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1. Foreword

»This report focuses on the political 
challenges that the EU and Sweden face 
in managing the supply of ‘new’ metals 
and minerals, which will now be used 
on a much larger scale than before.«
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1. Foreword

The transition to a fossil-free, sustainable society will re-
quire the increased use of metals and minerals that have 
not been widely used before, and that are essential for the 
technology involved in wind turbines, electric cars and the 
rapid development of information and communications 
technology. Demand for several of these critical metals and 
minerals is expected to increase signficantly in the com-
ing decades. 

The IVA's Roadmap for Metals and Minerals project aims to 
help Sweden and Europe secure long-term, sustainable ac-
cess to the critical metals and minerals needed for a tran-
sition to a fossil-free, sustainable society. 

This is the third of four reports within the project. The other 
reports are 'Challenges for Meeting Increased Demand for 
Metals and Minerals', 'Circular Flows to Meet Increased De-
mand for Metals and Minerals', and the final report 'Metals 
and Minerals for Sustainable Development and Strengthened 
Competitiveness'. The first three reports form the basis for 
the conclusions and recommendations of the final report.

This report focuses on the political challenges that the EU 
and Sweden face in managing the supply of these ‘new’ 
metals and minerals, which will now be used on a much 
larger scale than before. Sweden has just begun the pro-
cess of developing a new minerals strategy, and the re-
port discusses the policy areas and issues that should be 
included in it. We show examples from other countries’ 
strategies, and discuss the framework that has been pro-
vided for the Swedish work by the EU's recently adopted 
Critical Raw Materials Act. 

The issue of permitting processes, especially environmen-
tal assessments, occupies a significant part of the report. 
We aim to re-energise the debate on environmental assess-
ments; we do this by highlighting the strengths and weak-
nesses of the current structure of these assessments. We 
also address the conflicts of interest and objectives that 
arise in the context of environmental assessments, and 
the role that national policy must play in resolving them. 

The report was prepared during 2023–2024 by an expert 
group consisting of: 

Gert Nilson, Expert Group Chair, Jernkontoret, IVA Fellow
Jan Westberg, Project Manager, IVA 
Monika Andersson, Zinkgruvan Mining AB 
Anna-Karin Hjalmarsson, Miljökraft i Sverige AB 
David Högnelid, Special Products Business Area, LKAB 
Louise Karlberg, Swedish Society for Nature 
Conservation 
Tobias Kluge, Svemin 
Anna Kumpula, Georange 
Maria Pettersson, Luleå University of Technology 
Ilka von Dalwigk, EIT InnoEnergy 
Pär Weihed, Professor, Luleå University of Technology, 
IVA Fellow 

The expert group has analysed and discussed conditions, 
challenges and measures linked to strategies, goals and con-
flicts of interest for the IVA’s Roadmap for Metals and Miner-
als project, using factual reports, studies and scientific arti-
cles as a basis. The report is also based on the expert group's 
collective knowledge and analysis, and provides input to the 
continuing debate – as highlighted in the text with an excla-
mation mark (!).

The expert group supports the report as a whole, but not all 
individual statements. 

Project funders: ABB, Epiroc AB, LKAB, Ragn-Sells, Sandvik 
AB and Zinkgruvan Mining with support from Mistra (Foun-
dation for Strategic Environmental Research), the Swedish 
Foundation for Strategic Research (SSF) and Swedish Min-
ing Innovation, a joint initiative of Vinnova, Formas and the 
Swedish Energy Agency.

Stockholm, May 2024

Gert Nilson, Expert Group Chair
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2. Summary

»A reliable supply of critical metals and 
minerals is a basic requirement for the 
transition to a fossil-free, sustainable society. 
This report discusses the political dimension 
with an in-depth look at permitting issues.«
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2. Summary

A reliable supply of critical metals and minerals is a basic re-
quirement for the transition to a fossil-free, sustainable soci-
ety through electrification and digitalisation. Many technical 
issues need to be addressed, and there are also significant 
challenges of a political nature. This report discusses the po-
litical dimension with an in-depth look at permitting issues. 

When different countries, or a union of countries such as 
the EU, are to pursue policies and design strategies to im-
plement the transition to a fossil-free, sustainable society, 
this is done based on a number of conditions. One is to 
manage the varying capacity of the market to create the 
conditions for producing the goods and services needed 
for the transition. Strategies must also cover geo-, trade- 
and security-policy issues affecting livelihoods. 

The report draws on examples from several countries' strat-
egies, which describe the starting point regarding access 
to metals and minerals that have not been widely used up 
to now. This is often done in terms of strengths and weak-
nesses. 

These strategies also address the need for investment in 
research and innovation, in strategic projects, and in skills 
supply. Investments in circular flows are present in all of the 
strategies, and measures aimed at achieving environmen-
tal, economic and social sustainability are also prominent. 
The strategies cover a wide range of policy areas such as re-
search and education, industrial policy, and legislation and 
its application in exercising public authority. Issues of social 
acceptance and indigenous peoples' rights are also central.

The EU's Critical Raw Materials Act (CRMA) came into force 
in March 2024, with the aim of creating the conditions for 
a secure supply of certain raw materials in the Union. The 
list of selected raw materials includes metals and minerals 
that are important for the technologies central to the tran-
sition to a fossil-free, sustainable society. Since the CRMA 

is a Regulation, meaning that its content must be directly 
applied in each EU Member State, it provides a framework 
for Member States' mineral strategies. The CRMA entails 
several obligations, but does not cover all the policy areas 
that should be included in a national strategy. Preparation 
of a new mineral strategy for Sweden began in March 2024.

Permit reviews are central to the transition to a fossil-free, 
sustainable society. They can also be seen as a catalyst for 
discussing how a democracy should balance different so-
cietal interests. In Sweden, opening a new mine requires 
approvals under the Environmental Code, the Minerals Act, 
and the Planning and Building Act. Environmental assess-
ments in particular are the subject of critical discussion, 
but at the same time can be seen as our democracy's way 
of dealing with difficult and complicated conflicts of inter-
est and objectives in a transparent and predictable way.

Representatives of operating companies and the licensing 
authorities were asked about their views as part of a govern-
ment inquiry into improving environmental assessments. 
There was broad agreement that there are shortcomings in 
how the processes are carried out. It is also possible to trace 
a relationship between the operators' criticism of passive ac-
tion by the county administrative boards, and the authori-
ties’ statement that there is a lack of resources. There is also 
agreement that there are shortcomings in the review docu-
mentation. The companies also believe that there is uncer-
tainty about changes in licensable activities, as they consider 
that assessments of these often focus too much on inspec-
tion issues while too few sustainability aspects are assessed.

The processing times taken for environmental assessments 
are controversial. The Swedish Environmental Protection 
Agency (Naturvårdsverket) compiles statistics on these; 
data for 2020–2022 show that 80% of permits were grant-
ed in line with the initial application. The median time tak-
en was just over a year. It is difficult, however, to make a 



8

2. Summary

 precise assessment of the total processing time for those 
cases where an appeal was lodged. A conservative estimate 
shows that it varies between about four and just over seven 
years. There were few assessments for metal and mineral 
activities in 2020–2022, with the processing times for these 
being longer than for other cases.

The issue of more aspects of sustainability in environmen-
tal assessments has been raised in the public debate on 
permitting processes. Ideas have also been put forward to 
create ‘green channels’ for projects of particular importance 
for the transition to a fossil-free, sustainable society. These 
proposals have been met with scepticism both in scientif-
ic literature and governmental investigations, where it has 
also been noted that Sweden’s Environmental Code already 
provides some scope for considering various sustainability 
aspects in an environmental assessment. 

Sweden has a strong mining tradition, but we are only just 
starting the process of exploiting a number of deposits of 

critical metals and minerals. EU cooperation, formalised in 
the Critical Raw Materials Act, puts pressure on Sweden to 
explore and to create opportunities for realising our geo-
logical potential. A number of conflicting objectives and 
interests will come to light as this happens, and will be 
managed within the framework of various permitting pro-
cesses, not least of which are environmental assessments. 

If Sweden chooses to mine increasing amounts of metals 
and minerals, this will mean new mining operations. This 
in turn creates conflicts of objectives. The first is between 
leaving nature untouched, and accepting local environ-
mental and social impacts. The second conflict of objec-
tives concerns sustainability, the environmental impact, and 
the working conditions we are prepared to accept in min-
ing operations outside Europe. The third concerns the bal-
ance between investments in Sweden and outside the EU. 

Resolving issues of competing land use, not least in the 
supply of critical metals and minerals, is fundamentally 
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about complex conflicts of objectives at the societal level. 
Resolving these issues requires national priorities that can 
be translated into local decisions. Today, there is no for-
malised cross-sectoral collaboration, and common data 
and analyses are made from a holistic perspective. Current 
legislation allows trade-offs to be made between different 
societal interests within the framework of environmental 
legislation. All the same, these trade-offs require clear na-
tional guidelines that can inform decisions at the local level. 
Such guidelines are currently lacking.

Establishing a mine always has environmental, political, local, 
economic and social dimensions. Sweden has long chosen a 
path whereby municipalities do not receive any direct finan-
cial benefit from a business establishment or infrastructure 
investment, such as hydropower, apart from the tax from 
the employees registered in the locality. If municipalities are 
to derive direct economic benefits from an establishment, 
many of the employees must live there. For this to be attrac-
tive, housing and good social services are needed. In many 

cases, this means investment and risk-taking for municipali-
ties. There are proposals for increased value-sharing with the 
local community (to increase acceptance of a mining project 
in the local area) and for a mining pot within the framework 
of the state budget to strengthen municipalities' finances.

A number of possibilities and proposals currently exist for 
increasing local social acceptance. In addition to financial 
compensation, it has been suggested that the Minerals Act 
should introduce a requirement for early dialogue meet-
ings. It is also proposed that holders of exploration per-
mits should compensate affected property owners, such 
as forest owners, for the work required to bring about an 
early dialogue meeting.

There are significant differences in the resources available 
to different groups to put forward their case when conflicts 
of interest relating to environmentally disruptive activities 
are to be handled, not least in terms of the legal process-
es involved.
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3. Policy challenges 
and conditions

»The availability of critical and strategic metals 
and minerals depends on geological conditions, 
global geopolitics and market conditions.«
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3. Policy challenges and conditions

Managing the transition to a fossil-free, sustainable society 
requires technological solutions in which critical and stra-
tegic metals and minerals are a fundamental requirement 
(IVA, 2024a). A number of conditions apply when individual 
countries or a union of countries (such as the EU) pursue 
policies and formulate strategies to implement the transi-
tion. The varying capacity of markets to create the condi-
tions for producing the goods and services needed for the 
transition must be addressed. Strategies must also cover 
geo-, trade- and security-policy issues affecting livelihoods. 

In this chapter, we discuss these issues. In Chapter 4, we 
provide examples from different countries' mineral strate-
gies. Chapter 5 describes the EU's Critical Raw Materials Act 
(CRMA) as a framework for European countries' strategies. 

Permit assessments, especially environmental assessments, 
are central to the transition to a fossil-free, sustainable soci-
ety. They can also be seen as a catalyst for the discussion 
on how a democracy should balance different societal in-
terests. The report's emphasis, in Chapters 7–9, is on en-
vironmental assessments and the conflicts of objectives 
and interests that often become apparent in connection 
with them. 

Geology and markets
Europe's supply of critical and strategic metals and miner-
als poses policy challenges. We need to manage our de-
pendence on a few countries, especially China. It is also es-

sential to stimulate the extraction and recycling of critical 
and strategic metals, even when there are no functioning 
markets for some of them (IVA, 2024b).

