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In the past, employment in northern Sweden has been largely dependent on
natural resources. Shifting demands and price fluctuations for raw materials
have caused boom periods as well as times of crisis in local communities. Dur-
ing the first decade of the 21st century, increasing global demand for minerals
resulted in substantial investments in the Swedish mining industry. The purpose
of this article is to assess the importance of mining for employment in the coun-
ty of Vésterbotten, northern Sweden, by focusing on the time period after 1990.
Mining employment constitutes a rather small part of all employment in the
study area, due to a restructuring process that started in the 1960s. However,
results show that mining employment has increased slightly, especially after
2002. Global demand for minerals and related technology and services make it
reasonable to believe that this change will have a deeper significance for em-
ployment opportunities in the study area. Restructuring in mining generates new
business opportunities in subcontracting, consultancy and equipment produc-
tion, but also creates new challenges. Consequently, it is important to make
strategic decisions on regional and local levels concerning how to make use of
the development in the mining industry to stimulate long-term regional employ-
ment growth.
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Introduction

The extraction and further processing of the coun-
ty of Vasterbotten’s natural resources such as tim-
ber and minerals were of great importance for the
industrialization and modernization of northern
Sweden during the early 20" century (S6rlin 1988;
Nilsson 2000; Westin 2006). In the 1950s, more
than 12 000 persons were employed in Vasterbot-
ten’s mining sector (SGU 2007). However, restruc-
turing processes meant fewer job opportunities in
resource-based activities such as mining (Petters-
son 2002; Lundmark 2006). During the 1970s and
1980s, it was often questioned whether mining
could continue to be of significant importance for
regional development in a post-industrial society
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(NARP 1982; Liljends 1992). Even in northern
Sweden, where mining was still present, its role as
a major industrial activity was beginning to be
contested, particularly due to rationalizations
leading to significantly fewer employment oppor-
tunities than just a couple decades previously. The
Swedish mining industry also experienced fierce
global competition from mines located in other
parts of the world where production costs were
generally lower, causing declining prices for min-
erals and metal products.

Nevertheless, during the late 1990s and early
21+ century mining experienced a recovery. Swed-
ish mining legislation was deregulated in 1992,
allowing foreign companies to establish branches
as well as conduct exploration and mining in Swe-
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den. Another important aspect is that the world
market prices for metals and other minerals were
gradually rising over an unusually long time peri-
od (2003-2008), caused mainly by high growth
rates in developing economies such as those of
China and India (Humphreys 2010). This gave rise
to a global boom in mining activities, affecting
mining areas all around the world. In this sense,
the development in Vdsterbotten and northern
Sweden is far from unique. Similar changes have
been observed in neighbouring Nordic countries
Finland and Norway (Nordregio 2009), as well as
in Australia (Rolfe et al. 2007).

Although many mining areas in developed
countries have been hit hard by restructuring proc-
esses during the post-war period and some have
even been completely abandoned by the mining
industry, there are still countries, regions and com-
munities where mining is of significant importance
to the economy (Crowson 2009). Within the Euro-
pean Union it has been emphasized that the min-
ing industry and the accessibility of metals and
other minerals for the internal market is of strategic
relevance (Commission of the European Commu-
nities 2008). From a theoretical perspective, Hay-
ter et al. (2003) argue that it is urgent to bring natu-
ral resources into the focus of economic geogra-
phy research. They claim that natural resources
still play an important role in the global economy,
whereas within economic geography the issue has
received comparatively little attention in recent
years. From this point of view, it seems highly rel-
evant to study how the local and regional econo-
mies of sparsely populated and natural resource-
dependent societies in developed countries re-
spond to a development induced by changes at
the global level regarding the demand for raw ma-
terials such as minerals.

In 2008 15 mining operations were undertaken
in Sweden, making the country an important raw
material producer in the European Union (SGU
2009). Mainly, three regions of Sweden are in-
volved: two in the northernmost part of the coun-
try and one in south-central Sweden. First, there
are three mines in the county of Norrbotten, two
producing mainly iron ore and one copper. Sec-
ondly, there are six mines in the county of Vaster-
botten, producing complex sulphide ores. These
activities are described in more detail further on.
Finally, in south-central Sweden there are three
mines producing complex sulphide ores (Bergstat-
en 2009). Between 2004 and 2008, large invest-
ments were made in exploring Sweden’s mineral
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assets (SGU 2007). The total exploration cost in
Sweden was 92 million USD in 2007 (SGU 2009).
According to the Mining Inspectorate of Sweden
(Bergstaten), approximately one-third of all explo-
ration activities in Sweden between 1990 and
2008 were undertaken in Vasterbotten. 35% of
those holding an exploration license in Sweden
2008 were foreign companies, bringing invest-
ments, know-how and new business networks to
the region.

