Article 34). The act has been criticized for the risk of low-quality 

environmental impact assessments (Naturskyddsföreningen 2023), and for not including the 

principle of Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) as a protection for the Sami (Sametinget 

2023). 

To LKAB and the government, mining is crucial for the green transition (LKAB 2023a). The 

government understands the green transition as a unique chance for economic growth. 

Through the innovation and entrepreneurship of Swedish companies in production and 

technology, the government is hopeful that Sweden’s competitive edge on the global market 

will be strengthened (Regeringen 2023, p. 13). Companies like LKAB are placed at the center 

of the climate transition, who are meant to both combat the climate crisis and generate 

economic growth through new technology and innovation (ibid., p. 14). In the same line of 

liberal thinking, the government emphasizes that the green transition must be cost-effective 

and must not come at the expense of living standards or personal freedoms in the everyday 

life of citizens (ibid., p. 13). Both LKAB and the government underscore the importance of 

speeding up the process of gaining mining permits (LKAB 2024; Regeringen 2023, p. 79). 

Sweden wants to keep its position as a strong mining nation, not only for the sake of the 

climate, but also to strengthen the competitiveness of Sweden and the EU and to decrease 

import dependencies. The government also underscores that minerals mined in Sweden are 

more ethical in comparison to many other countries with weak labor and environmental laws 

(ibid., pp. 78-79). Thus, when LKAB announced in 2023 that they had discovered Europe’s 

largest deposit of REEs in Kiruna in the Per Geijer Deposit, it was framed by LKAB and the 

government both as an economic opportunity for the region and the nation, and as a building 
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block in the EU’s green energy transition (LKAB 2023a). Per Geijer is mainly an iron ore deposit, 

so critical raw materials, including REEs, would be extracted as a byproduct.  

LKAB has a long history in Kiruna. It was LKAB that founded the city in the early 1900s after 

the Kiruna mine was established and that constructed the iron ore line connecting Kiruna to 

Narvik (LKAB n.d.). According to LKAB, Kiruna was a “desolate” area of “pure wilderness” upon 

their arrival and industrialization (text panel and photo with caption in LKAB Visitor Center), 

despite the Sami inhabitants who had lived and used the land since time immemorial. To them, 

the area was not a desolate area void of human activity, but a cultural landscape filled with 

traces of their ancestors (text panel at the Samegården Museum).  

According to Löf et al. (2022), Sweden favors extraction over reindeer herding (pp. 161-162), 

and conflicts arise because of the clashing views on reindeer herding between the state and 

herders (p. 166). While the state has a market economy approach to reindeer herding and 

conceives of it as an industry carried out to generate profit, herders see it as a cultural practice 

and a legal right (ibid., p. 165). According to Risvoll, the government has a contradictory view 

on Sami reindeer herders, where externally they claim to want to protect Sami culture, while 

prioritizing other interests if they are more profitable (interview Sept. 6, 2024). The state 

assumes that reindeer herding and mining are compatible and can coexist in the same space, 

so that “rejecting projects that may undermine the conditions for reindeer herding thereby 

becomes practically impossible” (Löf et al. 2022, p. 162). The responsibility for managing the 

negative impacts of extraction and other land uses on pastures is, by default, placed on 

reindeer herders’ adaptability, rather than being assigned to other actors (ibid., p. 159). 

Although sustainability is important to the state, their view on what is sustainable does not 

align with that of herders, as it presupposes the coexistence of extraction and reindeer 

herding. Thus, state perceptions on sustainability center around administrative issues of how 

and where resources can best be extracted, without questioning whether reindeer husbandry 

and mining can actually coexist (ibid., p. 166).  

The government’s line of thinking corresponds to what Whyte (2020) has called an 

“epistemology of crisis”. He argues that the West has historically justified colonialism and 

oppression through a narrative of crisis that promotes a sense of urgency and justifies 

wrongdoings to vulnerable groups (p. 52). Today, the climate crisis is used to justify the 

continuation of colonial practices on indigenous land all over the world, when land is taken 

with “the best of intentions” that require moral sacrifices to be made (ibid., pp. 55-56). An 

epistemology of crisis entails a sense of the crisis as unprecedented and requiring drastic 

measures, wherein negative effects on people and nature are accepted (ibid. p. 54). 

Epistemologies of crisis thus use the climate crisis to “mask numerous forms of power, 

including colonialism, imperialism, capitalism, patriarchy, and industrialisation” (ibid., p. 57). 

This stands in stark contrast to the “epistemologies of coordination” of many indigenous 

groups, that understand climate change as the result of abuse in the relationship between 

humans and non-humans. In this worldview, humans and other entities are interdependent 
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and engage in mutual relationships of care, respect and reciprocity (ibid., p. 58). Today’s 

climate crisis is perceived as the collapse of these bonds of trust, and the solution is placed in 

the rebuilding of those bonds (ibid., p. 60). Rather than attempting speedy solutions, an 

epistemology of coordination requires the rebuilding of just relationships to take time. 

Furthermore, climate mitigation must not come at the cost of the suffering of any natural or 

human entity and must not repeat oppression (ibid., pp. 60-61). 

The Sami Parliament describes the Sami as part of the landscape and as having deep and 

immediate relations to nature. Sami culture is tightly connected to nature, which means that 

environmental damage directly harms Sami culture (Sametinget 2014, p. 4). Traditional Sami 

activities are centered around sustainability and longevity, and require careful usage of 

resources as well as allowing nature to recover from disturbances (ibid., p. 4). In Sami ontology, 

a sustainable lifestyle based around traditional knowledge (North Sami: árbediehtu), with 

small-scale, local food production and the usage of renewable energy, supports both nature 

and people (Sametinget 2021b, p. 5). Meanwhile, large-scale exploitations, development 

based on unlimited growth, pollution and wastefulness are believed to injure both 

communities and environments (ibid., p. 5). Renewable energy developments, such as wind 

power, are seen as important, but from a Sami perspective, they are not sustainable nor 

environmentally friendly if misplaced. To be sustainable, they must have as small effects as 

possible on humans, animals and nature (ibid., p. 11). Rather than being based on profit, the 

usage of the land and waters must be balanced and avoid depletion (ibid., p. 14). To many 

Sami, the current praxis of mining in Sápmi constitutes a continued act of colonization of the 

people and the land and poses a threat to Sami culture (Sametinget 2014, p. 23). 

5. Results 

This section presents the results of my empirical research and literature review on the effects 

of the planned extraction of Per Geijer on the justice of distribution, participation, recognition 

and capabilities of affected reindeer herders in Kiruna.  

5.1. Justice of distribution 

Here I present the distribution of negative and positive impacts of the Per Geijer Mine, starting 

with the environmental impacts followed by the distribution of profits.  

5.1.1. Environmental impacts 

The opening of Per Geijer cannot be considered in isolation of other land uses, as all human 

activities in any given area have a cumulative effect on herding activities. The impact of a single 

mine expansion might seem small but must be considered in connection with already existing 

land uses. For instance, human activity in the area as well as infrastructure connected to mines, 

houses and power plants all affect the herds (Risvoll et al. 2022, p. 8). The reindeer herder 

from Saarivuoma RHC also explained that climate change is leading to more frequent disaster 
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years, which increase the workload and economic burden for herders (interview Sept. 24, 

2024). 

The iron ore extraction of the Kiruna mine has already had a considerable impact on reindeer 

herders. The representative of Gabna RHC explained:  

“And what is today LKAB established their mine at the end of the 1800s. And that (…) was the 

starting point for the industrialization of this area. It has not only involved large-scale iron ore 

mining but also the construction of the iron ore line and European highways, as well as the 

creation of an entire town.” (Interview Oct. 18, 2024) 

The Kiruna mine and the connected roads, power lines and industrial areas have taken large 

areas of Sami land that can no longer be used for herding, fishing or hunting (Gabna 

spokesperson, interview Oct. 18, 2024). On top of that, the extraction over a thousand meters 

below the surface causes underground cavities and ground collapse, leading to cracks and 

sinkholes in the ground (Kiruna kommun, 2024). Figure 5 shows the extent of the caving zone, 

the fracture-zone, and the deformation zone that are drawing nearer Kiruna city.  