The availability of critical and strategic metals and miner-
als depends on geological conditions and the nature of 
value chains. Many of the metals and minerals included in 
the EU's list of critical and strategic raw materials are by-
products of ferrous- and base-metal mining. As such, they 
only make up a small proportion of the minerals involved.

Market conditions are different for those metals and miner-
als that are mined in larger volumes, while market turnover 
for some critical and strategic metals and minerals can be 
a fraction of that for ferrous and base metals. This makes 
it difficult for companies to make investment calculations 
based solely on developments in these existing, often inef-
ficient, low-volume markets. A single investment can dra-
matically change global market conditions and prices, and 
as a result can derail the entire investment (IVA, 2024a).

International relations and markets
With just a few countries accounting for most of the world’s 
production, global geopolitics affect how the EU and Swe-
den can manage their supply of critical and strategic met-
als and minerals. China plays a dominant role in producing 
and processing many of them, controls large parts of the 
value chains, and is also a major net importer (IVA, 2024a).
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The changing trade and security policy situation affects 
the conditions for the supply of strategic metals and min-
erals. The issue is not new, however; as early as 2010, a dis-
pute led China to suspend its exports of critical metals to 
Japan (Evenett & Fritz, 2023). In 2023, China also restricted 
the export of certain raw materials, citing national security 
interests. Export controls on gallium and germanium were 
introduced, along with licensing requirements for the ex-
port of selected graphite products, citing their military im-
portance (Andersson, 2023).

Protectionist tendencies and a division into trading blocs 
have replaced a long period of globalisation. The US Infla-
tion Reduction Act has the stated goal of favouring domes-
tic industry and foreign companies that choose to operate 
in the country. The Act reinforces these protectionist ten-

dencies by giving preferential treatment to companies set-
ting up in the United States at the expense of those seeking 
to export to the country. The heightened tensions result-
ing from Russia's invasion of Ukraine have also very quickly 
placed the supply of raw materials high on the security and 
preparedness agenda (Rossbach, 2023).

Politics and the market
In market economies such as Sweden and other EU coun-
tries, prosperity is created by the market's ability to com-
mercialise new technology through innovation, thereby 
creating economic value. Creating good conditions for 
research and entrepreneurship has been an important po-
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litical task ever since the beginning of industrialism in the 
19th Century (Schön, 2014). At the same time, politics must 
channel the interests and goals of different groups for so-
cietal development, where economic resources, based 
on various political perceptions, benefit all the groups in 
society as much as possible. 

One of today's critical political tasks is to drive the transi-
tion to a fossil-free, sustainable society. That presupposes 
that companies' calculations in the form of estimated rev-
enues and costs are such that they choose to produce the 
goods and services that allow that transition to happen. 

Because of what economists call market failures, these 
conditions are often not in place for the companies re-
sponsible for supplying critical metals and minerals (IVA, 

2024 a). This can mean that the market's pricing of a prod-
uct or service means that it is not produced, even though it 
can be a great benefit to society. A market failure can also 
mean that the socio-economic costs of an environmentally 
harmful activity are not reflected in the price. 

Addressing market failures through policy measures is a 
delicate task. A balance must be struck between, on the 
one hand, exploiting the market's ability to create efficient 
resource utilisation and to stimulate innovation, and on 
the other, using incentives and regulations to ensure that 
the goods and services that are of vital interest to society 
are produced.



14

4. Mineral strategies – an 
international perspective

»Many countries and regional groups are 
working on strategies to supply critical metals 
and minerals. Most of them have a broad 
approach and cover many policy areas.«



15

4. Mineral strategies – an international perspective

Many countries and regional groups are working on strate-
gies to supply critical metals and minerals. In this chapter, 
we look at aspects of how Australia, Brazil, Canada, Finland, 
Japan, Norway, South Korea, the United States and the Af-
rican Union are approaching this.

An offensive approach emphasising their opportunities 
characterises the strategies of Australia and Canada – both 
major mining countries (Australian Government, 2023; Gov-
ernment of Canada, 2022). The United States' strategy ad-
dresses the country’s low level of self-sufficiency in metals 
and minerals essential for the transition (U.S. Department 
of Commerce, 2019).

In Brazil, another important mining nation, a key issue is 
how to move up on the value chain (Pope & Smith, 2023). 
The African Union is working on similar problems, with the 
aim of presenting its strategy in 2024. A key issue is how 
member countries' economies can benefit from a greater 
part of the value chains than is the case today (African De-
velopment Bank Group, 2022). In South Korea, which has 
no mineral resources, the strategy focuses on managing 
the supply of critical metals and minerals through imports 
(Sharma, 2023). Like Japan, South Korea has worked con-
tinuously on its supply security since the 1950s.

Most of the strategies discussed here have a broad ap-
proach and cover many policy areas. They describe each 
country's geological conditions, and the strengths and 
weaknesses of its industrial capacity. The strategies also 
address the need for investment in research and innova-
tion, strategic projects and skills provision. Investment in 
circular flows appears in all of the strategies, while meas-
ures to achieve environmental, economic and social sus-
tainability are also central to many of them.

1 Unless otherwise stated, the references in this introductory section form the basis for the 
examples from different countries' strategies in the chapter.

This chapter looks at different countries’ strategies. The 
aim is to use examples to show that the fundamental is-
sues surrounding the supply of metals and minerals are of-
ten shared. However, the focus differs – depending on the 
country's resources and its domestic processing of critical 
and strategic metals and minerals. 

Of the Nordic countries, only Norway has a strategy aligned 
with the EU’s Critical Raw Materials Act (CRMA), and this 
only dates from 2023 (Ministry of Trade, Industry and Fish-
eries, 2023). Sweden and Finland are currently working on 
renewing their mineral strategies. The section Strategy work 
in Sweden and Finland (later in this chapter) describes the 
status of these updating projects as of spring 2024.1

National conditions 
guide strategy planning
The strategies describe the starting point regarding access 
to mainly ‘new’ metals and minerals – those that have not 
been extracted on a large scale before. This is often done 
in terms of strengths and weaknesses.

The availability of metals and minerals in Australia and Can-
ada is excellent. The opportunities for extraction are consid-
ered very good because their mining industries are techno-
logically advanced and robust. The focus is, therefore, on 
taking advantage of the mining industry through increased 
production, and by accommodating and developing more 
parts of the value chains within the country. 

Brazil has good access to critical metals and minerals. How-
ever, the structure of the Brazilian mining industry has so far 
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prevented the country from benefiting economically from 
mastering several stages of the value chains. Comments 
in the national debate on the strategy note that one rea-
son is that the country's role in the green transition is not 
sufficiently defined. 

The United States has abundant resources of metals and 
minerals that are only extracted to a limited extent. The 
country is almost entirely dependent on imports, not least 
from China. Hence its strategy is to gain more control over 
the supply of metals and minerals, both through increased 
domestic production and by having more links in the value 
chain under national control. Another way is through in-
ternational agreements such as the Mineral Security Part-
nership, which includes 14 countries, including Australia, 
Canada, South Korea and Sweden, together with our Nor-
dic neighbours, Finland and Norway. 

The focus of the strategy is clear for South Korea, which 
has no metal and mineral resources of its own. The task 
is to minimise risk and to secure access to strategic met-
als and minerals for its industry. South Korea also directly 
supports other countries through investment in the sector. 
The challenge is to secure its supply in the face of global 
competition and geopolitical tensions between the United 
States, China and Russia. 

Norway sees its strength from a Nordic perspective through 
the combined availability of metals and minerals in its own 
country, and in Sweden and Finland. It has also identified 
opportunities for extracting resources from mining waste 
and from minerals on the Atlantic seabed. Planning for this 
initiative (which the European Parliament and others have 
criticised) began in 2024. 

Research, development 
and innovation 
In their strategies, the countries considered here want to 
invest in research into processes for extracting new metals 
and minerals. The US’s strategy emphasises the need for 
research to find alternatives to the difficult-to-access met-
als and minerals currently used in the technology central 

to the transition to a fossil-free, sustainable society. This is 
also one of several important areas in Australian and Ca-
nadian strategies.

A variety of measures and initiatives are used for imple-
menting the initiatives. Canada has allocated specific budg-
etary resources for basic geological research, strategic R&D 
projects, and funds to develop technologies and processes 
for extracting new metals and minerals. It has also intro-
duced a 30% tax credit for exploring for designated critical 
metals and minerals. US strategy also emphasises creating 
conditions for academic research and academic-industry 
partnerships. 

Norway notes that its research efforts in this area have so 
far been limited, but it does not propose any special initia-
tives within the framework of the strategy.

Strategic projects and infrastructure
Australia and Canada, in particular, identify investments 
in strategic projects as being essential elements of their 
strategies. Government investment is to be made in par-
ticularly high-risk projects, such as exploration, processes 
for extracting critical metals and minerals, and recycling 
and circular solutions. Both countries have large numbers 
of ‘junior’ and exploration companies with no mining rev-
enue that can benefit from government investment and 
venture-capital market financing. These companies also 
have exploration projects in many countries outside of 
their own. 

Canada's strategy focuses on improving various aspects of 
its infrastructure; for example, in areas currently only sup-
plied with electricity from diesel generators. Canada also 
identifies measures to stimulate the emergence of clusters 
and hubs that can increase international competitiveness 
through foreign companies investing in the country, while 
Australia sees significant projects that can attract foreign 
investment as being strategic. Both countries' strategies 
link the efficiency of their permitting processes to the chal-
lenges of implementing strategic projects.
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In addition, Australia and Canada have a set of tools to 
achieve their strategies’ long-term objectives. These in-
clude earmarked budgets, tax reductions for exploration, 
centres of excellence, and advisory services. In the latter 
category, both countries have initiatives to assist compa-
nies in dealing with authorities in relation to regulatory is-
sues and financial support.

The US does not identify specific strategic projects and 
relies more on broad research initiatives. Norway refers to 
the CRMA strategic projects. 

Circularity
Circular flows are essential to most of the strategies we 
discuss. Australia has set targets and action programmes 
for increased circularity in the management of metals and 
minerals by 2030. Canada offers government funding for 
industrial initiatives that include circular flows. 

The US’s strategy includes specific research initiatives for 
recycling and circular processes. Based on the CRMA, Nor-
way's strategy devotes considerable space to various cir-
cularity issues. 

Skills supply
Many mining nations’ strategies raise the issue of skills. The 
aim is to ensure the availability of labour in all functions re-
lated to mining activities. The description of the problem 
often highlights shortcomings in research, together with a 
general decline in interest in studying mining-related cours-
es at universities and colleges. According to the Canadian 
strategy, there is often an outdated public image of min-
ing, which makes it difficult for the industry to communi-
cate what it is like to work in a modern, high-tech mine.

The strategies propose various information initiatives to in-
crease interest in managing the supply of skills to the min-
ing industry. Australia's strategy discusses how the country 
will attract international labour. The US’s strategy points to 

the need to develop higher-education programmes that 
attract people with academic skills in the natural and so-
cial sciences and in humanities to courses that focus on 
various aspects of the metals and minerals value chains.

Sustainability
A broad sustainability perspective, including environmen-
tal, economic and social aspects, is prominent in both the 
Australian and Canadian strategies. Australia identifies this 
as a key area and wants to make the quality of its sustain-
ability performance an essential factor in both marketing its 
products and in attracting international investment. 

Relations with First Nations are also prominent in Austral-
ian and Canadian strategies. The starting point is humble; 
historically, the issue has not been addressed satisfacto-
rily in either country, a situation that the strategies seek to 
change. These countries’ strategies emphasise that indig-
enous peoples' interests and involvement are central to fu-
ture initiatives, and that these must be implemented so as 
to provide real economic benefits to First Nation peoples 
through jobs and social development. 