The increased interest in Sweden’s mineral re-
sources has to date resulted in an extension of the
life expectancy of several mines: closed mines are
being considered for re-opening and previously
unknown deposits have been discovered in the
county of Vasterbotten (Fig. 1). Some of these
newly found deposits have led to the opening of a
mine, whereas others are in the planning phase for
starting up in the forthcoming years. However, the
recent financial crisis that began in autumn 2008
has meant that at least some of these mining
projects face a more uncertain future. Even so,
scenarios of hundreds of new jobs for each new
mine, in areas characterized by small labour mar-
kets and structural unemployment, have been pre-
sented in the local and national media and by lo-
cal politicians as a blessing and perhaps even the
beginning of a new era of growth and prosperity
similar to that of the early 20th century.

The purpose of this article is to analyse employ-
ment change within the mining sector and related
activities in the county of Vasterbotten. What im-
plications will restructuring in the mining industry
have for local and regional employment? Focus is
on the development pattern since the early 1990s,
particularly the period after 2000. Although this
article focuses on employment within the mining
industry, mining has further implications on as-
pects like policy making, land use, physical infra-
structure and the environment.

The methods and data used are described in the
following section. In the next part of the article a
number of theoretical perspectives are presented
on natural resource extraction and mining, and
their importance for local and regional develop-
ment. This is followed by a description of mining
activities in the study area. Thereafter, results from
the analysis of employment figures and the inter-
views regarding organizational changes within the
region’s mining sector are presented. In the final
section, these results are related to the more gen-
eral debate regarding the extraction of natural re-
sources for promoting local/regional development
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Fig. 1. Mining districts in the county of Véasterbotten.

in sparsely populated areas in developed coun-
tries. The extent to which these changes offer new
opportunities to these areas is also discussed.

Methodology and data

The quantitative information behind the analysis
comes mainly from two sources: official data from
various government agencies and semi-structured
interviews with 15 mining sector actors. Employ-
ment figures come from Statistics Sweden (SCB),
whereas data regarding mining activities has been

provided by the Geological Survey of Sweden
(SGU) and the Mining Inspectorate of Sweden
(Bergstaten). Focus is on areas where mining ac-
tivities are present, leading to a division of Véster-
botten into three geographical areas (see Fig. 1):
the Skellefte district (consisting of the municipali-
ties Skellefted, Norsjo and Mald) and the Gold
Line (consisting of Sorsele, Storuman and Vil-
helmina municipalities). Since the municipal level
is the most disaggregated level of official data
available from Statistics Sweden, and since the
municipality of Lycksele is part of both the Skel-
lefte district and the Gold Line, Lycksele has been
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treated as its own ‘district’. At the beginning of the
studied period the development in Lycksele was
largely due to changes in the Kristineberg mine,
located in the northern parts of Lycksele munici-
pality and belonging to the Skellefte district. Dur-
ing the 21¢ century the development in the Gold
Line is also affecting the development in Lycksele,
especially since 2005 when the Svartliden gold
mine went into production.

In the article, activities related to the industry of
mining and quarrying in the Swedish Standard In-
dustrial Classification (SNI data) are examined (Ta-
ble 1). Companies and production units in the SNI
data are classified according to the activity they
carry out, with data available for both the day-time
population (defined as the number of employees
at the workplace location) and the night-time pop-
ulation (defined as the residential location of the
employee). Another source of information is the
Swedish Standard Classification of Occupations
(SSYK data). Several occupations are linked to the
mining industry; however, data on specific occu-
pations was only available from the early 21* cen-
tury. Occupational data for the day-time popula-
tion was available at municipal level, whereas
night-time population data was available only at
county level.

In addition, some key figures regarding active
firms in the county’s mining sector were gathered
from three other sources: the Mining Inspectorate
of Sweden, Georange (2008, a non-profit organi-
zation focusing on the development of the mining
sector in northern Sweden) and Affarsdata (a data-
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base containing information concerning Swedish
firms).

Interviews with mining actors such as juniors
(i.e. mining companies only performing explora-
tion activities), majors (i.e. companies with mines
in operation) and related activities/subcontractors
in Vasterbotten were held in late 2008. The semi-
structured interviews mainly provided comple-
mentary information about recent changes within
the mining sector, e.g. employment needs and or-
ganizational changes. In fact, the interviews were
conducted during months when the demand for
minerals dropped dramatically due to the eco-
nomic recession. The 15 interviews were conduct-
ed with CEOs or managers working either at min-
ing companies or at companies clearly related to
the mining industry. Related companies, for exam-
ple, manufacture machinery and instruments for
mining and quarrying. They supply technical con-
sulting and technical support for, e.g., chemical
analysis, education and staff training, and repair
machinery and conduct wholesale of mining ma-
chinery and equipment. The mining companies
had mines in production or newly discovered de-
posits, for which they had applied for exploitation
concessions.

As shown further on (Fig. 2), mining creates em-
ployment in additional sectors than those included
in Table 1. It also has indirect quantitative and
qualitative effects. Quantitative effects in the form
of (localized) infrastructure, services, construction
and transportation, as well as qualitative effects
such as know-how, technological development

Table 1. Classification of industrial sectors and occupations in mining (SNI and SSYK codes).