 

Because of this, the city is currently being moved to a new location, with 3,000 buildings either 

being torn down or transported to the new city center. Altogether, an estimated 6,000 people 

have already moved or will have to move (Kiruna kommun, 2024). The photos below show the 

Kiruna mine and the growing pit in the ground caused by ground collapse, the iron ore line 

that transports iron ore from Kiruna to Narvik in Norway and abandoned parts of “old Kiruna” 

(Figures 6, 7, 8). 

 

 

Figure 5: Ground deformation zones in Kiruna. Own design based on a diagram displayed at the LKAB Visitor Center. 
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Figure 6: View of the existing Kiruna mine that has taken large areas of land previously used for Sami reindeer herding. 
Photograph by the author. 

Figure 7: The iron ore line connecting Kiruna to Narvik. Photograph by the author. 
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For reindeer herders, the city relocation is especially damaging, as its new placement has cut 

off one of their last migration routes and taken over an important grazing area. To add to that, 

Gabna is already affected by four mines on or near their land with connected infrastructure, 

with another two mines planned. The opening of Per Geijer would thus be the seventh mine 

on or near their lands (Gabna spokesperson, interview Oct. 18, 2024). The spokesperson for 

Gabna put it this way: 

“It's an unreasonable burden to bear for the local community. I mean, what kind of water are 

we drinking? Everything is contaminated by mining waste. What kind of air are we breathing? 

Mining dust. What are the reindeer supposed to eat? Gravel. Where are the people supposed 

to live? It's a situation that is horribly skewed.” (Interview Oct. 18, 2024) 

In our interview, Gabna’s spokesperson explained that LKAB already has cut off five of their 

migration routes, and Per Geijer might be the last straw that would cut off the last narrow 

migration route allowing reindeer to walk freely between winter and summer pastures. This 

means that the Per Geijer deposit and its connected infrastructure risks making traditional 

reindeer herding in the area impossible (interview Oct. 18, 2024). She further explained that 

traditional reindeer herding entails allowing the animals to walk freely between pastures. 

Transporting reindeer between pastures in trucks, as is sometimes done, is not an option for 

reindeer herders of Gabna, who strive for a sustainable use of the land, in which reindeer 

graze during migration, providing important ecosystem services on the way. Their defecation, 

trampling and grazing enable vegetation in the environment that herders want to maintain.  

Figure 8: Abandoned community center in “Old Kiruna”. Photograph by the author. 
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An important point that research participants brought up was that while the economic and 

societal goods that may come with extraction are short-lived, the impacts on nature are not. 

The reindeer herder from Saarivuoma RHC explained:  

“And that's really the most frustrating thing, when they want to start up mines that will 

operate for ten years. After that, they've destroyed the land for a hundred years to come. 

They say they'll restore it, but it can't be restored to how it was. There's not a single mine that 

has been restored, as far as I know.” (Interview Sept. 24, 2024) 

The Sami Parliament (2021b) emphasizes that recovering the ground area after extraction is 

practically impossible and that foreign companies have no legal obligation to clean up and 

restore the area after extraction is finished. The respondent from Amnesty Sápmi expressed 

frustration over the presence of several foreign mining companies in Sápmi and explained that 

when the extraction is done, they leave behind a destroyed environment and leakages of 

heavy metals into the waters.  

“So downstream from Nautanen [a former mining site with an old copper mine], the 

waterways are dead. There are no fish, nothing. Because it’s just leaking heavy metals, and it 

has been for a very long time. And it risks spreading to other places the more mining projects 

like this are allowed.” (Interview Aug. 29, 2024) 

Participants’ accounts correspond to research showing that mining has long-lasting effects in 

nature, as the earth, air and waters are polluted, disturbing ecosystems and posing a risk to 

human and animal health (Ali et al., 2019; Kim et al., 2008).  

The respondent from Gabna RHC pointed out that reindeer herders have a fundamentally 

different view from LKAB on what a green transition is. She asserted that a few decades of 

extraction risks destroying lands and waters that have been used by the Sami sustainably for 

millennia. To combat climate change, she believes that the Sami way of relating to nature and 

not taking more than you need is key, rather than an increased extraction to produce electric 

vehicles (interview Oct. 18, 2024).  

According to the employee of Nutti Sámi Siida, mining affects not only reindeer herders but 

the entire local population. When a mine is opened, flora and fauna disappear from the area, 

affecting everyone who enjoys fishing, hunting, picking berries, skiing or hiking in the 

surroundings (interview Sept. 24, 2024). She questioned whether the green transition is 

moving too quickly, considering the long-term costs to nature:  

“If there’s no nature left, the earth won’t survive. They keep extracting and extracting while 

claiming we have wilderness up here. But the more they build and the more they destroy this 

wilderness, the worse the entire planet will become because it can’t recover. That’s something 

everyone should think about—not just about transitioning to a green economy now. Sure, but 

what happens in 150 years when our children and grandchildren are growing up? By then, 

there will be nothing left—no nature to sustain itself.” (Interview Sept. 24, 2024) 
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Thus, while the economic and environmental benefits from the mine emphasized by LKAB and 

the state are rather short-term, Sami communities worry about the long-term consequences 

for coming generations. Their accounts reflect Whyte’s (2020) concept of epistemology of 

coordination, that focuses on the rebuilding of long-term relationships to natural entities 

defined by respect and care while rejecting quick fixes that harm people and nature.  

Most Sami community members are not against mining and other land uses per se but 

acknowledge the job opportunities that come with them. What they question is the seemingly 

limitless expansion. The Nutti Sámi Siida employee explained:  

“It’s the new developments—when they decide to extract more, take more land, expand, and 

open more mines—that’s the real problem. As many say, you have to rely on the mine for an 

income, but you can’t help wondering: Isn’t it enough?” (Interview Sept. 24, 2024) 

Similarly, the herder from Talma RHC stated that to a certain degree, it may be necessary to 

accept some developments, and that herders must continue to adapt to changes like they 

always have:  

“It’s becoming more challenging, but we have to find other ways to balance things out because 

we, too, are keeping up with development. We live in modern houses. We have these 

machines, so I think you can't just say no. And you can't just say it's their fault; instead, 

reindeer herding also has to develop alongside the development of society. We can't always 

do what we've always done, because it hasn't looked like that historically. It has changed, and 

it may be that we will reach a point in the near future where we also have to change our 

reindeer herding.” (Interview Sept. 29, 2024)  

Thus, it is the seemingly limitless expansion of the mining industry, along with the multitude 

of already existing developments and urban expansion, that pose a problem. Several 

respondents expressed frustration over the fact that so much of the sourcing of raw materials 

and renewable energy is centered in Northern Sweden to satisfy the needs of the South and 

of other countries. Concerns were raised that the North is seen as a treasure trove for raw 

materials, with exploitation being justified by its sparse population and cheap electricity 

(Amnesty Sápmi board member, interview Aug. 29, 2024; Sami Parliament board member, 

interview Sept. 26, 2024). The Nutti Sámi Siida employee expressed frustration that when a 

mineral deposit was found in Gothenburg in southern Sweden, the people’s objections were 

heard, and the mining plans were stopped. In the northernmost counties, however, she notes 

that mining takes place regardless of public opinion (interview Sept. 24, 2024). As of today, 

five out of Sweden’s 13 running mines are located in Norrbotten county (Bergsstaten 2024a).  

The argument of the state, on the other hand, is that in facing the climate crisis, new mines 

are essential to achieve a green transition with reduced carbon emissions (Regeringen 2023, 

pp. 78-79). However, several Sami respondents questioned the true intent of the Swedish 

mining boom, arguing that the secondary extraction of REEs is used to greenwash the 
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profitable extraction of iron ore (Saarivuoma herder, interview Sept. 24, 2024; Gabna 

spokesperson, interview Oct. 18, 2024).  