Social sustainability plays a significant role in Norway's strat-
egy. That applies particularly to the relationship with the 
Sami, based on the UN Declaration on Indigenous Peoples. 
It proposes measures for consultation procedures, early 
dialogue, rules for exploration permits, and the impact of 
mining on reindeer husbandry.

International trade relations
The strategies we discuss here all aim to secure a country's 
supply of metals and minerals. The starting points differ. The 
challenge for Australia and Canada is to extract their resourc-
es and to be a reliable and long-term international trading 
partner. The challenge for the United States is to break its 
heavy dependence on imports from China in both the short 
and long terms. Since it can only rely on imports, South Ko-
rea needs to strike a balance between the countries selling 
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metals and minerals, and managing the trade tensions re-
sulting from geopolitical developments.

All countries want to build long-term trade relationships with 
selected countries or unions, such as the EU. The overall cri-
teria for selection are that the intended partners are market 
economies and democracies. At the same time, policies and 
measures should address the fact that countries depend on 
a single major exporter, in most cases China.

Australia, Canada and the United States have concluded 
agreements with several countries and the EU, and also aim 
to take leading roles in international cooperation organisa-
tions. And, as noted above, the United States is looking to 
secure commodity supplies through its international Mineral 
Security Partnership. 

The African Union is also working on a strategy for metals 
and minerals. Preparatory work for this states that that the 
EU and many countries outside Africa have strategies aimed 
at securing their supply and controlling as many links as pos-
sible in the value chains (African Development Bank Group, 
2022). That makes it difficult for African countries to benefit 
fully from their large raw-material resources. The preparatory 
work for the strategy discusses most of the areas and types 
of measures presented in this chapter. It also notes that the 
primary interest of producers from Asia and the West is to 
secure their full access to unprocessed raw materials, and 
not to contribute to the development of the mining indus-
try in African countries. 
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Strategy work in Sweden 
and Finland
Finnish and Swedish strategy work is done in the context 
of the EU’s CRMA. While this Regulation obliges Member 
States to implement specific measures, it can also be seen 
as a framework for national strategies (see Chapter 3). The 
CRMA includes provisions for investment in strategic pro-
jects. At the same time, the authorisation processes for 
these projects in each Member State must meet set re-
quirements for time and forms of contact with the author-
ities. The CRMA also sets targets for the supply of critical 
metals and minerals, for circular flows, and for recycling. 

Sweden's and Finland's mineral strategies are relatively old, 
Sweden's from 2013 and Finland's from 2010 (Ministry of 
Enterprise and Innovation, 2013; Ministry of Employment 
and the Economy, 2010). In its 2024 budget bill, the Swed-
ish Government announced a new mineral strategy, with 
the Ministry of Climate and Business Affairs starting work 
on it in March the same year. In Finland, the correspond-
ing work began at the end of 2023 with the intention of 
completing it by the end of 2024. The IVA project's three 
background reports describe the conditions and challeng-
es pertaining specifically to Sweden. In the following para-
graphs, we compare some aspects of Finland's and Swe-
den's strategy work.

Both countries have vibrant mining sectors that are run and 
supported by high-tech companies. Many foreign mining 
companies are active in both Sweden and Finland, playing 
a significant role in exploration. Using international explo-
ration project data, Sweden remained in 27th place in 2022 
in terms of the number of active projects in the country, 
while Finland was placed 22nd, continuing an upward trend 
that started in 2019 (Geological Survey of Sweden [SGU], 
2022a). In Finland, the wholly state-owned Finnish Metal 
Group plays an essential role in many ventures in the min-
ing and battery sectors.

Finland's strategy work, which has progressed further and 
is to be completed earlier than Sweden's, includes ques-
tions about the national need for metals and minerals. That 
means an approach that consists of an analysis of the de-
velopment of the country's industry, the effects of techno-

logical development, and the consequences of the need 
for metals and minerals. 

Both countries' strategy work raises issues relating to re-
search and development and the supply of skills. In Finland, 
there is discussion of a feared future shortage of research-
ers with specialist skills, as it is already challenging to at-
tract students to courses in the field. The lack of access 
to skills also means that it may be difficult to fill positions 
in academia and industry, and with the authorities where 
specialist knowledge is required. 

In Sweden, an inquiry has proposed measures for modern-
ising the Minerals Act ('En tryggad försörjning av metaller 
och mineral', SOU 2022:56). Finland reformed its Mining Act 
extensively in 2011, with further revisions since then, most 
recently in 2023. Other legislation affecting mining and ex-
ploration has also been revised in recent years. For exam-
ple, a new mining tax has been introduced, with 60% of the 
revenue going to municipalities hosting mining operations. 
These municipalities also have a de facto right of veto over 
establishing new mines through their land-use decision-
making powers. Compensation to landowners for explo-
ration is also more generous than is the case in Sweden.

The discussion on licensing processes and the social ac-
ceptance of mining activities in the two countries is very 
similar, as is how the rights of indigenous peoples are to be 
safeguarded. A broad sustainability perspective is a start-
ing point for both countries' work. 

The starting point for Norway's recently published strate-
gy is the combined Nordic resources of critical metals and 
minerals (Ministry of Trade, Industry and Fisheries, 2023). 
Nordic cooperation is an open question in Swedish and 
Finnish strategy work. Initiatives have been taken within the 
Nordic Council's Nordic Innovation programme framework 
to develop a picture of the overall regional supply of criti-
cal metals and minerals. The study was carried out by the 
SGU and its counterparts in other Nordic countries (Eliu et 
al, 2021). Together with the Nordic Group for Circular Econ-
omy (NCE), Nordic Innovation has published a report on the 
opportunities for circular flows of critical metals and miner-
als in the region, with the starting point being the CRMA’s 
requirements and ambitions (Bergfald et al, 2024).
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5. The EU’s Critical 
Raw Materials Act

»The EU wants to secure the supply of 
critical metals and minerals through 
imports. Within Europe, extraction, 
refining and recycling will increase.«
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The EU's work on the supply of critical raw materials began 
in the early 2000s as concerns grew about the supply of 
essential raw materials to European industry. In February 
2023, the EU launched the Green Deal Industrial Plan for 
the path to a climate-neutral EU in 2050. The Net Zero In-
dustry Act and the Critical Raw Materials Act (CRMA) were 
launched to provide a strong structure for the plan. Adopt-
ed in March 2024, the CRMA is part of the scheme designed 
to develop the internal market and strengthen the Union's 
competitiveness (Hool et al, 2023).

The CRMA aims to secure Member States' access to critical 
raw materials. The list of selected raw materials is dominat-
ed by metals and minerals that are important for the tech-
nologies central to the transition to a fossil-free, sustainable 
society and other vital societal interests such as defence. 
The CRMA is an agreement between the countries of the 
Union and takes the form of a Regulation. That means that 
its content must be directly applied in each Member State, 
unlike a Directive, where the countries themselves are re-
sponsible for the forms of implementation.2 

The CRMA consists of detailed legal text and commentary, 
which sets out the content, processes and methods for im-
plementing its provisions. At the same time, it considers 
which issues lie at the Union level and which are national 
responsibilities. The impact of the CRMA will thus depend 
on how effectively and efficiently it is implemented in dif-
ferent countries. The EU's way of monitoring and driving 
the work forward is to use several evaluation criteria that 
apply at the EU level, but not nationally. One of the reasons 
for this is that the Member States have very different condi-
tions in terms of access to metals and minerals.

The description of the CRMA below shows that it includes 
many of the areas described in Chapter 4. However, there 
are also differences, such as less emphasis on education 
and skills supply, which are explained by the fact that the 

2 For an overview of the CRMA, see e.g., Consilium, 2024.

CRMA is based on which issues are common to the EU and 
which are national.

Purpose and objectives
The CRMA identifies 34 critical raw materials, of which the 
majority are metals and minerals (see Table 1). These meet 
two criteria. One is that they are crucial for European indus-
try. The second is the geopolitical risk that Europe's supply 
could be restricted by the actions of one or a few dominant 
exporters. The list of critical raw materials will be updated 
every three years.

Strategic raw materials are essential for the green tran-
sition, for digitalisation, and for defence. The ambition is 
to increase their availability through domestic mine pro-
duction and by developing value chains within Europe. 
Projects that target these strategic raw materials have as 
short a timescale as possible for authorisation. All strate-
gic raw materials on the CRMA list are also classified as 
being critical.

In practice, it is difficult to draw the distinction between 
critical and strategic raw materials. In presentations by the 
European Commission, critical raw materials are often pre-
sented as a ring surrounding those that are considered to 
be strategic.

The CRMA aims to secure access to critical raw materials 
in two ways:

• Importing critical raw materials from the international 
market; and 

• The production, processing and recycling of critical 
raw materials within the Union.
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Table 1: The left column lists raw materials classified as critical by the EU in 2023. The middle column shows those 
classified as strategic, which have an even higher priority. The right column represents the proportion of the total 
amount of a material used in EU production that comes from the recycling of post-consumer scrap (EOL-RIR).

Critical Raw Materials in the EU 2023 
(European Parliament, 2023, Annex II)

Strategic Raw Materials in the EU 2023 
(European Parliament, 2023, Annex I)

EOL-RIR (End-of-life recycling input rate) 
(Grohol & Veeh, 2023, Annex 11) 

Antimony 28%

Arsenic 0%

Baryte 0%

Bauxite/Alumina/Aluminium Bauxite/Alumina/Aluminium 32%

Beryllium 0%

Bismuth Bismuth 0%

Boron Boron (metallurgical grade) 1%

Cobalt Cobalt 22%

Coking Coal 0%

Copper Copper 55%

Feldspar 1%

Fluorspar 1%

Gallium Gallium 0%

Germanium Germanium 2%

Graphite Graphite (battery grade) 3%

Hafnium 0%

Heavy and light  
Rare-earth elements

Rare-earth elements for permanent magnets  
(Nd, Pr, Tb, Dy, Gd, Sm and Ce) 1%

Helium 2%

Lithium Lithium (battery grade) 0%

Magnesium Magnesium metal 13%

Manganese Manganese (battery grade) 9%

Nickel (battery grade) Nickel (battery grade) 16%

Niobium 0%

Phosphate rock 0%

Phosphorus 0%

Platinum Group Metals (PGM) Platinum Group Metals (PGM) 12%

Scandium 0%

Silicon metal Silicon metal 0%

Strontium 0%

Tantalum 1%

Titanium metal Titanium metal 1%

Tungsten Tungsten 42%

Vanadium 6%

5. The EU’s Critical Raw Materials Act
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Production and processing must meet different criteria, 
including sustainability, whether imported or produced 
within the Union.

For the strategic raw materials consumed in the EU, the 
target for 2030 is that:

• 10% is to be produced and 40% is to be processed 
within the Union; 

• 25% will come from materials recycled within the EU; 
and

• Dependence on a single exporting country should 
not exceed 65% for a single critical metal or 
mineral.

Member States will step up their efforts to extract strate-
gic metals and minerals within Europe to reach these tar-
gets. They will also increase efforts to achieve the targets 
for circularity. 

The EU will continuously map the availability of critical and 
strategic metals and minerals with different industries' cur-
rent and future needs. To this end, each Member State must 
report on the supply in its country, the aim being to create 
an overall picture of supply and demand in the EU. Com-
pany boards must monitor these issues, but the Regulation 
does not require them to report to national authorities. The 
argument for this arrangement is that it concerns trade se-
crets. As a result, the overall EU picture will depend on the 
quality of the information that is collected by individual 
countries at a national level.