Code Refer to In text Geographical Available years Day-time / Population
context Night-time
population
SNI Relates to the industry of Mining industry ~ Municipal level 1990-2007 Yes/Yes 16-64 years
10-14 mining and quarrying  workers
SSYK 711 Miners, quarry workers ~Miners Municipal and 2001-2007 Yes/No 16-64 years
and stonecutters county level and gender
SSYK 811 Mineral-processing plant Mineral plant Municipal and 2001-2007 Yes/No 16-64 years
operators. Drillers and  operators county level and gender
related workers
SSYK 812 Metal-processing plant  Metal plant Municipal and 2001-2007 Yes/No 16-64 years
operators and metal operators county level and gender

melters

Source: SNI and SSYK classification, Statistics Sweden.
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and innovations which can be sold and exported,
are created in related activities (cf. Wiberg 2009).
The intention of this paper is to calculate the ac-
tual workforce in the industry instead of making
general assessments about multiplier and induced
effects." However, all majors and a selection of
juniors in Visterbotten were interviewed about
which related businesses they make use of, mak-
ing it possible to calculate the minimum employ-
ment levels in related activities.

The restructuring of the mining
industry

The mining sector is a mature industry that has un-
dergone substantial changes over the past dec-
ades. Increasing globalization, neoliberal tenden-
cies, innovation and technological development
have led to industrial restructuring in several ways,
with major implications for firms, places and re-
gions related to mining activities (Neil et al. 1992;
Neil & Tykkyldinen 1998; Dale 2002; Bridge
2004).

The mining sector has long been known to be
sensitive to the development of the world econo-
my and business cycles. Increasing demand for
raw materials drives up the world market prices in
a way that increases mining companies’ profitabil-
ity. Deposits that were previously judged as un-
profitable can suddenly be worth considering
again. Increased demand also stimulates the
search for new deposits and investments in high-
risk projects such as new mines. During the recent
global boom, the demand generated by invest-
ments and economic growth in Asia, especially
China and India, drove up the market prices of
many minerals (Humphreys 2010). When the
economy turns down, there is a need to reduce
costs and slow down production. During such pe-
riods mines can be closed, temporarily or perma-
nently (Cutter & Renwick 2004). Mining is well
known to be a risky business, with high levels of
financial risk taking (Houghton 1993; Tykkyldinen
1998; Hayter 2000; Storey 2001; Bridge 2004).
The richness and profitability of a single mine is
seldom known to any high degree of precision in
advance, and dramatic turns in market prices
could make production extremely profitable dur-
ing some periods and not profitable at all during
others. The capital intensity of mining is another
factor that makes the business hazardous. The
need for heavy investments in infrastructure and
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equipment, and also the fact that it usually takes
several years from the discovery to the start-up of
a new mine, imply difficulties in launching pro-
duction during periods of high demand and high
price levels for specific minerals. To cope with
these problems some shallow, rich deposits are ex-
tracted as open-cast mines, which lowers the nec-
essary investment and reduces the risk.

Mining is a highly globalized industry in the
sense that many companies operate in several
countries and on various continents (Ds 2002: 65;
SGU 2007: 1; UNCTAD 2009). Low transport
costs for raw materials also imply that mining can
take place far from the end markets. Furthermore,
for instance, the Frasier Institute performs a global
survey among mining companies and, based on
this, map the pros and cons of the world’s different
mining regions and countries (Frasier Institute
2008)%. Their index indicates that Sweden is of
great interest to the global mining industry from
many points of view.

Neoliberal tendencies have contributed to the
development and restructuring of the world’s min-
ing business (Bridge 2004). A sign of this is that
Sweden, together with more than eighty other
countries, has implemented deregulation and lib-
eralization of relevance to the mining sector (Ds
2002: 65). During the late 1980s and early 1990s,
Swedish mineral legislation was changed to attract
and to make it easier for foreign mining companies
and investors to explore and start operations with-
in Sweden. The mineral sector had previously
been protected, not least because natural resourc-
es and the supply of minerals were long recog-
nized to be of strategic (military) importance
(Humphreys 1995). In the past, exploration activi-
ties were mainly conducted by the Geological Sur-
vey of Sweden, but due to increasing costs this
exploration nearly ceased and is today conducted
by the mining companies themselves. The end of
the Cold War, increased free trade and the gradual
reduction of economic importance of the mineral
sector in relation to other and faster-growing sec-
tors in developed economies led to a reduction of
protectionism in the mineral sector. Instead, de-
regulation was seen as a way to attract foreign
TNCs (transnational corporations) to invest in the
country’s mining industry and bring in new capital
and technological know-how, thereby contribut-
ing to the industry’s survival in increasing global
competition. It is interesting, however, to note that
in recent years the European Union has begun to
engage in issues relating to raw materials. For in-
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stance, the EU Commission has highlighted it as a
problem that the trade bloc largely relies on im-
ports of important minerals from other parts of the
world (Commission of the European Communities
2005, 2008; SGU 2009). Sweden’s role, not least
the northern parts’ importance, in the supply of
certain metals has been recognized as valuable
both for the EU and for the regional/local level (the
County Boards of Norrbotten and Vasterbotten
2008; SGU 2009).