5.1.2. Distribution of profits 

The Gabna spokesperson is critical of the government’s motive behind the opening of new 

mines to supply minerals for the green transition pointing instead the untapped treasure of 

mining waste in active and inactive mines and the low level of recycling (interview Oct. 18, 

2024). According to a 2023 report of the Geological Survey of Sweden, the recycling of critical 

raw materials of old products is low, with only 3-8% of REEs coming from recycled sources 

(Sveriges Geologiska Undersökning [SGU]/Naturvårdsverket 2023, p. 83). The report also 

shows that mining waste from active mines in Sweden contains millions of tons of critical raw 

materials, including an estimated half a million tons of REEs (ibid., pp. 40-41). Mining waste of 

inactive mines could also potentially be sourced for large amounts of critical raw materials 

(ibid., pp. 20-33). The report concluded that the economic incentive for extraction of minerals 

from old landfills is lacking, as taxation makes it less profitable than primary extraction (ibid., 

p. 78). This begs the question of whether a green energy transition for the sake of the climate 

is the true objective behind the extraction, or if money plays a bigger role.  

Gabna’s spokesperson maintains that none of the land previously taken from the RHC has 

been expropriated, and that few of it has resulted in any economic compensation, even 

though the loss of land has led to increased work and expenses for herders (interview Oct. 18, 

2024). Land encroachments, in combination with climate change, causes the need to buy 

fodder, which in turn requires more infrastructure, equipment and sometimes the need to 

hire staff, which all comes with higher costs and workload (Risvoll, interview Sept. 6, 2024).  

Economic compensation is sometimes offered as part of an agreement between a company 

and a RHC, as the one recently entered between Laevas, a neighboring RHC to Gabna, and 

Viscaria, a mining company planning to open a copper mine on their land. The agreement 

obligates the company to compensate the Sami community for damages to reindeer 

husbandry in return for herders to draw back their appeal against the company’s 

environmental permit. Laevas RHC will also receive a share of the revenues generated from 

the operation – a concept called “benefit-sharing” (Viscaria 2024). When the representative 

of Gabna was asked whether economic compensation might be a solution for the loss of land 

for them, she responded:  

“The fact is that reindeer don’t eat money. Without land, the reindeer will die, and if the 

reindeer die, the Sami culture will die as well — at least the part connected to reindeer herding. 

So, money solves nothing. It won’t save reindeer herding. It won’t ensure the survival of Sami 

culture. The foundation of our culture and reindeer herding is Sami land.” (Interview Oct. 18, 

2024)  

When the research participant from Amnesty Sápmi was asked the same question, she 

laughed and explained that, if the land is gone, the money does not make a difference. 
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Traditional reindeer herding relies on the free grazing of the animals, not putting them in an 

enclosure and providing them with fodder (interview Aug. 29, 2024). Respondents in the 

group interview speculated that Laevas probably saw no other way out after a long and 

expensive legal struggle and accepted the agreement out of desperation (interview Sept. 24, 

2024). The Sami Parliament board member was also critical of benefit-sharing, stating: “No, 

access and benefit-sharing is based on the idea that the land is endless, and that taking a little 

more doesn't matter, but it does. It has a real impact on both biodiversity and the survival of 

Indigenous cultures” (interview Sept. 26, 2024). Instead, he suggested that if land use is 

needed for the good of the Swedish people, then the expropriation of Sami land is a safer, 

more valid solution with stronger legal protection. He pointed to a RHC who entered an 

agreement with Northland Resources, but were left empty-handed after the company went 

insolvent in 2014 (see Edström 2023). The Amnesty Sápmi board member also emphasized 

the risks of entering an agreement, bringing up a RHC in Markbygden in Norrbotten county, 

who had signed a contract with a company who built a large wind farm on their land, cutting 

off their migration routes. The agreement promised reindeer herders economic compensation 

for the truck transportation of reindeer between pastures, but after a poor revenue and 

company restructuring, the payments were withheld.  

Opinions on economic compensation are, however, divided, with some herders more hopeful 

about a functioning collaboration. The reindeer herder from Talma RHC, who is not directly 

affected by the Per Geijer Mine but has a space base on their land, stated that: 

“I see it as a natural part of society. We need minerals, and we need the space industry. We 

can’t just say no to everything, but we can find ways to collaborate (...). My core belief is that 

everything can be worked out, and if land is taken away, then maybe financial compensation 

can make up for the loss of lichen. The land that the reindeer need can be found in other ways. 

I believe everything can be resolved, but there are, of course, limits to how much you can lose.” 

(Interview Sept. 29, 2024) 

Mining also provides job opportunities for locals, including reindeer herders, most of whom 

have additional work alongside their reindeer herding (conversation with Saarivuoma herder, 

Sept. 24, 2024). The Nutti Sámi Siida employee explained: 

“Kiruna is built around the mine and that is why the community is here. If the mine had to 

close down, the whole city would turn into one of those ghost towns, because it wouldn’t be 

possible to live here. There wouldn’t be enough job opportunities for everyone.” (Interview 

Sept. 24, 2024) 

Mining in Kiruna does not just create mining jobs but employment possibilities also arise in 

connection to the huge infrastructure connected to the mine (Saarivuoma herder, 

conversation Sept. 24, 2024). At the same time, Müller (2020) has investigated the paradox of 

the huge investments made in mining and green energy in Northern Sweden and their 

disproportionately small regional effects on jobs, housing and public services. He argues that 

although the extractive industries in Northern Sweden create jobs, these are uncertain and 
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highly sensitive to changes in the market. The market swings affect employment, population 

and housing of mining regions. For example, as the value of iron ore fell during the recession 

in the 1990s, the Kiruna population shrank, and empty apartment buildings were demolished. 

Today, the municipality has not been able to catch up with the fluctuations in the market and 

as LKAB grows and needs more workers, a housing crisis has emerged in Kiruna, pushing prices 

up and forcing workers to commute (Müller 2020). As many mine workers do not reside in 

Kiruna, the municipality receives little income taxes from LKAB employees. Moreover, Müller 

points out that the low unemployment rates resulting from mining activities have led to a 

severe lack in public services. Attracted by the higher wages in the mining industry, workers 

are drawn away from jobs in education, health care and elderly care, causing a lack of workers 

there. According to Müller, the government has relied too heavily on market forces to solve 

the problems of municipalities in housing, infrastructure and population growth. A new mine 

is thus not a guarantee for development and economic growth for the municipality and its 

residents. In fact, Kiruna municipality has called for a resource extraction tax to ensure that 

part of the mining profit stays in the region (Daver 2024). In 2024, the Kiruna municipality tried 

to stop the opening of a graphite mine planned by the Australian company Talga, but the 

government overruled the decision, citing the importance of graphite for the green transition 

(Daver 2024; Talga 2025). Sweden has no mineral taxes but charges a “mineral fee” of 0.02% 

of the estimated value of the extracted minerals. This can be compared with the 80% mineral 

tax of Norway and the Finish distribution system that awards affected municipalities with 60% 

of revenues (Daver 2024; Bergsstaten 2024b). In 2023, the total mineral fee for mining 

operations in Sweden amounted to 21 million Swedish kronor, of which around 5 million went 

to the state and around 16 million to landowners (Bergsstaten 2024b). However, Sami RHCs 

are not recognized by the state as landowners but only as having usage rights and are 

therefore not given a part of the mining fee (Sametinget 2024).  

As LKAB is state-owned, profits go to the state treasury, but little of this is distributed to the 

Kiruna municipality or to herders. Amnesty Sápmi’s board member stated that although the 

state sets money aside for the promotion of Sami culture, these are crumbles in relation to 

the millions earned by LKAB that go to the Swedish state and welfare (interview Aug. 29, 2024). 