Research, development and 
innovation
Member States are required to invest in geological mapping 
to improve knowledge of the potential for producing critical 
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metals and minerals. This includes creating better conditions 
for investment in exploration, which is a high business-risk 
activity. Projects aimed at developing value chains within 
the EU will also be stimulated. In addition, Member States 
will make efforts to develop technologies, resource-efficient 
practices, and circular business models to reduce the rate of 
increase in the use of critical metals and minerals.

Strategic projects
Strategic projects are those deemed particularly important 
for achieving the objectives of the CRMA. As described 
above, they are intended to focus primarily on strategic 
metals and minerals. Strategic projects may also involve 
countries outside Europe, and must meet various sustain-
ability criteria.

Strategic projects will be prioritised in national permitting 
processes where the initial process should not take more 
than 27 months. Member States must also identify a single 
point of contact with the authorities involved in the permit-
ting processes. 

Projects can receive financial support at the EU level from 
different funds, one example being the European Regional 
and Innovation Funds. Some Member States, such as Italy 
and Germany, have already set up national funds for stra-
tegic projects. 

A special committee that includes representatives from all 
Member States will assess which projects are to be classi-
fied as strategic. Various groups will work under this board 
to facilitate the exchange of knowledge and experience on 
the projects. Their focus will include, for example, financ-
ing, geological mapping, social acceptance and circularity. 

Skills supply
Considered to be national issues in the EU, education and 
skills development have been given less prominence in 
the CRMA, although a partnership programme will be de-

veloped to develop skills in CRMA areas. A Raw Materials 
Academy will develop skills relevant to the workforce in 
different parts of the value chains. This will be done with-
in the framework of the European Institute of Innovation 
and Technology, supported by the EU. 

Partner countries outside the Union will benefit from the work 
on skills development through the Global Gateway, the EU's 
global strategy to stimulate investment in infrastructure. 

Sustainability and the interests of 
indigenous peoples
The sustainability perspective permeates the entire CRMA, 
from the requirements for extracting critical metals and 
minerals and the requirements for circularity, to managing 
the interests of local populations and indigenous peoples.

For this reason, strategic project applications should in-
clude analyses of their impacts on these groups. They 
must also include a plan for constructive consultation with 
them, and how they will be financially compensated. This 
also applies to projects involving non-EU countries. 

International trade relations
The EU recognises that it can never be self-sufficient in 
critical metals and minerals, and as a net importer will de-
pend on a functioning world trade system. The CRMA un-
derlines the importance of strengthening the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) and of concluding more agreements 
to facilitate sustainable investment (through the EU’s Sus-
tainable Investment Facilitation Agreement) and free-trade 
agreements. 

Work on shaping strategic partnerships will be intensified. 
A selection of countries will be given the status of strate-
gic partners to the EU, prioritising different types of coop-
eration. These countries will be part of a Critical Raw Ma-
terials Club of countries with similar views on trade and 
sustainability. 
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6. A Swedish policy for the 
supply of critical metals and 
minerals – the starting points

»The CRMA provides a 
framework for Sweden’s work on 
the supply of metals and minerals.«
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As described in Chapter 5, the CRMA provides a framework 
for Sweden’s work on the supply of metals and minerals. It:

• Sets out the level of ambition and requirements 
for extraction and circularity to meet the needs 
for critical metals and minerals;

• Emphasises the need to increase knowledge 
about the availability of critical metals and 
minerals – that is, geological research;

• Provides opportunities for companies and the 
country to benefit from investments in strategic 
projects;

• Requires Sweden to complete initial permit 
reviews for these strategic projects within 27 
months;

• Specifies what should apply to indigenous 
peoples and other groups affected by, for 
example, new mining developments;

• Implies an obligation to report on strategic 
metals and minerals supply;

• Identifies some countries that should be 
prioritised in the critical metals and minerals 
trade; and

• Implies a need to create national competence 
and monitoring of what the CRMA means for 
Sweden (in terms of both compliance and 
opportunities), how we can influence the work 
on the process of managing the EU’s supply 
of strategic metals and minerals, and how we 
coordinate our work towards the EU in this area.

The CRMA thus provides the starting points for a strategy 
for the supply of metals and minerals. However, as the in-
ternational examples outlined in Chapter 4 show, meas-
ures are also required in other areas in order to create a 
comprehensive policy. Using these as a guide, what es-
sential questions should a Swedish strategy for the supply 
of metals and minerals answer? Here are some examples:

• What international role should Sweden play in the 
supply of critical metals and minerals? 

• How should we capitalise on our strengths as a mining 
cluster? How should we address Sweden’s weaknesses?

• What investments in research and innovation should 
be prioritised?

• How should Sweden best take advantage of the 
opportunities the EU’s strategic projects offer? Which 
international partnerships should be pursued?

• How should Sweden best influence the EU’s CRMA 
work on harmonised EU legislation?

• What efforts should Sweden make to increase the 
focus on resource efficiency and the circular elements 
in the supply of critical metals and minerals?

• What investments are needed to manage the supply 
of skills?

• How does the EU’s trade policy, including factors 
such as prioritised countries, affect Sweden’s export 
industry with business worldwide? and

• How should we develop permitting processes to 
facilitate investment and increase the democratic 
legitimacy of extracting critical metals and minerals 
in Sweden? How should conflicts of objectives and 
interests best be managed?

The project’s final report, 'Metals and Minerals for Sustain-
able Development and Strengthened Competitiveness', will 
present several concrete proposals that are considered to 
be essential to a Swedish strategy. These are based on the 
work in the project’s reports on extraction (IVA, 2024a) and 
circularity (IVA, 2024b), as well as this report.

In the following chapters, we will address the last question 
in the list above – how should permitting processes in Swe-
den be developed and changed? How should the issues 
surrounding the democratic legitimacy of projects for sup-
plying metals and minerals be tackled? And how should the 
related conflicts of objectives and interests be managed?
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7. Permitting processes 
– a controversial 
democratic institution 

»Environmental assessments can be seen as 
one of our democracy's ways of dealing with 
difficult and complex conflicts of interest and 
objectives transparently and predictably.«
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The use of metals and minerals is increasing as a result of 
the transition to a fossil-free and sustainable society. This is 
true both for those commodities that have already been in 
demand in large volumes, and to many of those classified 
as critical and strategic by the EU (see Chapter 5). Extrac-
tion and increased investment in resource efficiency and 
circularity will be required in order to meet the increased 
demand. The level of demand for various critical metals 
and minerals will be determined by future consumption 
patterns and by substitution opportunities that are made 
possible by technological developments (IVA, 2024a; IVA, 
2024b).

Through the Critical Raw Materials Act (CRMA), the EU 
has laid the foundation for a European strategy for the in-
creased production of metals and minerals (see Chapter 5). 
As a leading European mining nation, Sweden will have a 
central role in achieving this through access to metals and 
minerals, and because of its endowment of world-leading 
mining-sector companies (IVA, 2024a).

A number of permits are needed when new mines are 
opened or existing ones are expanded. The Environmen-
tal Code is central to meeting the requirements of an envi-
ronmental assessment. Opening a new mine also requires 
assessments under the Minerals Act and the Planning and 
Building Act (see Figure 1). 

Criticism has been voiced within both the business and 
political communities about the content and implementa-
tion of environmental assessments, which are considered 
to be both unpredictable and time-consuming. Accord-

ing to the critics, this prevents investment and makes the 
rational management of major investments more difficult 
(Skår, 2022). The application of EU legislation on nature con-
servation and water management has also been criticised 
(IVA, 2021; Skår, 2022). Even government representatives 
have been critical: in an interview in March 2024, Minister 
for the Environment Romina Pourmokhtari expressed the 
view that our permitting processes are complicating our ef-
forts to achieve emission targets (Sveriges Television, 2024), 
while Minister for Enterprise and Innovation Ebba Busch has 
claimed that permitting takes too long.

Sweden is not alone in having a debate on environmental 
assessments. In Australia, Canada and Finland, for exam-
ple, critics also say that they take a long time, coordination 
between different authorities is poor, and there is a lack of 
competence among the officers at the authorities involved 
(Söderholm et al, 2016).

From a societal perspective, an environmental assessment 
is part of an important institution. As part of legislation and 
law enforcement, it contributes to building the foundation 
for one of several institutions that are prerequisites for a 
functioning democracy and market economy (North, 1990). 
From this perspective, environmental assessments can be 
seen as one of our democracy's ways of dealing with diffi-
cult and complex conflicts of interest and objectives trans-
parently and predictably.

The basis for environmental assessments is a legal frame-
work, the Environmental Code (SFS 1998:808). The part that 
regulates environmental assessments is designed primar-
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Conflicts of interest arise between 
stakeholders, i.e. groups such as traders, 
local interest groups and landowners. Such 
conflicts may be over land use, for example, 
or the establishment of wind turbines or 
industrial facilities. Such conflicts can 
often be managed using legal instruments such 
as expropriation and compensation levels..

Conflicts of objectives are conflicts between 
different types of overall objectives. One 
example is the conflict between climate change 
mitigation and biodiversity enhancement; 
another is the conflict between different 
interests over the conservation of a natural 
environment or the extraction of a natural 
resource in the area.

CONFLICTS OF INTERESTS AND OBJECTIVES

7. Permitting processes – a controversial democratic institution 

ily to protect the local environment from excessive bur-
dens when establishing environmentally hazardous activi-
ties. In some cases, however, decisions on conditions may 
limit the overall environmental benefit. The Environmental 
Code provides some scope for making trade-offs and for 
dealing with this problem (see the section Opportunities 
to Integrate the Sustainability Perspective in Current Envi-
ronmental Assessments). Managing local environmental 
impacts in a legally secure and predictable way while con-
currently considering global impacts is a challenge in the 
transition to a fossil-free, sustainable society.

Environmental assessments have been examined from dif-
ferent perspectives over a number of years. Several propos-
als have been put forward by organisations such as Svemin 
(2021), the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation (2023) 
and Fossil-free Sweden (2023).

The issues have also been addressed in two government in-
quiries, 'Om prövning och omprövning – en del av den gröna 
omställningen' (SOU 2022:33) and 'En tryggad försörjning 
av metaller och mineral' (SOU 2022:56). They are therefore 
of great relevance to the issues that we discuss here and, 
together with other research reviews, form an important 
basis for this report.

! There needs to be a factual and 
constructive discussion on permitting 
processes for activities with an 
environmental impact as part of the work 
on the transition to a sustainable society. 
The issues are complex. How they are 
handled affects society, the environment, 
and the living conditions of many people. 
For this reason it is essential to:

• Move from sweeping, categorical criticism 
to making suggestions for improvement 
while respecting the strengths and 
limitations of environmental and other 
permitting processes; and 

• Highlight the conflicting objectives that 
cannot be resolved within the framework 
of environmental assessments and which 
must, therefore, be dealt with by policy. 
The issues are often difficult. A range of 
intra- and inter-generational, national and 
regional interests must be balanced. The 
solutions required must have an impact 
over many terms of office. There is every 
reason to approach these fundamentally 
difficult policy issues and those who will 
make the decisions with respect. 

Permitting processes
Figure 1 shows the different steps in the permitting pro-
cess, from exploration to mining. Authority is exercised by:

• The Mining Inspectorate of Sweden (Bergsstaten – a 
decision-making body under the Swedish Geological 
Survey, SGU). It is tasked with handling matters relating 
to the exploration and production of minerals. Decisions 
are made in line with the Minerals Act (SFS 1991:45). 
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Exploration

• Activities based on the 
exploration permit and 
work plan. 