For many decades, the mining industry was
generally organized according to the same princi-
ples as many other large scale manufacturing busi-
nesses. This production mode has been labelled
Fordism. The level of vertical integration was rath-
er high, and the mining companies often domi-
nated the manufacturing sector and labour market
in mining towns. There is a vast body of literature
on communities that are dependent on the exploi-
tation of natural resources (Neil et al. 1992; Neil &
Tykkyldinen 1998; Halseth 1999; Hanink 2000;
Barnes et al. 2001; Dale 2002). Since the mining
industry as such is based on localized, limited and
non-renewable resources, many mining towns
and regions have experienced dramatic lifecycles
(Bengtsson 1997; Hayter 2000). An initial start-up
period with many new jobs in the construction of
the necessary physical infrastructure as well as
mining and surrounding services would cause a
local boom. Since many of these mining projects
demanded a great deal of labour and were located
in relatively sparsely populated and isolated areas,
it was often necessary to build up new communi-
ties around the mining activities. Thereafter usu-
ally followed a period when the mining company
made efforts to reduce production costs through
different rationalization measures. If no new jobs
were created in other businesses, this strategy led
to economic stagnation or the beginning of a neg-
ative trend in terms of job opportunities and popu-
lation. Finally, the resource became exhausted and
the mine was closed down. Several case studies
describe the difficulties these towns and regions
experience due to winding down and final clo-
sures (NARP 1982; Neil et al. 1992; Dale 2002).
The heavy reliance on one production sector, the
relative isolation and the lock-in effects of path de-
pendency among local businesses, decision mak-
ers and people, have often given rise to difficulties
in pursuing alternative strategies for local develop-
ment (Crowson 2009). Structural unemployment,
social problems, out-migration and calls for gov-
ernment intervention, public grants etc. were
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common (Dale 2002). However, in some places
new businesses, for example in the tourism sector,
have mitigated the problems of restructuring with-
in the mining sector (Johansen 1998; Jussila & Jar-
viluoma 1998; Neil & Tykkyldinen 1998).

There have also been changes within the mining
sector, not least in order for the firms involved to
handle the financial risks associated with mining.
The main tendency has been towards a more flex-
ible production mode (often labelled Post-Ford-
ism; see for instance Holly 1996; Peck 2000). For
example, the contemporary mining industry is less
vertically integrated compared to some decades
ago. One example of flexible specialization is that
many functions have been out-sourced and that
mining companies often rely on subcontractors
and consultants for substantial parts of their activi-
ties. In this way, the mining companies reduce
their risk by transferring it to other actors, while the
major company itself can adjust production vol-
ume and costs more easily.

The binding up of financial capital and the soci-
etal responsibility associated with single-company
mining towns also imply high exposure to risks re-
lated to the dramatic changes in world market
prices for minerals and metals (Houghton 1993;
Tykkyldinen 1998; Hayter 2000; Storey 2001;
Bridge 2004; Humphreys 2010). The mining in-
dustry as such is well known for attracting risk
capital in global economic boom periods, while
less financial capital is available during times of
economic recession. This cyclic pattern regarding
mining activities requires flexibility among author-
ities and municipalities, e.g. concerning physical
planning and housing, as well as a dynamic labour
market, to cope with temporary ups and downs
(Rolfe et al. 2007).

In Australia, for instance, the goal to become
more flexible has resulted in the fly-in/fly-out
model of mining employees, pursued from the late
1980s and onwards (Houghton 1993; Tykkyldinen
1998; Storey 2001). Instead of founding a perma-
nent settlement close to a new mine as would
have been natural in previous decades, the mining
companies build up more temporal accommoda-
tion where the workforce stays during their work-
ing periods. Staffs mainly commute long-distance
by airplane to and from the metropolitan areas.
Technological improvements also mean that a
mine can be run with a relatively small number of
employees. Finally, the dispersal of production
over several countries and continents could be
seen as a risk-reducing strategy.
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Mining operations in the county of
Visterbotten

In 2008 there were five mines in operation and 61
granted exploitation concessions in the study area
(Bergstaten 2009). In early 2009 a sixth mine,
Blaiken, was re-opened after having been closed
for a period of time (SR 2009). Mines in the study
area produce sulphides such as gold, zinc, copper,
lead and silver.

Visterbotten’s role as a raw material producer
of sulphides took off in 1924 when a gold ore de-
posit was discovered 30 km west of the town of
Skelleftea (Fig. 1). The so-called Boliden deposit
was Europe’s largest gold mine until 1967, when it
closed (SGU 2009). The mine’s location gave
name to the mining settlement of Boliden and the
(international) mining company Boliden. Howev-
er, even before the opening of the Boliden mine it
was known that there were other interesting explo-
ration sites in the surrounding areas (Lundgren
2006). During a period of more than 80 years, sev-
eral mines have been opened and closed within
the area, usually referred to as the Skellefte district.
The Skellefte district runs through several munici-
palities besides Skellefted, such as Norsjo, Mala
and Lycksele. The most long-lived mine is Kris-
tineberg, which has been in operation since 1940
(Georange 2003). The mining activities in the
Skellefte district have been of great importance for
the development of the region and have given rise
to substantial employment effects, particularly in
the mining communities but also in the munici-
palities involved (Lundkvist 1980). In summer
2010, four mines were in operation in the Skellefte
district: Maurliden, Renstrom and Kristineberg are
operated by Boliden, whereas the Bjoérkdal Gold
Mine is run by the Canadian mining company
Gold-Ore.