The Nutti Sámi Siida employee asserted:  

“Everything we mine here basically means that Stockholm gets a golden bridge in Slussen [area 

in Stockholm], because we don’t see a penny of that money in the municipality. It all just goes 

south. It would be a different story if we actually saw some of that money. Our roads would 

have been in good condition. We would have still had a hospital that could be funded. But we 

don’t even have proper healthcare. We have one health center, and yet we have a mine that 

employs around two thousand people every day. If something happens there, we have no 

capacity to handle it. (…). That’s the thing — we don’t see any profit from this mine, because 

none of it stays here.” (Interview Sept. 24, 2024)  
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She further explained that Kiruna lacks a maternity ward which means that mothers have to 

drive twelve miles to give birth. Although reindeer herders are especially affected by mining 

as they use the land daily, she emphasized that, “we are one people after all” (interview Sept. 

24, 2024). 

The Sami Parliament board member suggested that there are ways to promote economic 

development in a community without exploiting or destroying the land. He pointed to the ten 

hydropower plants in Jokkmokk municipality that have negatively affected fishing possibilities 

for Sami and other locals but failed to bring any sort of local economic growth. A ski resort in 

Kådbalis had, however, created more economic opportunities, and led to the construction of 

cabins, houses and a camping site (interview Sept. 26, 2024). He emphasized the different 

views on sustainability and economic growth between Sami communities and the state:  

“Through Sami culture and traditional livelihoods, we have experience with an alternative way 

of living—one that doesn’t generate as much profit but offers a different lifestyle. In such a 

system, there’s no need for policies to redistribute wealth, because there are no excessive 

profits in the first place. Consumption is lower, yet people can still live well. But this way of 

life is becoming harder and harder to maintain (…). Governments are so obsessed with 

economic growth that they will crush us.” (Interview Sept. 26, 2024) 

In summary, as extractive industries for the green transition are centered in the northernmost 

part of Sweden, they jeopardize traditional Sami reindeer herding and thus Sami culture itself. 

The communities that herders are part of are further affected as public services are drained 

of workers, and as nature and waters are destroyed. At the same time, very little of the profit 

that LKAB and other companies generate goes to Kiruna or to affected RHCs.  

5.2. Justice of participation 

In this section, based on literature and statements from research participants, I examine the 

possibilities that Sami reindeer herders in Kiruna have to participate in decision-making 

surrounding the opening of the Per Geijer mine on their RHC, using Kalandides’ (2018) 

framework of participation. I go through the eight aspects of participation in his analytical 

framework: history, object, subjects, form, locus, intentionality, scale and interconnections.  

As discussed in section 4.1, the Sami’s historical relationship with the state was marked by 

land grabbing and oppression, and Sami communities were deemed unfit to speak for 

themselves (Sametinget 2021a, pp. 21-23). Today, the state openly acknowledges the Sami 

people’s right to say their opinion in issues that affect them and in 1993, the Sami Parliament 

was established to represent Sami interests politically. However, although it is a parliament 

with representatives that are elected by Sami voters, it is also a state administrative authority 

that is subordinate to the Swedish government (Sametinget 2024c). Its power is thus limited 

and participation in questions regarding reindeer herding and land use is reduced to a 

consultative level (Boje/Lexmond 2020, p. 32). In our interview, the Amnesty Sápmi board 

member explained:  
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“They have been reduced to some kind of cultural institution (…). They have far too few 

resources when it comes to land conflicts. They would need to have a lot of lawyers who can 

support the reindeer herding communities all the time. They are too small, have too little 

funding, and lack power. They manage culture, but it’s culture minus land, and Sami culture is 

very strongly linked to the land.” (Interview Aug. 29, 2024) 

Thus, although it is meant to represent Sami interests, the Sami Parliament’s participation in 

important land use issues is reduced to consultation while the real locus of power is centered 

in Stockholm.  

The Swedish Sami Parliament has requested that all exploitation of Sápmi ends until the 

International Labour Organization (ILO) convention 169 has been ratified, to no avail 

(Sametinget 2014, p. 15). The ILO convention 169 would require the state to acknowledge the 

Sami right to ownership of their traditional lands and would require the Sami Parliament and 

the affected RHCs to be consulted before a permit for mineral extraction on their land is 

granted (ibid., p. 15). Furthermore, the Sami Parliament has urged the government to comply 

with the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) and the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) that emphasize self-determination 

and the right of all peoples to take part in the maintenance of their natural resources 

(Sametinget 2014, p. 6). The UN has also exerted pressure on the Swedish state and criticized 

their refusal to ratify the ILO convention 169, their failure to adequately respect Indigenous 

rights in the pursuit of the green transition as well as their omission of the principle of free, 

prior and informed consent (FPIC) from the Mineral Act (UN Association of Sweden 2024, pp. 

12-14). Drawing upon Kalandides’ (2018) framework and the aspect of interconnections, it is 

evident that Sweden refuses to comply with international standards, despite pressure from 

international organizations and despite its image as a forerunner in human rights 

(Lawrence/Kløcker Larsen 2017, p. 1164). Furthermore, it is apparent that the colonial history 

of land dispossession and discrimination continues to influence the form and scale of Sami 

participation today.  

According to the consultation law passed in 2022, the government, authorities and 

municipalities must consult the Sami Parliament and affected RHCs before any land use 

activities. However, the Sami Parliament is understaffed and, in some cases, unable to 

participate in consultation (Carlsson 2024). Further, the law does not require private and 

state-owned companies such as LKAB to consult affected RHCs (Sametinget 2023). According 

to the UN, Sweden’s new consultation law has had no real effect on Sami self-governance (UN 

Association of Sweden 2024, p. 9). The Amnesty Sápmi board member maintained that in 

order for the new law to get passed in the parliament it got “watered down,” and FPIC was 

left out (interview, Aug. 29, 2024). Furthermore, she stated that breaking the consultation law 

has no legal consequences, so that it serves more as a recommendation than as an actual law 

(interview Aug. 29, 2024). To connect this to Kalandides’ (2018) framework: Although the legal 

form officially requires participation through consultation, the lack of funding and the 
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exclusion of FPIC in the law show that an actual sharing of power with the Sami is not the 

government’s true intention. 

Reindeer herders affected by the planned Per Geijer Extraction maintain that they have not 

given their free, prior and informed consent. In fact, the spokesperson of Gabna asserted that 

they were not informed of the launching of the Per Geijer Deposit until the afternoon before 

the press conference. Despite herders clearly expressing to LKAB that they find the plans 

unacceptable, LKAB decided to go ahead with their plans anyway (interview Oct. 18, 2024).  

The process of opening a mine is long. When a company suspects a deposit of minerals, they 

must apply for an exploration permit from the Mining Inspectorate (Bergsstaten), giving them 

exclusive right to the deposit (Bergsstaten 2022). At this point, the Sami Parliament has the 

right to be consulted (SGU 2022). Although RHCs are technically allowed to appeal a permit, 

the Sami Parliament argues that in practice, the law does not permit an appeal based on claims 

of negative impacts on reindeer herding (Sametinget 2014, Appendix 1). In September 2023, 

Gabna RHC attempted an appeal against LKAB’s exploration permit for the Per Geijer deposit, 

maintaining that the extraction would block the migration path for reindeer between pastures 

and pose a threat to Sami reindeer herding and culture in the area (Asplund 2023a), but the 

appeal was rejected later that year (Asplund 2023b).  

After an exploration permit has been granted, the mining company is required to share the 

work plan with affected RHCs. The exploration must be done with minimal effects on nature 

and with minimal encroachments or else the RHC must be compensated. If reindeer herders 

have any objections to the work plan, they have three weeks’ time to hand in a written 

complaint to the company or the work plan takes effect automatically (Sametinget 2014, 

Appendix 1). If a complaint is made, the company must reach out to herders to try to reach a 

compromise. If no agreement can be made through dialogue, the Mining Inspector has the 

final say. In our interview, Risvoll was critical of the fact that reindeer herders are invited so 

late in the planning process, at a stage when developers already have had sufficient time to 

prepare. Once herders are invited to give their opinion, they need to read up on the complex 

regulations, learn the jargon and take in new information, which is highly time-consuming. As 

herders’ work is dependent on the seasons, they may just not have the time to participate in 

meetings and legal proceedings (interview Sept. 6, 2024). Thus, it is evident that although the 

form allows legal avenues for reindeer herders to object against a mine, practical challenges 

and the structures in place prevent Sami voices from being given equal weight. The underlying 

intention is thus not to allow RHCs any meaningful influence.  