• Mapping and analysing 
potential deposits.

• Test drilling if the 
results are promising. 

Mining 
permit

• The Mining Inspectorate 
decides on a mining 
permit according to the 
Minerals Act and 
Chapters 3-4 of the 
Environmental Code.

• Special permit for mining 
operations a�ecting a 
Natura 2000 area.

• Determines who has the 
right to extract the 
minerals there. 

Land-allocation 
agreement

• The Mining Inspectorate 
decides on a land-alloca-
tion agreement in 
accordance with the 
Minerals Act. 

• Linking the right to use 
the land for mining 
activities to the mining 
permit. 

Exploration
permit

• The Mining Inspectorate 
issues an exploration 
permit and a work plan 
under the Minerals Act. 

• Land- and property-
owners can influence 
the work plan. 

• Preparation for 
exploration.

Trial-mining
permit

• The County Administra-
tive Board Environmental 
Permit O�ice issues a 
trial-mining permit in 
accordance with the 
Environmental Code. 

• Special permit for mining 
projects that can a�ect a 
Natura 2000 area. 

• For sampling the 
mineralisation. 

Environmental 
permit

• A Land and Environ-
ment Court decides on 
an environmental 
permit according to 
Chapters 9 to11 of the 
Environmental Code. 

• Appeals are handled by 
the Land and 
Environment Court of 
Appeal. 

Building and 
land permit

• Municipal building 
committee decides on a 
building and land permit 
according to the 
Planning and Building 
Act. 

• The detailed plan 
regulates building 
permits for buildings 
and storage facilities. 

FIGURE 1: THE PERMITTING PROCESS FOR MINES

Renewed authorisations
As mining operations continue, permits are constantly being renewed, with the process 
restarting at di�erent stages depending on the changes to be made to the operations. 
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• Environmental assessment panels, which have 
an independent function within each county’s 
administrative board, and make decisions 
concerning permits for environmentally 
hazardous activities and for changes to permits 
and conditions. 

• The Land and Environment Courts, whose 
main task is to handle cases under the 
Environmental Code (SFS 1998:808), the 
Property Formation Act (SFS 1970:988), and 
the Planning and Building Act (SFS 2010:900). 
There are five Land and Environmental Courts in 
Sweden. 

• Municipal building committees, which handle 
a municipality's activities under the Planning 
and Building Act. These boards, which may have 
names such as Miljö- och byggnadsnämnden 
or Samhällsbyggnadsnämnden, are made up of 
elected representatives at the municipal level.

Sweden differs from the majority of EU Member States 
in that it examines applications for environmental per-
mits for so-called A activities, such as mining and water 
activities, as part of the first stage of the process. This in-
volves a legal procedure similar to that in a court of law. 
In other Member States, this step takes place in an ad-
ministrative review. 

Environmental assessments 
– changing over time
The political and legal basis for environmental assessments 
changes over time. Societal developments and the debate 
around different policy areas influence these. In Figure 2, 
we provide an overview of this interaction.

The clouds at the top of the figure describe different issues 
that have influenced policy. Climate change and biodiver-
sity issues have received increasing attention in recent dec-
ades. This has resulted in various initiatives for sustainable 
development, renewable energy, green industry, and circu-

larity. At the same time, changes in values, increased de-
mands for legitimacy, and the participation of new groups 
have brought more stakeholders into the processes. This 
has changed the conditions, the content and the scope of 
the issues that environmental assessments must address 
(Söderholm et al, 2022).

The content of the rectangles in the image describes steps 
in the development of today's environmental legislation, of 
which environmental assessments are a part. They should 
be seen in the light of the issues that have been the focus 
of public debate, exemplified in the clouds at the top of the 
figure. However, these should not be seen as being directly 
related to each stage.

The first stage is the Swedish Environmental Protection Act, 
applied between 1969 and 1998. In this system, the law was 
used by the Concessions Board for Environmental Protec-
tion, a predecessor of the Land and Environment Courts. 
During this period, environmental assessments were pri-
marily based on consensus-orientated, recurring dialogues 
between operators and the authorities. These were nego-
tiations between a relatively small and exclusive group of 
experts, where both parties had considerable expertise. In 
other words, the system had a corporatist element (Söder-
holm et al, 2022).

The second step was the UN Rio Conference in 1992, which 
resulted in a series of international conventions. The Cli-
mate Convention contained elaborate obligations for the 
signatory countries to limit greenhouse-gas emissions. It 
also set out how further work in this area should be under-
taken, not least in the form of national legislation. A deci-
sion was also made on a financial mechanism. Important 
international agreements such as the Aarhus Convention 
on access to information on environmental matters, public 
participation in environmental decision-making, and access 
to justice on environmental issues came into being after 
this, and the Rio Conference also had a major influence on 
subsequent EU legislation. 

The third step was Sweden's EU membership in 1995, 
which entailed a commitment to make parts of EU legisla-
tion into national law. This has affected environmental as-
sessments through, for example, the Birds and Habitats Di-
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rectives, the EIA Directive,3 the Water Framework Directive, 
requirements for periodic reviews of industrial permits, and 
for updates to existing permit conditions.

The consequences of applying EU legislation for environ-
mental assessments in Sweden are the subject of critical 
debate. In its Sustainable Water Supply project, the IVA 
called for a review of how the Water Framework Directive 
is applied (IVA, 2021). Svemin has expressed concern about 
how the Industrial Emissions Directive is applied and how 
the Nature Restoration Act, issued in August 2024, may be 
applied (Matthis, 2023). In this context, the question has 
also been raised as to whether Sweden is ‘over-implement-
ing’ EU legislation (IVA, 2021).

3 EIA = Environmental Impact Assessment

At the same time, representatives of environmental and cli-
mate organisations have expressed concerns that, despite its 
high ambitions, the legislation is insufficient to prevent biodi-
versity loss and the depletion of ecosystems. In Sweden, this 
applies particularly to issues relating to the agricultural sector.

The fourth step, in 1999, was the consolidation of Swedish 
environmental legislation into a single framework law, the 
Environmental Code (SFS 1998:808). The change meant 
that more categories of stakeholders were counted as 
such, and were given the right to speak in environmental 
assessments. A number of environmental organisations 
were also allowed to appeal against decisions to the Land 
and Environment Court of Appeal. These changes effective-
ly brought greater imbalance between the different stake-
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Table 2: The criticism of the implementation of 
environmental assessments – applicants' and authorities' 
perspectives. Source: SOU 2022:33.

Operators'  
perspective

Relevant authorities' 
perspective

Lack of process 
management
The courts do not take an 
independent stance on the 
authorities' requests for 
supplementary information. 
The authorities are late with 
requests for supplementary 
information. The timetables 
for the processes are not 
met.

Lack of process 
management
Assessment authorities do 
not take an independent 
stance on what supplementary 
information is needed. These 
issues are then taken all the 
way to consideration by higher 
courts. Work schedules are not 
frequently used.

Passive role of county 
councils in an unclear 
process
They play too passive a role 
in the consultation process. 
Dialogue with applicants is 
often inadequate.

Lack of resources
Authorities with a role as 
a party have to prioritise 
which cases they are 
involved in and have specific 
prioritisation schemes for 
this.. 

Unclear investigation 
requirements and unclear 
environmental benefits
There is a lack of guidance 
and support material for 
applicants.

Incorrect delimitation of 
applications
Only one of several activities 
subject to a permit is 
described in the application 
and the environmental impact 
assessment. Supplements are 
then required and these take 
time.

Difficulties in changing an 
activity
It is often unclear when 
to apply for a permit and 
when to apply for a change 
of activity.

Too many regulatory 
issues in assessments
Issues that are ultimately 
delegated to the regulator 
still find their way into the 
assessment process.

Lack of 'promotion 
perspective'
For example, there is a lack 
of balance between bodies 
that monitor environmental 
interests and other 
dimensions of sustainable 
development.
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holders in terms of expertise and resources for bringing 
their case, compared with the application of the Environ-
mental Protection Act in 1969–1988, when processes in-
volved fewer parties with equivalent expertise. 

The discussion on environmental assessments also high-
lights that the authorities' role has changed somewhat. Ad-
ministrators have increasingly taken on the role of a party 
that must prioritise the implementation of specific legisla-
tion, which has meant less consideration from a holistic 
perspective, with the role of experts who have the task of 
guiding the relevant court in a decision having been toned 
down. This has led to a shift in the expertise of officials from 
factual knowledge to more formal legality, a change that 
has occurred in part because of the way in which EU di-
rectives have been translated into national legislation and 
regulations (such as the Water Framework Directive), which 
have binding environmental quality standards. 

! To have a constructive discussion 
on environmental assessments, it is 
essential to distinguish between two 
perspectives: 

• Legislation. Environmental assessment 
is regulated by the Environmental Code, 
whose provisions are partly based on 
political decisions. These in turn are 
based on political values and priorities. 
Fundamental critical debate on how 
these political decisions have influenced 
legislation must, therefore, take place in 
political processes at both the national and 
EU levels. 

• Effectiveness. How legislation is applied and 
how environmental assessment is carried 
out is a question of efficiency, effectiveness, 
and scope for improvement. In the following 
sections, we discuss criticisms and 
proposed solutions from this perspective.



35

7. Permitting processes – a controversial democratic institution 

Stakeholders' views on 
environmental assessments
During the preparation of the report 'On assessment and 
review – part of the green transition' (SOU 2022:33), exten-
sive discussions were held with the business community 
(referred to in the report as ‘operators’) and those working 
at the relevant authorities about their views on environmen-
tal assessments. The results showed both agreement and 
differing views (see Table 2).

There was broad agreement that there are shortcomings 
in how the processes are carried out. It is also possible to 
trace a relationship between the operators' criticism of what 
they perceive as passive action by the county administra-
tive boards, and the authorities' own statement that there 
is a lack of resources. 

There is also agreement that there are shortcomings in the 
assessment documentation. The explanations for these dif-
fer, however. The operators think the investigation require-
ments are unclear, while the authorities believe the appli-
cations are often incorrectly delimited.

The operators have three further areas in which they criti-
cise the environmental assessments:

• The difficulty of changing an activity – in other words, 
the answer as to whether you have to apply for a new 
permit for what you perceive to be a change to an 
existing activity, or whether a change application is 
sufficient;

• Too many regulatory issues are raised unnecessarily 
in the licensing process, issues that ultimately end up 
with the regulators anyway; and

• An imbalance between the strict environmental 
aspects and other dimensions of sustainability. 

In 2023, the county administrative boards presented a final 
report on their work on the role of the authority in these mat-
ters. As a result, the Government allocated SEK20 million to 
the County Administrative Board of Västerbotten to assist 
other county administrative boards in cutting processing 
times and creating a more predictable process (Nilén, 2024).

Processing times
The lengthy processing times taken is a recurring issue in 
the Swedish debate on environmental assessments, with 
discouraging examples of decades being cited. The issue 
has also been raised by, for instance, Svemin, the Confed-
eration of Swedish Enterprise, and the Swedish Society for 
Nature Conservation (Sandahl & Alarik, 2023; Skår, 2023). 
In addition, Sweden is not alone in this debate; the time 
it takes to obtain permits is discussed in most countries 
with developed mining industries (Söderholm et al, 2016).

The ministry memorandum 'Adapted environmental assess-
ment for a green transition' (Ds 2018:38) sets a benchmark of 
one year from the application being submitted to an initial 
decision. Neither the review bodies nor the operators had 
objections to this benchmark in their consultation responses. 