Over the years, other parts of Vasterbotten have
also been of interest for exploration and mining.
For instance, the Swedish state owned and Boli-
den operated a copper mine in Stekenjokk (Vil-
helmina municipality) during the period 1975-
1987. The actual mine was located in the high
mountains whereas many mine workers chose to
settle in the relatively nearby village of Klimpfjall,
giving rise to a boom period for the settlement.
The sudden closure of the mine in 1987 resulted in
societal problems such as a dramatic increase in
unemployment, out-migration and vacant housing
(Nygren & Karlsson 1992).
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In recent years, focus has shifted towards a re-
gional tectonic zone in the interior areas of Vaster-
botten. This rather diffuse stretch is usually referred
to as the Gold Line (SGU 2009: 1). It runs mainly
through the municipalities of Sorsele, Storuman,
Vilhelmina and Lycksele. Since the late 1980s,
several juniors and majors have been involved in
the exploration of this area and as a result a
number of prospects have been found. Since 2005,
the Australian major mining company Dragon
Mining has had a gold mine in operation in Svart-
liden at the border between the municipalities of
Lycksele and Storuman. In Blaiken, close to the
border between the municipalities of Sorsele and
Storuman, the Swedish mining company Scan
Mining started up production in summer of 2006,
but the production was stopped in December
2007 due to bankruptcy. In 2008 Blaiken was ac-
quired by the regional mining company Lappland
Goldminers, which went into production again in
spring 2009 (Bergstaten 2009). For a number of
years, Lappland Goldminers have been preparing
to start up mining in Fiboliden in Lycksele mu-
nicipality, relatively close to Dragon Mining’s
mine in Svartliden. Furthermore Ronnbacken, a
promising nickel deposit located in the mountain
range outside the Gold Line in Storuman munici-
pality, is being explored by Swedish IGE Nordic. It
is generally expected that there are more mine de-
posits to extract along the Gold Line. As a result,
the Gold Line has emerged as a new mining dis-
trict, alongside the already established Skellefte
district.

The development in recent years offers hope for
new employment opportunities in the mining sec-
tor in municipalities or areas with little or no prior
experience of mining activities. Some deposits in
Vésterbotten are rather limited and will only be in
production for a short period of time. These mines
cannot be expected to have long-term effects on
the surrounding economy or create any larger em-
ployment needs compared to larger deposits,
which can be in production for decades. The Stor-
liden mine, which was in production between
2002 and 2008, is one example of a small-scale
mine extracted during a short time period, with a
very limited workforce consisting of 45 employ-
ees. However, it is quite often the case that further
exploration at the depth or in nearby surroundings
leads to continued mining for many years after the
initial findings have been depleted.

Competitiveness and growth potential have a
great deal to do with the ability of firms to change
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and create new income sources in the mining in-
dustry. According to the interviews with majors
and juniors in Vasterbotten this process has taken
different paths, for example through R&D, cost-
efficiency measures, expanding to new markets or
developing new products. There are several exam-
ples of activities in the study area that have previ-
ously been conducted by the mining companies
but now are out-sourced to subcontractors. In the
past Boliden AB, the largest major in Viasterbotten,
had its own personnel in most steps of the produc-
tion chain, whereas new actors such as the foreign
majors Gold-Ore and Dragon Mining, already
from their planning phase in Vésterbotten, used
subcontractors for substantial parts of their pro-
duction, even in steps which could be regarded as
core activities such as exploration, drilling, blast-
ing and transportation in the mine. Today, Boliden
has changed its organization structure towards
more out-sourcing. Nevertheless, their workforce
still comes mainly from the surrounding area. Al-
though the area is sparsely populated, the mines
are within reach through daily commuting by car
from several small to medium-sized communities.
At the present scale of operation, there is no obvi-
ous need for solutions such as the fly-in/fly-out
model frequent in Australia’s and Canada’s remote
mining districts (Houghton 1993; Tykkyldinen
1998; Storey 2001; Rolfe et al. 2007). On the con-
trary, many majors and juniors prefer local em-
ployees due to their local knowledge and mining
experience.
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In 1990, 1.3% of the total workforce in Vister-
botten was mining industry workers, and the
county’s mining sector represented 15.1% of the
national mining sector. Since then the region’s
share of mining industry workers has decreased, to
10.7% in 2007. Recently, however, new possibili-
ties to develop businesses and work opportunities
connected to mining have emerged. Great interest
in Visterbotten’s mining districts has resulted in at
least 95 related activities (Wiberg 2009). Both jun-
jors and majors in Vasterbotten work in close co-
operation with subcontractors and consultants,
who perform related activities such as exploration,
drilling, mine development, chemical analyses
etc. Regional demand has created new business
opportunities in the area, which also can be ex-
ported (Wiberg 2009). This has, for instance, led to
a specialization regarding mining among consult-
ant firms in northern Sweden, and also to the es-
tablishment of a well known international consult-
ant firm in the study area.