Power imbalance also makes participation on equal grounds difficult. The spokesperson from 

Gabna stated:  

“These large companies, like LKAB, as well as other mining companies that have established 

themselves on our lands, have almost unlimited financial and human resources. They have no 

trouble hiring lawyers, experts, negotiators, and so on. Meanwhile, we lack that capacity and 
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those opportunities. So, there is a fundamental power imbalance here that essentially makes 

the whole system flawed.” (Interview Oct. 18, 2024)  

Relating this to Kalandides’ framework, we see that although the herders of Gabna RHC are 

the subjects who directly experience the local impacts of mining, the decisions are made by 

distant subjects on national or corporate levels. Power is thus unevenly distributed in the scale 

of decision-making. While the Sami are given a consultive role, they are unable to fight against 

LKAB with its enormous resources and strong ties to national interests.  

At the time of writing, LKAB is in the process of exploration drifting (LKAB 2023b) and have 

handed in their application for a processing license (LKAB 2023c). Before the extraction can 

start, they will need an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) that will be reviewed by the 

county and municipality board. The EIA, carried out by the company, must include 

consultations with affected RHCs and include possible measures to reduce impacts on 

reindeer husbandry (SGU 2022). Still, Sami influence is limited. According to a report on 

Indigenous influence in EIAs, consultation meetings tend to offer an information channel 

rather than the chance for herders to actually influence final decisions (Kløcker Larsen et al. 

2020, p. 24). Sami communities often feel that consultation meetings for the preparation of 

EIAs are pointless, since it is assumed from the start that the extraction will take place 

(Lawrence/Kløcker Larsen 2017, pp. 1171-1172). In the group interview, the reindeer herder 

from Saarivuoma RHC stated that reindeer herders’ input has no actual weight in the final 

decision. When asked if he has ever attended any sort of consultation meeting, he responded:  

“It doesn’t lead to anything. It doesn’t matter what they say. They can pretend to listen, but 

in the end, it doesn’t matter. You don’t need to attend those kinds of meetings when you see 

what happens afterward.” (Interview Sept. 24, 2024)  

Frustration and lack of trust have also emerged from broken promises from LKAB. For example, 

LKAB initially assured herders that they were to make Per Geijer invisible from the ground, 

thus allowing reindeer to pass on the surface, only to later change their minds in favor of the 

more profitable sublevel caving, which would make the ground above inaccessible to humans 

and animals (Sternlund 2023).  

Although LKAB insists that a solution for the coexistence between mining and reindeer herding 

can be reached through dialogue (Sundbeck 2023), many herders feel that the company’s 

apparent interest in Sami viewpoints is just a facade to avoid public criticism. The Saarivuoma 

reindeer herder explained: 

“They don’t care about us at all – what we think or feel. Outwardly, they act like they’re 

listening to us. But as soon as they say goodbye, they just go ahead and do whatever they 

want anyway. So, what we say doesn’t matter. We can protest all we want, but they’ll still 

ignore us. That’s how it feels. And then, to the media, they always say, ‘yes, we’ve talked to 

them and listened to their concerns.’ But it’s all just talk.” (Interview Sept. 24, 2024) 
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According to the Gabna RHC spokesperson, the dialogue with LKAB happens on the company’s 

terms and surrounds practical issues such as where to place a fence. Although Gabna RHC has 

the right to protest the mine, they feel that power holders do not listen (interview Oct. 18, 

2024). Still, Sami activists and environmental movements have protested the mine. For 

example, in August 2023, young members of Gabna and Laevas RHCs, along with climate 

activists, gathered in the new Kiruna center to hold a memorial ceremony for the loss of land 

from exploitation (Wester 2023). Protests from Sami communities and environmental activists 

also happen in the form of demonstrations, art, the reclaiming and continued use of land 

(Nachet et al. 2022, p. 6) and symbolic acts of resistance such as wearing a Gákti (traditional 

Sami clothing) inside-out when entering a mine (panel discussion Working for Our Rights, Sept. 

14, 2024). The photo below is an example of art as a form of protest (Figure 9). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 9: Photograph by the author of an artwork from Undamming Rivers by Cooking Sections at the Kin 
Museum of Contemporary Art. The piece depicts a hydropower plant as a disruption in nature in Sápmi. 
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In the summer of 2024, LKAB applied to have the Per Geijer deposit recognized as a Strategic 

Project within the CRMA and, at the time of writing, are awaiting the EU’s decision (LKAB 2024). 

If it gets approved, the process of opening the new mine can be shortened from 15 years to 

only two (LKAB 2023c). The drafting of the EU law took place without the consultation of Sami 

representatives and lacks any mentioning of Indigenous rights and of the principle of FPIC 

(Amnesty International, 2023). The Amnesty Sápmi board member explained that FPIC 

originally was included in the new act, but that the mining lobby managed to get it removed 

right before the law was finalized – a decision supported by Sweden (interview Aug. 29, 2024). 

In my conversation with the Sami Parliament board member, he questioned the low 

involvement of the Sami Parliaments in EU decisions and their prioritization of the production 

of cheap electricity for Europe over the protection of nature and Sami culture (interview Sept. 

26, 2024). This again highlights the power imbalance in the interconnections between local 

Sami herders, whose immediate surroundings, livelihood and culture are jeopardized by the 

mine, and powerful (trans)national entities, who make decisions without sufficiently including 

Sami representatives. The injustice of participation in turn affects the distribution of 

environmental damage, as decisions on encroachments in nature are made far away from the 

affected regions.  

To summarize this chapter, the colonial relationship between the Sami and the state can be 

seen to continue through structural exclusion from decision-making in the planning and 

implementation of mines. Although the state now promotes an image of sustainability and is 

seen as a role model of human rights (Lawrence/Kløcker Larsen 2017, p. 1164), and has 

implemented several policies that appear to promote Sami participation, this is mainly 

tokenistic. The Sami Parliament, the consultation law and the right to protest and appeal are 

all made ineffective by the power imbalance and weak legal frameworks. Decision-making is 

centralized far away from the affected community, in Stockholm and Brussels, where 

frameworks, policies and environmental regulations are decided. Table 1 below summarizes 

these findings.  
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Table 1: Applying Kalandides’ analytical framework of participation on the Per Geijer Case 

Analytical tools The Per Geijer Case 

History History of oppression and land grabbing. 

Object Decision-making on land use for mining. 

Scale  Local impacts on Gabna RHC, decision-making reflects national and 

global interests.  

Subjects Gabna RHC and the Sami Parliament are marginalized in decision-

making, while LKAB, the Mining Inspectorate and the Swedish 

government are dominant.  

Form Consultations, court proceedings, protests and EIAs. 

Locus Local authorities have an influence, but the final authority lies at the 

national level. 

Intentionality  To achieve a green transition, reduce dependency from China, make 

profits and position Sweden as a competitive mining nation. 

Interconnections International standards, EU laws, national interests, Sami interests 

and history of colonization. 

5.3. Justice of recognition 

Central to Schlosberg’s (2007) concept of environmental justice is the recognition of 

Indigenous culture, territories, economic practices, beliefs and knowledge connected to 

nature – both from the state and the wider public (pp. 86-89). In this section, I start by going 

through state recognition of Sami knowledge, land and culture and then delineate the public 

recognition of the Sami, including accounts of racism and media portrayal.  