Since 2020, the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) has been compiling statistics on processing times 
on behalf of the Government (Swedish EPA, 2023). These 
are detailed and can provide answers to several questions:

• How long are the processing times in the first instance?
• How many cases are appealed, and how long does 

this process take?
• Who is appealing?
• What estimates can be made of the total processing 

times for appealed cases (from when an application 
is first considered to a decision being reached at a 
higher level’)?

Initial-application processing times for 
environmental assessments

Depending upon the type of permit sought, applicants have 
to follow one of two routes. Located at the county admin-
istrative boards, environmental assessment panels grant 
permits and amendments to licences for environmentally 
hazardous activities. Appeals against their decisions can be 
heard at the Land and Environment Courts, which them-
selves adjudicate initial applications covering environmen-
tal, real estate, water and sewage, and planning and con-
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struction permits. Appeals against their decisions are heard 
in turn by the Land and Environment Court of Appeal.

The statistics are presented in median values and the 75th 
and 90th percentiles. The measure for the cases that take 
the longest time shows that it takes a specific maximum 
for 90% of them. Data on the remaining 10% are therefore 
missing from the compilation.

The review of processing times in the first instance in 2020–
2022 shows that:

• For half of all cases in the environmental assessment 
panels, the time was one year or less. The 
corresponding time in the Land and Environment 
Courts was at least 14 months, and for 90% of the 
cases, at most 17 months. 

• The statistics also include the cases that took the 
longest, as measured by the 90th percentile. In the 
environmental assessment panels, these cases took 
just under two years (between 21 and 23 months); in 
the Land and Environmental Courts, they took longer 
– 26 to 33 months. 

• Around 80% of the cases dealt with in the first 
instance by either of the two bodies were granted 
permission as requested.

Appeals 

Appeals lodged during 2022 comprised:

• 20% of cases from the environmental assessment 
panels to the Land and Environment Court. 

• 7% of cases from the Land and Environment Court to 
the Land and Environment Court of Appeal. 

The Swedish EPA’s statistics for the years 2021–2022 only 
cover the total times for cases that began in environ-
mental assessment panels and were then appealed and 
decided in the Land and Environment Court. For cases 
that started in the Land and Environment Court and were 
decided in the Land and Environment Court of Appeal, 
statistics are available for 2020–2022. These statistics 
show that:

Figure 3: Average processing times for cases 
examined by the environmental assessment 
panels, in number of days. Total number of 
cases in 2020: 247, 2021: 236, 2022: 238. Source: 
Naturvårdsverket, 2023.

Figure 4: Average processing times for permit cases for 
environmentally hazardous activities reviewed by the 
Land and Environment Court, in number of days. Total 
number of cases in years 2020: 43, 2021: 44, 2022: 52. 
Source: Naturvårdsverket, 2023.
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• For half of the cases from the environmental 
assessment panels, an initial review took at most 
between 24 and 27 months. For the cases that took 
the longest, as measured by the 90th percentile, 
processing times ranged from 43 to 64 months – 
nearly five and half years.

• For cases from the Land and Environment Court, 
the higher level review took from 30 to 32 months in 

most cases. For the cases that took the longest, the 
90th percentile, processing times varied between 37 
and 48 months.

The Swedish EPA's compilation of statistics on appeals also 
includes a report on the categories of actors who appeal. 
The results from calendar 2022 show that:

Figure 5: Average processing times for cases 
appealed from the environmental assessment panels, 
in number of days. Total number of cases in 2021: 56, 
2022: 73. Source: Naturvårdsverket, 2023.

Figure 7: Appellant – environmental assessment 
panel – year 2022, number of cases. Source: 
Naturvårdsverket, 2023.

Figure 8: Appellant – Land and Environment Court – 
year 2022, number of cases. Source: Naturvårdsverket, 
2023.. 

Figure 6: Average processing times for cases 
appealed from the Land and Environment Court, in 
in number of days. Total number of cases in 2020: 14, 
2021: 22, 2022: 21. Source: Naturvårdsverket, 2023. 
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Two categories completely dominated appeals of the cases 
that were initiated in the environmental assessment panels 
and were appealed to the Land and Environment Court:

• The applicant. The appeal often concerns a condition 
of the decision; more rarely the whole; and

• Individuals, including property owners such as 
companies in forestry, agriculture and reindeer 
husbandry-

 
For issues that started in the Land and Environment Court 
and were appealed to the Land and Environment Court of Ap-
peal, appeals were evenly divided between three categories:

• The applicant;
• Authorities, including county administrative boards 

or municipalities, who appealed to defend public 
interests; and

• Individuals, including property owners.

Non-profit organisations or others have the right to appeal, 
under Chapter 16, Section 13 of the Environmental Code. In 
this context, this usually means an organisation that works 
with nature conservation and environmental issues. These 
account for relatively few appeals in both categories:

• 4% in cases initiated in the environmental 
assessment panels; and

• 10% in cases initiated in the Land and 
Environment Court.

Total processing times for environmental 
assessments – an estimate

It is not possible to estimate the total processing times from 
the first application to a decision at a higher level with any ac-
curacy based on the Swedish EPA’s statistics. It would be nec-
essary to follow the processing times for each case in both 
instances, which cannot be done using the published data. 

If the data for the first review and appeals are combined, 
they give an idea of the range of total processing times. 
That implicitly assumes that, for example, a case that takes 

a short time at the lower level will also take a short time at 
a higher level. 

• For cases that start in the environmental assessment 
panels and are appealed, the median time is between 
38 and 44 months. That gives us an indication of the 
overall time taken in the fastest cases. For the cases 
that take the longest, the 90th percentile, the total time 
is between 64 and 87 months.

• For cases that start in the Land and Environment Court 
and are appealed, the median time is between 44 and 
49 months. For cases that take the longest, the 90th 
percentile, the total time is between 63 and 73 months. 

Processing times for metals and 
minerals activities – initial-application 
environmental assessments, exploration 
permits and processing concessions
Several categories of environmental issues were raised and 
examined in the cases used here as illustrations. Since the 
focus of this project is the supply of metals and minerals, 
cases in the ore and mineral category are of particular in-
terest. Since there were actually very few of these, we dis-
cuss them separately in this section.

The Swedish EPA’s statistics show the initial processing 
times for these cases in the Land and Environment Court. 
Four cases were decided in 2022. The processing times 
were longer than for the cases reported above, ranging 
from a little over 2 years to 5 years (28–60 months).

Two other licensing processes are also of interest for sup-
plying metals and minerals – exploration licences and pro-
cessing concessions. The Mining Inspectorate decides both 
of these, with statistics for 2020–2022 being provided in 
SGU's annual report (SGU, 2022b).

The total processing time for exploration permits was 
short; from 2020 to 2022, the time varied between 3.6 and 
5 months, with between 77% and 90% of applications being 
granted. There were few applications for processing con-
cessions: three each in 2020 and 2021, and four in 2022. 
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During the three years, one new concession decision was 
made, and the total processing time for new or expanded 
mines varied between 35 and 99 months. 

The Mining Inspectorate’s internal processing times are short. 
The SGU’s annual report points out that a practice has devel-
oped whereby a Natura 2000 permit, where required, needs 
to be in place before a decision can be taken on a concession. 
Applicants often now prefer to apply for an environmental per-
mit and a Natura 2000 permit in parallel with an exploitation 
concession as a means of reducing the processing time taken. 

! Processing times  
– conclusions and reflections

• In this report, we call for a debate that 
respect fully approaches the permitting 
processes as a key democratic institution 
for society's risk management. Our review 
of processing times shows that the system 
can handle about 80% of first-instance 
environ mental assessments in relatively 
short periods.

• In our attempt to estimate the total 
processing times at the first and second 
levels, we end up at between three and just 
over seven years. 
 
 

• Among those who appeal, applicants, 
property owners and authorities dominate. 
Environmental organisations account for 
only a small proportion of appeals.

• The statistics for the admittedly small 
number of cases in the mines and 
minerals category show longer times 
for environmental assessments in the 
first instance. In consequence, it takes a 
long time for decisions on exploitation 
concessions to be taken, as they are 
increasingly made in parallel.

• The debate on the efficiency of 
environmental assessments would be 
more constructive if it distinguished 
between the lengths of time taken for 
different applications. The cases that take 
the longest should be discussed regarding 
the system's efficiency in handling 
them, how the case's complexity affects 
the processing times, and how, from a 
societal risk-management perspective, 
we believe that such handling of complex 
cases should best be done. A factual and 
constructive discussion is particularly 
important for future cases involving 
extracting critical and strategic metals 
and minerals.

Improving environmental 
assessments 
In 'Miljölagstiftningens betydelse för stora kunskapsintensiva 
investeringar' (Pettersson & Söderholm, 2019) the authors 
summarised the conditions needed for an end-to-end en-
vironmental assessment: 

• Greater action and time flexibility. ‘Action flexibility’ 
means in this context that an applicant company is 

allowed, for example, to choose a technical solution 
to reduce negative environmental impacts. ‘Time 
flexibility’ concerns the time that the company 
will have in order to comply with any conditions 
stipulated in the permit. 

• Predictability and transparency are linked to 
the time required for environmental assessments, 
their implementation, and the content of the final 
conditions. It requires clear emission limits, an 
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Published in 2022, the government-
commissioned report 'Om prövning 
och omprövning – en del av den gröna 
omställningen' (SOU 2022:33) contained a 
number of suggestions and recommendations 
that were aimed at: 

Introducing simpler rules for changes to 
activities
Six proposals, including the introduction 
of a threshold for the notification of 
activities requiring a permit, and improved 
transparency for proposed changes to 
permits.

Reassessment for modern environmental 
conditions
Seven proposals, including a mandatory 
review of existing judgments and 
decisions, the introduction of wider 
grounds for reviewing permits and 
conditions, and making permits time-
limited as a general rule.

The role of the authorities in 
environmental assessments
Five proposals, including improved 
coordination between the various 
permitting authorities involved, and 
between national interests and conflicting 
objectives.

Process management and handling by the 
assessment authorities
Eight proposals, including the 
introduction of statutory processing 
deadlines, making it easier to decide 
cases without a main hearing in the Land 
and Environment Courts, and promoting 
digital processing.

Special support for climate projects
Three proposals, including improved 
administrative support for the 
county administrative boards, and 
the establishment of a environmental 
technology knowledge centre at the Swedish 
Energy Agency.

Other proposals for a more efficient 
environmental assessment process
Three proposals, including an 
investigation into how permit assessments 
can be made more efficient.

PROPOSALS FROM THE INQUIRY  
‘OM PRÖVNING OCH OMPRÖVNING –  

EN DEL AV DEN GRÖNA OMSTÄLLNINGEN’  
(SOU 2022:33)

Table 3: Problem areas in current environmental 
assessments. Source: SOU 2022:33.

Problem areas Description 

Change permits and 
applications

It is too difficult to change an 
activity and too unclear where the 
line is drawn between permit and 
notification requirements.

Reassessment 
of permits and 
conditions

Reassessments are not carried out 
to a sufficient extent. There is a risk 
that old permits with significant 
environmental and climate impacts 
become permanent.

Ineffective 
consultations

Consultations are often 
characterised by unclear allocation of 
responsibilities and documentation. 
This leads to unnecessary and 
sometimes extensive supplementary 
requirements.

Insufficient support for 
county administrative 
boards from central 
authorities

Central support to the county 
administrative boards is often 
insufficient. There is also a lack of 
coordination of government interests 
at the national level.

Passive process 
management

Process management in the 
assessment authorities is often not 
active enough, which slows down the 
processes.

Lack of expertise in 
new climate- friendly 
technolo gies among 
administrators at per-
mitting  authorities

There is a lack of expertise among 
administrators at permitting 
authorities to assess the potential of 
new climate-friendly technologies in a 
permit case.