The mining industry can be seen as a produc-
tion system (Dicken 2003). The basic functions in
Visterbotten’s mining industry are core activities
(exploration, mining and mineral dressing) and are
distinguished from activities performed by others
than the mining companies, here called related
activities in the production system (Fig. 2). Related
activities are tasks such as development of equip-
ment, transportation or drilling. Mining companies
often perform core activities (grey boxes in the fig-
ure) themselves or in close collaboration with con-
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Core activities
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N\ |
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Fig. 2. Organization of mining activities in the county of Vasterbotten.
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sultants or subcontractors. Companies carrying
out related activities are characterized by skill de-
velopment and flexibility to various degrees. Ac-
tivities found in the box in the upper part of Fig. 2,
such as producers of equipment or consulting
services performing chemical analyses or seeking
permissions, need specialized skills and often a
high degree of education to perform their work.
They market and sell their specialized knowledge
as either services or equipment. Businesses in the
upper part of the figure are in this study from with-
in the region, often developed as a spin-off from
the mining companies. According to interviews
they often have a close collaboration with mining
companies, especially regarding development of
medium to high-tech equipment used in core ac-
tivities.

Subcontractors, in the lower part of Fig. 2, are
characterized by more labour-intensive activities
and usually require less highly educated person-
nel. Instead, they need to be flexible and trained to
perform various tasks, in order to adjust to produc-
tion in either the mines or other sectors within the
region. These companies are often highly depend-
ent on local labour and on flexible solutions, since
the demand for their services often varies due to
production fluctuations in the mines. The main fo-
cus in this study is on core activities, but related
activities are also covered to some degree.
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Employment in Vasterbotten’s mining
industry

During the period 1990-2007, the number of per-
sons employed within the mining industry in Vas-
terbotten decreased from about 1 700 to 880 (a
48% reduction). During the same period, the rela-
tive importance for the county’s labour market has
been reduced from 1.3% to 0.7% of total employ-
ment. The proportion of employment in the min-
ing industry is naturally slightly higher in the min-
ing districts (1.5%—1.8%). Employment in the
mining industry therefore represents a rather small
fraction of the total labour market, yet of signifi-
cant importance to the local mining communities
within these districts. Noteworthy is that, whereas
many jobs were lost during the 1990s due to ra-
tionalizations, the early 21 century meant a sig-
nificant upturn for employment in mining (Fig. 3).
During the period 2001-2007, the number of
those employed in the mining industry rose by
34%. This was in accordance with the develop-
ment at the national level, though the shift came
rather early in Vasterbotten and was more pro-
found. Intensified exploration, increased produc-
tion in established mines and the start-up of new
mine projects in the Skellefte district as well as in
the recently discovered Gold Line contributed to
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Fig. 3. Mining industry workers in Vasterbotten 1990-2007.
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this regional boom in mining activity. However,
due to the economic recession, 2008 and 2009
saw a substantial drop in exploration activities and
investments, causing lower employment needs in
exploration (SGU 2009: 1). This has had a strong
negative impact on a number of local subcontrac-
tors, particularly those performing exploration for
juniors or majors.

In 2007, slightly less than two-thirds of all min-
ing industry workers residing in Vdasterbotten
worked in the Skellefte district (as compared to al-
most three-fourths in 1990). Approximately one of
five had their workplace in Lycksele municipality
and 13% in the Gold Line district. A small number
worked in other municipalities.

Even though there have been prior periods of
increased employment, for example in 1993 when
production and employment levels in the Skellefte
district rose, the years after 2002 are especially in-
teresting concerning mining industry workers in
the county of Vasterbotten. Employment levels
from 2002 and onwards increased throughout the
time period in the region as such, but with various
fluctuations among the three districts. There was a
shift towards higher employment levels in all three
districts in 1994-1995, and in 2004 and onwards.
The increase in the 1990s was quite temporary,
while changes occurring after 2004 seem to have
stayed at a higher level due to the extraction of
new deposits and changes in global demand, in-
creasing the production pace and thereby raising
the demand for labour.

Lycksele municipality, being part of both the
Skellefte district and the Gold Line, has seen a
slightly increasing number of workers since 2001.
Another municipality with mining industry work-
ers is Vilhelmina, which itself has no mining ac-
tivities, but the Svartliden mine is located only
about 5 km from the municipal border and, due to
commuting, has an impact on the residential pop-
ulation (i.e. night-time population, see Fig. 3).
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The day-time population, where the workplace
location of employees is studied, is slightly higher
than the night-time population of mining industry
workers in Vasterbotten, and has been so during
the whole period, indicating commuting to the
county from neighbouring areas (Fig. 3). The dif-
ference between day-time and night-time mining
industry workers increased most rapidly in 2003,
which is connected to the opening of the Svartli-
den mine. Commuters are mainly workers from
nearby communities and municipalities, with
former experience of mining from mines such as
the Laisvall (closed 2001) in Norrbotten county.
Commuting indicates that more municipalities
than those included in the Skellefte district, such
as Gold Line and Lycksele, are affected by the
changes in the mining industry in Véasterbotten.