5.3.1. State recognition 

The Sami are recognized as a minority group and as an Indigenous people by the Swedish state, 

which comes with certain rights regarding the maintenance and development of Sami culture, 

languages and economic practices (Sametinget 2024b). For example, the Sami have a unique 

right to carry out reindeer herding (Sametinget 2014, p. 14). International frameworks, such 

as UNDRIP, recognize their right to self-determination and the development of their social, 

economic and cultural practices (Sametinget 2024b). The Swedish government states that 

they aim to strengthen minority influence in issues that affect them and to preserve their 

languages, for example through the offering of Sami languages in schools and universities, and 
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through promoting Sami literature (Regeringen n.d.). In many ways, Sami languages and 

culture are becoming more and more visible. The Amnesty Sápmi board member maintained 

that Sami handicraft is becoming more popular, more Sami literature is being written and in 

2024, one of the most important cultural events in the Nordic – the Gothenburg book fair – 

focused on Sápmi (interview Aug. 29, 2024). At the same time, she asserted that the Sami 

Parliament’s funding to promote culture is low in comparison to funding in Norway, and that 

Sweden still lacks a national Sami museum. Although the establishment of a Sami Parliament 

is a sign of recognition of Sami culture and concerns, the Sami Parliament board member 

stated that the disinterest from the EU and the Swedish government in Sami issues and 

Indigenous rights continues to marginalize the Sami (interview Sept. 26, 2024). He brought up 

his experiences with the EU:  

“One of my first assignments as part of a Sami umbrella organization took place in 1998, when 

I was in Brussels at a roundtable conference with the EU Commission. We were supposed to 

establish a policy for indigenous peoples outside the EU. And to this day, there is still no policy 

for Indigenous peoples within the EU. This sends a very clear and sharp signal to me, at least, 

that there is no interest in indigenous issues on the part of the EU. In 2022, I attended the EU's 

Arctic Dialogue in Nuuk and had the opportunity to ask questions to a panel. I asked: When 

will a policy for Indigenous peoples within the EU be introduced? I was met with silence. I 

asked two questions to two different panels and was met with silence both times.” (Interview 

Sept. 26, 2024)  

The lack of interest from the EU in implementing a policy to protect the Indigenous population 

of the North represents a failure to fully recognize and acknowledge the struggles faced by 

Sami communities. At the same time, the feeling of not being taken seriously is exacerbated 

by the failure of Swedish prime ministers to visit the Sami Parliament plenary sessions. The 

Sami Parliament board member recounted:  

“We have never had a Prime Minister visit a Sami Parliament plenary session, and we have 

held 97 plenaries. The most recent one was in Stockholm in May, during a time when the 

Swedish parliament was in session (…). But the Prime Minister refused to attend, and through 

his absence, he effectively rendered the Sami Parliament invisible. That is one of the power 

techniques used against us.” (Interview Sept. 26, 2024) 

In other words, while the Sami Parliament is given influence over Sami cultural issues, the 

government’s lack of interest in their sessions signals a lack of respect and recognition of Sami 

voices and serves to undermine the Sami Parliament’s legitimacy. Acts of invisibilization also 

happen in city development: for instance, the spokesperson of Gabna RHC explained that 

when the new Kiruna city center was built on an important reindeer herding area, not a single 

street name was given a Sami name (interview Oct. 18, 2024). 

Although Sami culture and language is increasing in visibility in many ways, and the Minority 

Act prescribes municipalities to promote Sami culture, the Amnesty Sápmi board member 

pointed out that municipalities often forget that reindeer herding is a part of Sami culture. 
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Thus, they work to promote Sami languages and handicraft but fail to consider the impacts on 

reindeer herding in the city planning and in the granting of permits for mines and windmills. 

She has found that employees of county boards and municipalities often lack knowledge of 

their legal obligations to maintain Sami culture (interview Aug. 29, 2024). The reindeer herder 

from Talma RHC also pointed to a knowledge gap from the side of the Swedish government in 

the culture and lifestyle of reindeer herders:  

“They don’t truly understand the consequences of their actions—what they’re demanding. 

And I don’t sense any real interest in learning, either. Instead, it’s about money, the global 

economy, and politics. As for the individual—how they live and exist—I’ve never felt that they 

want to understand or shed light on that. That’s my impression.” (Interview Sept. 29, 2024) 

The state and its representatives’ disinterest and ignorance constitute a failure to understand, 

respect and value Sami culture and rights. This misrecognition has real effects on procedural 

and distributive justice, as decisions based on false assumptions and knowledge gaps are 

made, with life-altering consequences for the Sami. The distance between the government’s 

understanding and the local reality is also evident in the state’s view on reindeer herding as 

an industry rather than a cultural practice (Löf et al. 2022, pp. 155-156). I argue that the 

compensatory measures discussed in section 5.1.2 reflect this ontological difference. Seeing 

reindeer herding as an economic practice carried out only for profit, the state considers 

measures such as revenue-sharing, economic compensation for truck transportation and 

supplementary fodder as sufficient to protecting herders from the impacts of land use. 

However, to herders, when land use becomes so extensive that they lose the ability to carry 

out traditional, sustainable reindeer herding, it means a loss of a cultural heritage that no 

economic compensation can restore. Again, state misrecognition has devastating effects on 

distributive justice, as the failure of the state to fully recognize traditional reindeer herding as 

a cultural activity rather than just an economic one leads to insufficient measures to protect 

it.  

The recognition of local knowledge and worldview is also lacking, especially in the 

development of EIAs (Lawrence/Kløcker Larsen 2017). According to the Amnesty Sápmi board 

member, assessments are carried out based on a Swedish frame of reference, with statistical 

data and scientific testing, and often lack input from herders about their lived experience 

(interview Aug. 29, 2024). This is evident from the maps used in EIAs that inform decision 

makers. These represent the direct impacts of land use in a static way, often ignoring Sami 

herders’ knowledge of the indirect impacts as well as the dynamic impact on reindeer 

depending on season, year, individual animal, weather, terrain and more (Risvoll et al. 2022, 

p. 12). The maps are thus a visualization of a Swedish scientific understanding of the landscape, 

that does not correspond to that of herders (ibid., p. 12). The Amnesty Sápmi board member 

maintains that state actors ignore insights from reindeer herders unless these are backed up 

by scientific studies. Thus, the state’s failure to recognize Indigenous knowledge affects 

participatory justice, as Sami perspectives are not given equal weight in planning. This in turn 
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has consequences for the distribution of environmental bads, as the assessments are used to 

make decisions on permits. 

As we have seen in previous chapters, the state’s recognition of Sami rights to traditional lands 

is also lacking. Although historical laws acknowledged Sami ownership of their tax lands, this 

ownership was handed over to the state, persisting to today. The usage right of land 

collectively belonging to RHCs today does not include the right to FPIC (Sametinget 2014, pp. 

14-15). However, land use is a contested issue, with more than just the Sami, state-actors and 

companies laying claim. Other minority groups of Northern Sweden, such as the Tornedalians, 

the Kvens and the Lantalaiset, share the Sami’s experiences of land grabbing and are now 

raising their voices to reclaim access to the land and natural resources that they have lost 

(Sannings- och försoningskommissionen 2023, p. 38). These Meänkieli-speaking groups have 

been fighting to be recognized as Indigenous peoples since the 1990s and maintain that they 

have been living in the region long before Swedish-speaking settlers arrived (ibid., p. 115). Still, 

the Swedish state does not recognize them as Indigenous peoples and they have no legal rights 

to maintain their cultural heritage, which includes hunting, fishing and reindeer herding (ibid., 

p. 178). This is an important point, as the Lantalaiset and the Sami have a long, intertwined 

history in the Kiruna context. During my visit to the Old Homestead, a museum showcasing 

the history of the Sami and Lantalaiset in the region, the museum project leader explained to 

me that the Sami and Lantalaiset cultures have developed side by side with mutual influences. 

She, like many others in the region, identifies both as Sami and Lantalaiset but feels that she 

has lost the connection to the Lantalaiset culture, which has been assimilated to a much higher 

degree. Thus, many lack knowledge of their own cultural heritage, including the language and 

art (personal communication, Sept. 29, 2024). This misrecognition of the Lantalaiset culture 

and land rights is important to consider in a context in which many Sami identify as belonging 

to both groups and believe that nature is for everyone – the Sami, the Lantalaiset and the 

Swedes.  