7. Permitting processes – a controversial democratic institution 

efficient planning process, and sufficient review 
periods. 

• A good level of knowledge within the authorities 
involved for the technical possibilities and 
economic consequences of different solutions 
to meet a permit requirement. A good level 
of expertise enables equal, consensual, but at 
the same time tough, negotiations between 
companies and regulators.. 

'Om prövning och omprövning – en del av den gröna om-
ställningen' (SOU 2022:33) identified six problem areas as-
sociated with current environmental assessments (see Ta-
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ble 3), and presented 32 concrete proposals that are aimed 
at addressing them. These are also grouped into six topics, 
as shown in the Info box.

In a debate article in Dagens Industri (Busch et al, 2024), 
the Government presented proposals in four areas based 
on SOU 2022:33. These include that: 

• Change permits should become standard when 
applying for changes to parts of environmentally 
hazardous activities;

• It should be possible to extend the validity of 
permits;

• Fewer cases will require a permit by making 
it possible to issue a permit order in cases of 
significant environmental impact, and the role of 
county administrative boards will be developed 
to make it easier to decide cases without a main 
hearing; and

• Increased scope for digital processing.

! The government inquiry's analyses 
and proposals have been essential 
to the expert group's discussions. 
Many concrete proposals are on the 
table. They provide politicians with 
an excellent basis for improving the 
regulations, clarifying guidelines, 
and providing resources to 
increase the competence of the 
administrators at the licensing 
authorities. It is, therefore, positive 
that the Government began work on 
the proposals presented in Dagens 
industri in May 2024.
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and green channels

»The Environmental Code provide guidelines for 
balancing different land-use interests. However, there 
is a lack of guidance and strategies at the national 
level to make trade-offs effectively at the local level.«
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As mentioned in Chapter 7, during the discussion on current 
environmental assessments operators put forward views on 
greater weight being given to sustainability aspects. This 
would integrate environmental, economic and social fac-
tors into the evaluation. Ideas have also been put forward 
for creating ‘green channels’ for projects of particular impor-
tance to the transition to a fossil-free, sustainable society. 
These would involve simplified environmental assessments. 

Sustainability assessments 
Having increased sustainability elements in environmental 
assessments has been analysed in scientific literature and 
in two government reports. What these have in common 
is a fundamental scepticism of the idea.

Pettersson and Söderholm (2019) argued that sustainabil-
ity assessments have a different starting point from today's 
environmental assessments. The latter's primary function 
is to manage local environmental impacts and thus only 
to speak with the economists to internalise local external 
environmental effects. These authors also argued that the 
strength of today's environmental assessments is that they 
are precisely solid legal systems, with characteristic predict-
ability and limitations. 

Pettersson and Söderholm also pointed to a number of dif-
ficulties that arise from having more aspects of sustainabil-
ity requirements in environmental assessments:

• The demands on companies' applications and 
documentation would increase because, compared 

with today's environmental assessments, there are 
more diverse areas and facts to be included. The 
resources and expertise of the case officers at the 
permitting authorities must then be increased to 
assess and deal with more information.

• Developing clear guidelines based on the 
considerations will not be easy. Several additional 
issues arise as a result of having a broader 
sustainability perspective. Difficulties in developing 
clear rules and guidelines also increase the scope for 
appeals.

• More sustainability issues mean that environmental, 
economic and social aspects must be weighed 
together. The question arises regarding how such 
an overall assessment should be reflected in 
the final permit. How should a company's global 
environmental benefits and employment effects 
be weighed against local environmental benefits? 
How should the different types of direct and indirect 
contributions to reducing greenhouse-gas emissions 
be assessed? And how should impacts over various 
time horizons be addressed?

A ‘green channel’
The issue of a ‘green channel’ (where activities considered 
to contribute to significant climate or environmental ben-
efits are given priority in the assessment) has been investi-
gated in the ministry memorandum 'Anpassad miljöprövn-
ing för en grön omställning' (Ds 2018:38). The authors of 
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the memorandum chose not to recommend this approach; 
neither are any of the stakeholders interviewed favourable 
to the idea, nor do previous studies support it. The authors’ 
argument is that:

• A political decision is needed to determine precisely 
which activities or measures are to be covered for a 
specific assessment.

• A clear definition of environmental improvement 
is needed in order to avoid complicated and time-
consuming interpretation and assessment processes.

• An activity or measure can have various direct 
and indirect environmental effects. These can 
be assessed as positive or negative, temporary 
or permanent, cumulative or non-cumulative. 
Environmental effects can also occur in the short, 
medium or long terms. The challenges in weighing all 
these dimensions together make basic assessments 
difficult.

• Extra resources would be required for the authorities 
involved in the permitting processes. Some staff 
would also need to work solely on the ‘green channel.

Among other things, the EU's Critical Raw Materials Act pro-
vides for the identification of so-called strategic projects 
that can strengthen the EU's extraction, processing and 
recycling of strategic raw materials. These projects will be 
given a ‘green channel’ by requiring permitting processes 
to take a maximum of 27 months (see Chapter 5).

The new European Critical Raw Materials Board will iden-
tify strategic projects, and will consist of representatives 
of the Member States, chaired by a representative of the 
European Commission. Amongst others, Jernkontoret (the 
Swedish Steel Producers' Association) has criticised the 
idea of a special board to assess these projects (Svensson, 
2023). The arguments are reminiscent of those in the Swed-
ish debate on which selection criteria should apply to end 
up in a ‘green channel’. A recently published research re-
view also discusses the state's difficulties in setting these 
types of priorities through political and administrative bod-
ies (Henrekson, 2024).

Opportunities to integrate the 
sustainability perspective into 
current environmental assessments
Environmental assessment is based on the Environmen-
tal Code (SFS 1998:808). Its function ensures that activi-
ties are not excessively disruptive to the environment or 
unnecessarily wasteful of resources. The general rules of 
consideration in the Code (Chapter 4) set out several envi-
ronmental requirements with which operators must com-
ply. These requirements include knowledge, the best pos-
sible technology, resource management, and localisation. 
In addition, there are provisions on environmental quality 
standards (Chapter 7) and species protection. 

The management provisions in Chapter 3 of the Environ-
mental Code provide guidelines for balancing different 
land-use interests. Priorities can be set based on these 
guidelines; for example, for using land for a mine or for-
estry, and for reindeer husbandry. However, there is a lack 
of guidance and strategies at the national level to make 
these trade-offs effectively at the local level (SOU 2022:56) 
(see also the section National ambitions and local reality).

! Based on the provisions of the 
Environmental Code, in individual 
cases the Government has the 
opportunity to assess a permit on the 
basis that sustainability dimensions 
other than environmental interests 
should be prioritised. There is 
thus scope for policy to weigh up 
conflicting objectives and interests, 
albeit to a limited extent. However, if 
this type of review occurs regularly, 
there is an increased risk that 
predictability and legal certainty in 
the system will be reduced – which is 
a main point of the criticism of having 
‘green channels’.
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9. Objectives and conflicts of 
interest – the policy challenges

»Among the political challenges regarding 
the supply of metals and minerals is 
Sweden's international responsibility for 
the supply of critical metals and minerals.«
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This IVA project focuses on the choices required in order 
to secure the supply of metals and minerals in Sweden in 
light of the work done on these issues within the EU. Two 
factors will determine the development of demand for criti-
cal metals and minerals:

• How consumption patterns evolve in today's rich and 
poor countries? 

• How technology development enables increased 
resource efficiency and substitution between 
different materials. A key question is which 
technologies will be used to increase material wealth 
in developing countries as their economies and 
populations grow.

While Sweden has a well-developed mining sector, we 
are only beginning to exploit deposits of critical metals 
and minerals. EU cooperation, formalised in the Critical 
Raw Materials Act (CRMA), puts pressure on Sweden to 
explore and to create opportunities for realising our geo-
logical potential. 

When this happens, several conflicts of objectives and in-
terests will be brought to the fore, just as they have arisen 
in the exploitation of various natural resources throughout 
Sweden's industrialisation since the 19th Century. Some 
of these conflicts can be managed within the permitting 
processes that we discussed earlier. The solution to oth-
ers lies in decisions in political processes at both local 
and national levels. 

The report 'En tryggad försörjning av metaller och miner-
al' (SOU 2022:56) points to two challenges to implement-
ing the greater extraction of critical metals and minerals:

• Social consent from residents to mining activities; and 
• National planning is not sufficient to have a practical 

local impact.

In this chapter, we address four aspects of the policy chal-
lenges that the expert group believes are associated with 

the management of conflicting objectives and interests 
related to the supply of metals and minerals:

• Sweden's international responsibility for the 
supply of critical metals and minerals; 

• Ownership of metals and minerals – legislation 
and social acceptance;

• Conflicts of interest and objectives in land use; 
and

• The tension between national ambitions and local 
reality. 

Sweden's international responsibility 
If Sweden chooses to mine more and more metals and 
minerals, it means new mines – underground or open pit. 
That creates conflicts of objectives, the solutions to which 
the expert group believes depend on the answers to three 
questions that are related to conflicts of objectives:

• What is Sweden's international responsibility, and 
what role should we play in transitioning to a fossil-
free, sustainable society? 

• What environmental and other sustainability costs are 
we prepared to bear if we contribute as much of our 
metal and mineral resources as possible? and

• To what extent should Sweden rely on imports from 
other countries with less favourable environmental 
and other sustainability requirements? 

The first conflict of objectives is between leaving nature 
untouched and accepting local environmental and social 
impacts. Uranium mining for nuclear power exemplifies 
how we have solved the issue. Sweden accepts the opera-
tion of several nuclear power plants, and building new nu-
clear power is high on the current Government's political 
agenda. At the same time, the mining of domestic uranium 
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resources has been banned since 2018. (The government 
now wants to change this, and set up an inquiry that was 
completed in mid-2024.) Instead, Sweden relies on import-
ing uranium, with the local environmental impact that this 
entails in the country where it is mined.

The second conflict of objectives concerns sustainability. 
What environmental impact and working conditions are we 
prepared to accept in mining operations outside Europe? 
The answer affects Sweden's need to use its own resourc-
es. The CRMA sets out sustainability requirements for im-
ports from other countries. However, it is too early to say 
how these will be applied in practice.

The third conflict of objectives concerns the trade-off be-
tween investments in Sweden and outside the EU. Sup-
pose that an investment in an African country to extract 
critical metals is economically more efficient than in Swe-
den or in Europe. Then, according to classical econom-
ic theory on the benefits of the international division of 
labour, the investment should be made in the African 
country (Leamer, 1995). Are we then prepared to invest 
taxpayers' money through direct investments or credit 
guarantees in a country outside Sweden and the EU? The 
CRMA states that strategic projects may involve invest-
ments outside Europe. Here, too, it remains to be seen 
how this will happen in practice, not least in light of how 
state-aid rules for industrial investments are applied in dif-
ferent Member States.

! The ongoing preparation of a Swedish 
mineral strategy, where the CRMA 
can be seen as a framework, should 
include the international role that 
Sweden should play as a mining nation. 
It should also involve taking a position 
on conflicting objectives relating to 
sustainability issues, and considering 
the effectiveness of investments in 
Sweden compared with developing 
countries.

Ownership of the subsoil – the 
legitimacy of, and knowledge about, 
current legislation

A landowner's rights to metals and minerals have long been 
limited. The roots of the legislation go back to the 16th Cen-
tury, when the state asserted its right to extract metals and 
minerals on favourable terms. The legislation has changed, 
but the basic principle of an exception to the ownership of 
metals and minerals remains the same today (Bäckström, 
2015). 