Of all districts, Lycksele has the greatest differ-
ence between day-time and night-time mining
populations, with more mining jobs than inhabit-
ants working in the mining industry. Even if most
people live and work in the same municipality,
nearly half of Lycksele’s mining industry workers
had their residential location outside the munici-
pality and were commuting to Lycksele. The Skel-
lefte district has had more residential mining in-
dustry workers than actual mining jobs since the
1990s. Along the Gold Line, the day-time popula-
tion has surpassed the night-time population in
recent years, indicating commuting to the area
due to new work opportunities.

Regarding specific mining occupations, the
number of miners and mineral plant operators has
increased by 72% since 2001. The Skellefte dis-
trict had a peak in 2005, and the Gold Line had a
gradually increasing level until the last year of
available data (Table 2). These occupations have
also risen gradually in Lycksele municipality, most
likely as an effect of expanding production both
along the Gold Line and in the Skellefte district
(Table 2).

Table 2. Employment of miners and mineral plant operators 2001-2007, day-time population.

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 Change Change, %
Skellefte district 207 234 254 274 322 276 295 +88 43
Lycksele municipality 66 61 73 75 77 84 93 +27 41
Gold Line 4 4 5 19 39 79 88 +84 2200
Total 277 299 332 368 438 439 476 +199 72

Source: Statistics Sweden, SSYK codes 711 and 811.
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Table 3. Employment of miners and mineral plant operators 2001-2007, night-time population.

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 Change Change, %
Miners Men 219 218 224 233 246 287 298 +79 36
Women 8 9 7 7 23 29 33 +25 313
Drillers and plant Men 59 98 88 125 149 152 201 +142 241
operators Women 11 11 12 19 23 18 17 +6 55
Total 297 336 331 384 441 486 549 1252 85

Source: Statistics Sweden, SSYK codes 711 and 811.

The change in the Gold Line is due to activities
in the Blaiken and Svartliden mines. The develop-
ment in the Skellefte district fluctuates during the
period, not least caused by changed activities in
two local mines. New employment has also been
created in the Skellefte district, largely due to a
restart of the Bjorkdal gold mine and intensified
exploration. Since the increase is in the category
of mineral plant operators (which includes well
drillers, borers and related workers), it is most like-
ly due to an exploration “boom” in Vésterbotten.

The number of miners residing in the study area
increased by 46% during the period 2001-2007,
with a particularly sharp increase between 2004
and 2006. The proportion of women increased
threefold during the period, and in 2007 repre-
sented about 10% of the miners (Table 3). Mining
has traditionally been a sector dominated by men,
and still is. However, technological advances have
improved working conditions and slightly in-
creased the number of women working in the sec-
tor.

Related activities in Vasterbotten’s
mining industry

A trend among firms in various sectors and regions
is their concentration of business to core activities
and higher cost efficiency. This is also evident
among major companies in Visterbotten, com-
pared to the 1980s when major companies such as
Boliden AB, sought to have many of their activities
in-house (Metall 2000; Ds 2002: 65). The employ-
ment decline between 1990 and 2007 described
above suggests that the number of work opportu-
nities was reduced mainly due to cost-efficiency
measures. This development is not exclusive to

mining operations in Visterbotten (Shapiro et al.
2007). Some related firms that were interviewed
have activities abroad or are interested in further
establishment outside Sweden and Europe, partly
as a strategy for reducing their dependency on re-
gional demand. However, most related interview-
ees stated that it is difficult to meet regional or na-
tional demand, especially during boom periods,
and at the same time expand beyond national or
European borders due to knowledge gaps, time
constraints or a shortage of qualified labour.

In addition to mining industry workers, there are
related activities and subcontractors that are not
seen as core activities in Fig. 2, but still carry out
work clearly related to the mining industry. In Vds-
terbotten, employees in the category of metal plant
operators (SSYK code 812) are mainly employed at
the Ronnskdr smelter in Skellefted municipality,
which is seen as a related activity according to
Fig. 2. The number of employed metal plant op-
erators in the study area decreased between 2001
and 2007 from 585 to 474 (night-time population),
a decline of 19%. 28% of all women in the catego-
ry had lost their jobs, compared to 18% of all men.
In 2007, 424 men and 50 women worked as metal
plant operators. The owner of the smelter, Boliden
AB, has outsourced a substantial part of the activi-
ties instead of having all human resources in-
house. The company had almost 900 persons
working at Rénnskar in 2008 (Boliden 2009).

Based on the interviews, 27 related activities in
Vasterbotten were identified and have been divid-
ed into categories according to their SNI coding
(Table 4). The largest group of related activities,
apart from metal plant operators, are those pro-
ducing equipment for the industry. The group
which has increased most is drilling companies,
followed by transportation, even if these numbers
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Table 4. Employees in related activities 2004-2007.
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Related activity Number.of Employees per sector

companies 2004 2005 2006 2007
Equipment 11 416 386 421 518
Drilling 3 47 92 185 243
Transportation 2 16 24 32 46
Services 7 74 75 84 91
Consultants 4 3 4 4 3
Total 27 556 581 726 901

Source: Affarsdata 2009.

are on a fairly low level. Another important group
is those businesses providing construction, electri-
cians and mechanical services. Employment in
related activities increased from 556 employees in
2004 to 901 employees in 2007, a change of 62%.
Figures include regional companies, whereas the
Ronnskar smelter is excluded.