5.3.2. Public recognition 

Although Sami identity and culture is valued more today than before, and many who have lost 

touch with their Saminess through assimilation politics are attempting to regain that today, 

racist views in society live on (Sami Parliament board member, interview Sept. 26, 2024). A 

report from the Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention (Brottsförebyggande rådet) 

from 2024 found that discrimination and hate crimes towards Sami people occur in schools, 

workplaces, public places and on the internet. These include racist remarks, threats and 

assault, with reindeer herding families being especially at risk (ibid., p. 8). Hate crimes are also 

sometimes directed at reindeer, with animals killed and automatic feeders and fences 

vandalized (ibid., p. 9). The report also found that competing interests surrounding the 

opening of new mines, wind power plants and hydropower plants, in which local or national 

interests are put against the interest of Sami communities, may increase conflicts (ibid., p. 54). 

Thus, for part of the public, there is a clear lack of respect and recognition of Sami culture, 
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livelihood and rights. The respondent from Saarivuoma RHC maintained that their critical 

position to land developments has caused irritation towards Sami communities and given 

them a reputation as naysayers who are obstructing new projects (interview Sept. 24, 2024). 

The Gabna representative suggested that although much of the public are critical of the 

extensive extraction in Kiruna, mining companies actively fuel the conflicts between different 

groups in society by portraying the reindeer herding Sami as a problem standing in the way of 

progress (interview Oct. 18, 2024). Furthermore, she maintained that there is a lack of 

knowledge from journalists and the public regarding Sami rights and the importance of 

maintaining the land to preserve Sami culture. Although Sami concerns are gaining more 

attention in the media, an understanding of the obligations of the state as a colonial power is 

lacking. She asserted: 

“In Sweden, there is a fundamental lack of knowledge about the Sami and Sami culture. The 

majority of Swedes are unaware that there is an Indigenous people within the nation's borders. 

Many learn nothing about it at all in school. There is also a general lack of understanding that 

human rights are also a part of Indigenous rights.” (Interview Oct. 18, 2024) 

Similarly, the Talma reindeer herder argued that both the public and the media lack 

knowledge of how Sami reindeer herders live and how they are affected by the establishment 

of new mines (interview Sept. 29, 2024). She noted that media reports tend to focus on the 

importance of mines as part of the green transition, whereas negative local impacts are 

presented as a justified cost to reach the goal of self-reliance. She stated:  

“Is it us who fail to reach out and teach them that it’s not just the reindeer’s grazing lands that 

are disappearing? It’s also my life, and it’s my children’s lives. It’s their future. Are we bad at 

telling that story, or do they not want to listen? I don’t know. But I rarely see reports. I rarely 

see an article that is really powerful, saying we must do everything to protect this culture 

because it is so sustainable. And the knowledge that exists within this culture – we simply 

must have it. Sweden needs it. I rarely see that perspective, very rarely.” (Interview Sept. 29, 

2024) 

The irritation with and ignorance of Sami rights and issues became evident to me personally 

during my search for research participants. When publishing a post in a Kiruna Facebook group, 

one local commented that my research focus makes no sense, as most Sami live in Stockholm 

anyway. Several wrote that the Per Geijer Mine would be no problem for the Sami herders at 

all since there are no reindeer in that area anyway, as they personally have never seen any. 

Finally, one person commented that the Sami are the only ones gaining from the mine. One 

Sami woman explained to me in a private message that no Sami would ever comment publicly 

on my post because of the negative reactions.  

Thus, it is clear how much of the public and the media have adopted the perspective of the 

state that prioritizes economic development and the green transition before the maintenance 

of Indigenous livelihoods, cultures, and knowledge systems. The knowledge gaps and 

unwillingness to learn about Sami rights, ways of life and struggles represents a failure to listen 



 39 

to Sami voices and value their perspectives and concerns, which is a prerequisite to successful 

participation (Schlosberg 2007, p. 28). This last example in particular shows how 

misrecognition risks silencing people out of fear of negative reactions.  

5.4. Justice of capabilities  

In this section, I examine how the planned Per Geijer Mine affects reindeer herders’ 

capabilities – the freedoms to be and do what they want (Sen 1993). The capabilities and 

functionings discussed here were brought up in interviews and observations by herders and 

reflect what they themselves consider important.  

Access to the land 

The most prominent capability that is undermined by the mine is the capability to access the 

land, which is the foundation for Sami culture, including reindeer herding (Gabna 

spokesperson, interview Oct. 18, 2024). As Kiruna reindeer herders lose more and more of 

their land through environmental injustices on the levels of distribution, participation and 

recognition, Sami culture is lost too. The Amnesty Sápmi board member put it this way:  

“It is a green colonialism, and it is very harmful, especially for reindeer herding. But it also 

harms the entire Sami culture. Reindeer herding has been a strong bearer of Sami culture. 

When all of us were subjected to the Swedish assimilation policy and lost our language, it was 

the reindeer herders who upheld much of Sami culture.” (Interview Aug. 29, 2024) 

Gabna’s spokesperson maintains that as a bearer of Sami culture, mines not only threaten 

livelihoods but also the continuation of Sami culture in the area. Without access to land, the 

ability to carry on knowledge and cultural practices from older to new generations is disrupted 

(interview Oct. 18, 2024). She explains:  

“It is a way of passing on the knowledge of previous generations to future generations. I am 

just a link in a long chain, where I am not only thinking about my children having the 

opportunity to take over if they want to, but also about their children and grandchildren. That 

is also a Sami way of looking at it; we are merely caretakers of the land and the reindeer. We 

are here for a time, but ultimately, it is about the past and the future.” (Interview Oct. 18, 

2024) 

Reindeer herding is mostly taught from a young age within the family, and the herd is often 

owned by family members and relatives (Saarivuoma herder, interview Sept. 24, 2024). Land 

loss risks disrupting the continued transfer of cultural practices and knowledge systems to 

young generations.  

Furthermore, for herders, identity and lifestyle are shaped by connection to the land and 

reindeer husbandry. The Gabna spokesperson maintained that reindeer husbandry is part of 

her identity and the foundation of her way of life:  
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“It shapes my family's entire calendar, you could say. The reindeer and the herding dictate 

what needs to be done throughout the year. ‘Can we go on vacation?’ No, that’s not an option 

because it’s calf-marking season. It’s the core of everything. And it’s not something we 

question; reindeer herding is the very compass and calendar of our lives.” (Interview Oct 18, 

2024)3 

When asked what reindeer herding means to him, the Saarivuoma reindeer herder responded: 

“Everything. My life is built around it. People take vacations to travel abroad and get away. I 

take vacations to go to the mountains and mark calves. That’s how it has always been.” 

(interview Sept. 24, 2024) 

Sami culture, lifestyles and belief systems are closely connected to the land. Many have strong 

emotional connections to their lands, which carry memories and stories (panel discussion Sept. 

14, 2024). Sami languages, history, cultural heritage and knowledge are inscribed in the 

environment and depend on healthy ecosystems (Sametinget 2021b, p. 8). Therefore, when 

the capability to access the land is lost, this has effects on the functionings of culture, 

connection to heritage, identity and lifestyle.  

Pursuing valued activities  

The time-consuming activities discussed in 5.2 related to court proceedings and negotiations 

not only risk restricting participation but also take time away from other activities, and cause 

stress and pressure. The Nutti Sámi Siida employee explained that this pressure is so heavy 

for some, that they choose to give up reindeer herding altogether (interview Sept. 24, 2024). 

The Saarivuoma reindeer herder complained that “before, it was just about taking care of the 

reindeer, but now it's an endless struggle against all the companies that want the land” 

(interview Sept. 24, 2024). The spokesperson for Gabna RHC asserted that the lengthy legal 

procedures that her RHC has been forced into take up a large part of her everyday life. Thus, 

time that could have been spent on valuable cultural activities, such as reindeer herding, 

fishing and hunting, is instead spent on fighting to keep the little land that they have left. She 

explains that the battle to save Sami land and culture causes emotional distress and pressure:  

“We are forced to defend ourselves in public discourse and in conversations with the local 

population. It’s a constant pressure. And this is something that affects everyone—from our 

small children to our elders. We are under extreme stress. I find it hard to believe that society 

would accept any other group being targeted as harshly as we are. In many ways, it’s 

inhumane. I don’t really understand how we manage to cope with it.” (Interview Oct. 18, 2024)  

Thus, before extraction has even started, the Per Geijer Mine already impedes the local Sami’s 

capability to pursue activities they value. This has unwanted functionings: first, the time-

consuming fight for the land prevents them from focusing on Sami cultural practices; second, 

 
3 See section 4.2 for a description of the Sami reindeer herding calendar and seasonal cycles. 
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it causes stress and pressure. It is evident that environmental injustice also has effects on 

mental health, quality of life and maintenance of culture.  

To envision a future for Sami culture 

Because of the extensive extraction and land use in Kiruna, many reindeer herders are losing 

their belief in the future for Sami reindeer herding and culture. The Gabna spokesperson 

asserted that, although they have not given up hope, the planning of Per Geijer on their 

already heavily pressured land causes frustration and worry about the future of Sami culture 

(interview Oct. 18, 2024). In the panel discussion Working for Our Rights, the concern was 

raised that especially among Sami youth, there is a significant concern about the future ability 

to carry out and pass on the culture (panel discussion Sept. 14, 2024). For the Amnesty Sápmi 

board member, the future also looks bleak. She anticipates the demise of several RHCs in the 

coming years (interview Aug. 29, 2024). The frustration and worry about the future are also 

evident in this quote from the Sami Parliament board member:  

“We never hear anyone say, ‘well, if we get to build this mine, take this river, or develop these 

mountain areas with wind farms, then it's settled. You'll be left in peace for the rest of your 

lives.’ Instead, what is essentially being said is that we are going to take everything that’s 

available. All natural resources are up for grabs for the growth economy.” (Interview Sept. 26, 

2024) 

Thus, the mine, along with other land use activities in Sápmi, is robbing Sami communities of 

the capability to envision a thriving future for Sami reindeer herding and culture leading to 

worry and feelings of hopelessness. 

Social cohesion 

The Per Geijer Mine also affects the capability to maintain social cohesion with peaceful and 

respectful relations. Mining and other land uses fuel conflicts between Sami communities and 

the rest of society, as different interests are put against each other, and as stakeholders fight 

over the little land that is left (Saarivuoma herder, interview Sept. 24, 2024). The reindeer 

herder from Saarivuoma RHC explained:  

“And then there’s more irritation. That’s also sad. Because you can really feel it in the 

community. A lot has been written about it. You can go anywhere in town and hear negative 

comments. You can go to ICA [a Swedish supermarket], walk past people, and hear them 

talking negatively: ‘Now they’re protesting again.’ But if we didn’t protest, there would be 

mines everywhere.” (Interview Sept. 24, 2024) 

He argues that in some cases, developments also cause conflicts within Sami communities 

between those that are more positive towards mining and those against it (interview Sept. 24, 

2024). It is clear that the unfair distribution of environmental bads and the lack of recognition 

of Sami culture and rights directly affect the capability to maintain social cohesion, resulting 

in tensions and irritation between those that are for mining and those that are against it.  
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Clearly, the exclusion of Sami perspectives from decision-making, land loss and misrecognition 

of Sami culture, knowledge and rights as described in the previous chapters have not just 

material effects, but also negatively influence Sami persons’ mental health, quality of life, 

relationships and culture.  

6. Discussion 

In many ways, the heart of this issue lies in the state’s misrecognition of Sami knowledge, lived 

experience and rights, which leads to exclusion from decision-making and to distributive 

injustice. The state recognizes the importance of promoting Sami languages, literature and art 

to some degree, as these aspects do not threaten the status quo. However, land rights and 

the right to practice reindeer herding as a part of Sami culture are not recognized in practice, 

as this would stand in the way of the opening of new mines and other profitable land 

developments. When it occurs, participation is time-consuming and restricted to consultation 

or advice about practical issues, but RHCs have no real influence in the decision of whether a 

new mine is opened or not. These different aspects of justice are all intertwined: for example, 

injustices on the level of recognition and participation cause distributional injustices and harm 

the capabilities and wellbeing of herders.  

This study has pointed to the environmental injustices surrounding the Per Geijer Mine, and 

its implications for Sami culture, but also to the importance of incorporating an analysis of the 

ideology and discourses of power holders which justify extraction and other development 

projects on Indigenous land. In this case, decision-making is based on capitalist and colonial 

thought patterns that understand reindeer herding as an industry and sustainability as a tool 

to achieve continued economic growth. Land grabbing is justified by a discourse that portrays 

herders as standing in the way of development and that undermines the repercussions for 

Sami culture. 

Through an “epistemology of crisis”, the Swedish government is justifying the planned Per 

Geijer Mine by positioning the extraction as serving the greater good and the suffering of Sami 

reindeer herders as an unfortunate but acceptable cost. The Per Geijer Mine is not an isolated 

case, but one of many examples of encroachments on Indigenous lands today and in the past. 

The Sami have continually been forced to give up land for the greater good of the country, 

from hydropower developments in the last century to the mining boom of today. While the 

green transition serves national and global goals for a sustainable economy, it directly 

damages the sustainability of Sami livelihoods and culture. This raises the question of who the 

green transition is for and why Indigenous groups must so often carry the burden. While the 

Sami suffer the environmental, economic, social and cultural consequences of Per Geijer and 

other mines in Northern Sweden, they do not get to take part in the profits and are excluded 

from meaningful participation. Meanwhile, the rest of the population is not expected to make 

any sacrifices in the form of lowered consumption or a change in lifestyle for the sake of the 
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climate. Instead, the green transition is meant to enable the continuation of the current 

pattern of consumption and endless growth.  

These findings point to the importance of a just green transition that does not perpetuate 

inequality. Rather than attempting to solve the climate crisis through a continued exploitation 

and commodification of nature, we can draw insights from Indigenous notions of sustainability 

and nature. These see nature as an agent and emphasize the importance of taking only what 

you need and leaving enough resources behind for coming generations. Thus, green energy 

projects and mining must come with a reduction in consumption, authentic participation and 

the extraction of mining waste in existing mines rather than only prioritizing the opening of 

new mines.  

7. Conclusions  

The findings of this study correspond to previous accounts of environmental injustices 

surrounding energy and resource extraction on land used for reindeer herding in Northern 

Europe (Lawrence/Kløcker Larsen 2017; Mels 2023; Newell/Mulvaney 2013; Ottinger 2013) 

and shed more light on reindeer herders’ perspectives and experiences. Regarding the first 

research question, “How would the Per Geijer Mine in Kiruna impact the distributive, 

participative and recognition aspects of environmental justice for the Gabna reindeer herding 

community?”, I found that the planned extraction reinforces injustice on all three levels. While 

Sami reindeer herders are the ones who are paying the price of the mine in the form of cultural 

erosion and loss of livelihood, profits are not shared with RHCs nor with the municipality. 

Despite the impacts on herders, decision-making takes place far away from affected 

communities and is dominated by state actors. Although herders have the right to participate 

on paper, this is mainly tokenistic and does not entail a genuine sharing of power. Justice of 

distribution and participation is halted by the state’s failure to recognize Indigenous land rights, 

knowledge and culture as valid and worth protecting.  

Moving on to the second research question, “In what ways might the extraction affect the 

capabilities and well-being of members of the Gabna reindeer herding community?”, 

interviews showed that the impacts of the mine would go beyond the material. Land loss and 

environmental damage cause tensions and conflicts and harm the capability of Sami 

communities to transmit their culture, language and ecological knowledge to young 

generations, all aspects of which are tightly connected to the landscape and to reindeer. 

Impacts are also felt on a more personal level, as reindeer husbandry is tied to personal 

identity and lifestyle and functions as a calendar and compass in life. Moreover, injustice on 

the level of participation causes stress, feelings of hopelessness and worry about the future 

while stealing time from reindeer herders that could have been spent doing something more 

valuable.  

Future research should investigate the land grabbing experienced by the Lantalaiset and other 

Swedish minority groups not yet recognized as Indigenous peoples. More research that ties 
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environmental justice to ideology and discourses put in place to justify exploitation and 

violations against human rights is also needed.  
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