Concluding remarks

Substantial changes have taken place within the
global mining industry since the early 1990s.
Growing global demand for minerals and the
Swedish mining deregulation in 1992 increased
international mining actors’ interest in Sweden’s
mineral deposits, leading to the entry of several
foreign mining companies and substantial foreign
investment. Today foreign companies conduct ex-
ploration and mining, but also related activities
such as consulting in Visterbotten. The industry
has been transformed by this internationalization
and increased flexible specialization, and these
changes have led to a growth in employment out-
side the mining companies. Consequently, some
mining employment has moved from core activi-
ties performed by the mining companies to related
activities (often subcontractors). Some of these
firms are not registered as performing mining ac-
tivities, according to the Swedish Standard Indus-
trial Classification (SNI).

Mining employment in the study area of Vaster-
botten generally declined between 1990 and
2007. However, the implementation of flexible
strategies leads to the conclusion that it is not en-
tirely a case of declining work opportunities. In-
stead, mining employment is transferred into other

sectors, from core activities to related activities
such as the development of equipment and manu-
facturing, or is outsourced to subcontractors. In
fact, data and interviews indicate that the number
of work opportunities among related activities is
higher today than the number of jobs in the mining
industry. There is, however, a significant difference
between related activities like consulting and
manufacturing, which are knowledge-intensive,
and activities like mining and transportation,
which are more labour-intensive. Subcontractors
often perform labour-intensive tasks. During finan-
cial crisis these subcontracting firms face an un-
certain future, while firms in other related sectors
are usually less vulnerable. The high-risk profile of
subcontracting firms reveals their weaknesses
when it comes to local and regional development
based on mining. In spite of this, flexibility also
creates new business opportunities for related
firms. As a matter of fact, some are highly com-
petitive within their niche on the international
market and also have the ability to sell their prod-
ucts to customers outside mining.

Even though employment in mining has gener-
ally decreased since 1990, more recent years have
witnessed a remarkable employment recovery.
During the period 2001-2007 there was 34% em-
ployment growth in the region’s mining sector,
also increasing the number of women employed
in the sector. Mining has traditionally been totally
dominated by men, but in 2007 about 10% of
miners were women. This is a substantial change,
albeit starting at a very low level. Another new fea-
ture during recent years is activities undertaken
along the Gold Line, resulting in new mines and
employment. Due to existing settlements, most
employees live in the mining districts or commute
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relatively short distances, even though the study
area is remote and sparsely populated.

The difficulties involved in building a sustaina-
ble development in mining have been widely ac-
knowledged (Neil et al. 1992; Freudenberg 2002;
Cutter & Renwick 2004). Exhaustion of non-re-
newable resources lies in the very nature of min-
ing communities, and dramatic fluctuations in de-
mand for minerals and metals are the normal state
of these businesses. However, the recent econom-
ic recession has not meant that mining investment
in the study area is back at the same low levels as
during the 1980s and 1990s. Instead, a rather
quick recovery of the demand for minerals and
metals has kept mining investments in Vsterbot-
ten at a high level. Exploration investments there
are among the highest in Europe, and the demand
for gold is still strong. However, exhaustion, shifts
in demand and short-term mining investments af-
fect municipalities in the region when planning for
social services, housing, land use, etc. It is also
difficult to attract labour to become residential and
thereby contribute to local and regional growth
when the individual mines tend to be rather small
and short-lived. From this perspective, it is not
likely that new mines will have large long-term ef-
fects on employment and population figures. At
this stage, neither core nor related mining activi-
ties can alone reverse the declining tendencies in
Viésterbotten’s mining districts.

As mentioned, new employment opportunities
have lately been created in related activities rather
than in the mines. Hence, one option would be to
diversify the local and regional economies through
mining-related activities, especially those know-
ledge-intensive activities that make use of the vast
experience in mining and that are able to benefit
from the presence of new international mining
companies in the region. This could potentially
contribute to making the firms, their employees
and even the communities less vulnerable to the
risks associated with exhaustion of the region’s
mineral resources, layoffs due to rationalizations
and the recurrent dramatic up- and down-swings
in the mining industry. Such a strategy could be
promoted through investments in R&D, education
and training. In this way, a strategy based on fos-
tering mining-related activities could help to di-
versify the economy and thereby strengthen re-
gional competitiveness and development poten-
tials.
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NOTES

' Sorensson (2003) and Lind (2009) have estimated
multiplier effects based on scenarios of increased
mining activities in the Gold Line district.

2 The Frasier Institute’s survey includes, for example,
questions about infrastructure, taxation, political sta-
bility, mineral potentials, employment agreements
and regulations regarding environment and land use.
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