The mining industry has historically been concentrated in 
central and northern Sweden. That has meant that any re-
sulting conflicts of interest relating to land use have been 
managed with the help of legislative instruments involv-
ing compensation to landowners. Conditions are different, 
however, when extraction is to take place in areas where 
there has been not been mining before. 

One example is the exploration for vanadium in Österlen in 
2019–2021. In the local debate, it appeared that the com-
pany's exploration meant that mining was imminent, a po-
sition that was also underlined in the position put forward 
by the Veto nu organisation under the slogan "No mines 
here, please!". The company also contributed to this pic-
ture in interviews by describing in detail how future min-
ing would take place. As a result, many of the arguments 
in the discussion came to be about something other than 
the consequences of the exploration then in progress (Re-
imers, 2019).

Many of the farmers on whose land the exploration was 
planned were also completely unsympathetic to the fact 
that the state could claim their land and allow exploration. 
The compensation for this and for any possible future min-
ing was perceived as being ridiculously small compared to 
the value beneath their soil that would be realised when 
extracting the vanadium (Reimers, 2019)

The inquiry into Sweden's future supply of critical metals 
and minerals (SOU 2022:56) believes that parts of the Miner-
als Act are archaic and that the operating system for them 
is incomplete. For this reason it proposes a complete over-
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haul of the regulatory framework for the primary4 and sec-
ondary5 extraction of metals and minerals to adapt it to 
modern requirements and needs.

! There is a pressing need to increase 
knowledge about the different steps 
from exploration to mining. A challenge 
for policymakers is to explain the 
background and logic of current 
legislation, and how to modernise it. 
That is often a thankless position in the 
heated debate arising from exploiting 
metal and mineral resources in areas 
where mining activities are uncommon. 

Competition for land use 
Resolving issues of competing land uses, not least con-
cerning the supply of critical metals and minerals, is fun-
damentally about complex conflicts of objectives at the so-
cietal level. Which use of land and other resources should 
be prioritised? Is it forestry, hunting and fishing, reindeer 
farming, agriculture, water resources or the needs of the 
armed forces that are to be met (see Figure 9)? 

There is often a call for a holistic government approach 
to land and water planning to manage the transition to 
a fossil-free, sustainable society. However, it has become 
more difficult to take such a holistic approach because of 
the existence of an increasing number of national goals, 
plans and programmes, together with new commitments 
through international agreements and common legislation 
within the EU (Boverket, 2022).

4 Extraction from mining.

5 Extraction from landfills or mining waste, for example.

Solving these issues requires national priorities that can be 
translated into local decisions. In its 2022 report 'Frame-
work for National Planning', the Swedish National Board of 
Housing, Building and Planning (Boverket) has stated that 
many planning actors perceive the national level in the cur-
rent planning system as reactive and unclear. Coordination 
between government agencies is inadequate, and gov-
ernance is insufficient. Boverket has worked on the issue, 
noting that there is currently no formalised cross-sectoral 
collaboration and that few joint documents and analyses 
are made from a holistic perspective.

In the debate, ideas have been put forward for a special sus-
tainability authority to deal with these over-arching issues 
(Svemin, 2021). Another example of creating this holistic 
perspective is the Parliamentary Environmental Objectives 
Committee, which was set up by the Government in 2010 
to achieve broad political consensus on several different 
environmental issues. The aim is also to deal with issues 
that affect several societal interests in different areas that 
are particularly prioritised and complex; issues that can-
not be resolved at the government level but which require 
political considerations. 

Figures 10 and 11 show that metals and minerals are found 
in large parts of Sweden, even in areas where mining has 
not yet taken place. The Environmental Code provides the 
state with tools for overall planning of the use of land and 
water areas in Sweden; this is done through the manage-
ment provisions in Chapters 3 and 4 of the Code. These 
are designed to enable priorities to be set between differ-
ent interests, and when these change over time. 

National spatial planning in Sweden is based on the state 
setting national objectives. The national planning tools 
used are national interests that are designated by nation-
al sectoral authorities such as the Swedish Environmental 
Protection Agency, the Swedish Energy Agency, and the 
National Heritage Board. The purpose may be the preser-
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vation of a particular environment or the exploitation of a 
natural resource. 

Municipalities must implement the intentions behind national 
interests in their planning work and decisions under the Plan-
ning and Building Act. Comprehensive planning must show 
how national interests are weighed against each other and 
against other interests within the municipality. 

The expansion of hydropower provides a historical exam-
ple of community planning. After discussions between the 
political parties, the Government and parliament decided 
which rivers should be exploited. In 1993, it was decided 
that the Torne, Kalix, Pite and Vindel would be national riv-
ers – that is, national interests protected under Chapter 4 
of the Environmental Code. We believe that such a decision 
on national land-use prioritisation in different areas could be 
an opportunity to deal with the recurring conflicts of inter-
est between the mining and reindeer industries.

A report from the government inquiry into a sustainable 
supply of innovation-critical metals and minerals (SOU 
2022:56) proposes that the SGU should intensify its efforts 

to identify areas of national interest that contain depos-
its of critical metals and minerals. That means that they 
can be managed within the framework of the Environmen-
tal Code's mechanisms for balancing and prioritising be-
tween different national interests. At the same time, the re-
port points out that EU environmental-protection law limits 
the possibilities of making such priorities because of its 
completely binding legislation. Long-term work is there-
fore needed at the EU level to ensure that the application 
of EU legislation allows different interests to be balanced 
against each other differently than at present.

! Current legislation allows trade-offs 
between different societal interests 
within the framework of environmental 
legislation. However, these trade-
offs require clear national guidelines 
that can guide local decisions. Such 
guidelines are lacking today.

Figure 9: Examples 
of conflicting 
interests in the use 
of forest and mineral 
resources
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Figure 11: Known deposits of 
critical metals and minerals in 
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Jonsson et al, 2023. Financed by 
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National ambitions and local realities
In the section ‘Competition for land use’ (above), we de-
scribed shortcomings in national spatial planning in Swe-
den. The consequence is that there are difficulties in realising 
national goals and ambitions through local decisions. There 
is therefore a risk that the often difficult trade-offs relating to 
the transition to a fossil-free, sustainable society will be made 
through local decisions without clear national guidelines. 

Establishing a mining operation always has environmen-
tal consequences. The environmental impact assessment 
must ensure that these are acceptable in managing the 
country's land and water resources. In addition, an estab-
lishment always has political, local, economic and social 
dimensions. We discuss two aspects below:

• The difficult local economic equation in mining 
towns; and

• The need for local social acceptance of 
environmentally disruptive activities.

A difficult local economic equation

We noted above that there is considerable opposition to 
plans for mining in areas where activities like that have not 
been common up to now, and this can be expected to con-
tinue in the future. But questions are also raised in places 
where there has been long-term mining, one reason be-
ing that the municipalities believe they do not receive suf-
ficient economic benefit from the operations, a criticism 
that has been made for many years (Sveriges Radio, 2013).

Today, most of a municipality's revenue comes from the tax paid 
by its residents, the level of which the municipalities themselves 
decide. 75% of municipal funds are spent on welfare services 
such as schools, care for the elderly, and initiatives aimed at dis-
abled people. Central government regulates these services, and 
also provides state subsidies. However, these subsidies cover 
only 25-30% of the municipalities' costs for these activities. Mu-
nicipalities also benefit from central government cost equalisa-
tion and from the redistribution of tax revenue between munici-
palities. However, these revenues can only partially compensate 
for differences in local tax-raising capabilities (Larsson, 2021).

Sweden has long chosen a path where the local commu-
nity does not directly benefit from a business establish-
ment or infrastructure investment, such as hydropower, 
except for the tax from the employees registered in the 
locality. Business taxes are state taxes. This means that if 
a municipality is to benefit directly from an establishment, 
many of the employees must live there. Making this pos-
sible requires housing and good social services, which in 
many cases requires investment and risk-taking by the mu-
nicipalities (Larsson, 2021; EIT RawMaterials). These issues 
have been brought to the fore by the big industrial busi-
nesses in Västerbotten and Norrbotten.

Sweden differs from its neighbouring countries regarding 
compensation to the local community. Our regional policy 
has a different focus compared with Norway, for example, 
where there is considerable support for rural municipalities. 
In Finland, local communities are compensated in other ways. 
In the case of exploration, for instance, a large part of the 
fee paid by the prospector goes back to the municipality in 
question. The same applies to the mining tax (Eriksson, 2019).

The report 'En tryggad försörjning av metaller och mineral' 
(SOU 2022:56) proposed increased value-sharing with mu-
nicipalities to improve the acceptance of mining projects 
in the locality. It proposed the establishment of a mining 
pot, the level of which is decided in the state budget, with 
the funds then being distributed between different areas of 
the country in proportion to the value of the ore produced. 
The distribution between communities affected by a mine 
would then be decided in consultation between the munici-
palities, the regions and the mining companies concerned. 
The process would also consider different structural condi-
tions like infrastructure and housing.

! Benefitting nationally from metal and 
mineral resources and their impact on 
local communities without providing 
economic benefits to municipalities is 
an impossible equation. Sweden needs 
to rethink. Proposals are on the table.
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Local social acceptance

A local community is always affected negatively by environ-
mentally disruptive activities, while the effects of these can 
largely be positive from a national or international perspec-
tive. The difficulty lies in balancing these effects against 

each other; in short, in creating local acceptance for some-
thing that is of national benefit. 

When some groups do not feel heard, or do not have the 
resources to make their voices heard, there is a risk of re-
ducing social acceptance of change, and the risk of po-
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larisation increases. Conversely, polarisation can be re-
duced by identifying neglected groups and by providing 
resources to give them a voice. 

Significant differences exist between the resources of dif-
ferent interest groups to make their voices heard when con-
flicts of interest are managed, not least in legal processes 
linked to land use (Söderholm et al, 2022). One effect of 
the lack of resources is that it becomes difficult to gain an 
overview of one's situation and conditions, creating fur-
ther uncertainty. Negotiating without knowing what is es-
sential and what is negotiable can lead to poorer solutions. 
That reduces social acceptance and increases polarisation.

A range of options and proposals exists to increase local 
acceptance:

The approval process for mining activities is complicated 
and needs to be explained better to the local community. 
Awareness-raising efforts may also be required at the na-
tional level. Attitude surveys show that the further one is 
from areas with mining activities, the greater the opposition 
to mines. There may be several different explanations for 
this. In a research project, those involved used interviews 
to identify various aspects that influence the view of min-
ing businesses. The study showed that stakeholders' views 
differ on the future, what is sustainable, what benefits the 
local community, and whether a mine contributes to or hin-
ders local development (Lindahl et al, 2016).

Figure 12 illustrates four different approaches that the re-
searchers identified in their case studies. The study shows 
that there can be resistance to new establishments even 
in areas with existing mines, such as Kiruna. Resolving con-
flicts rooted in fundamental values is difficult. All the same, 
a dialogue on equal terms can lead to some consensus, 
mutual understanding of each other's views, and decisions 
being perceived as legitimate (Lindahl et al, 2016). 

The report 'En tryggad försörjning av metaller och mineral' 
(SOU 2022:56) proposed that a requirement for early dialogue 
meetings should be introduced in the Minerals Act. It also 
proposed that exploration permit holders should compen-
sate property owners, such as a Sami village or forest owner, 
for the work required to arrange an early dialogue meeting. 

! Effective processes and political 
guidance are currently lacking to 
ensure that national priorities have 
a clear impact locally. That risks 
threatening confidence in the ability of 
environmental assessments to manage 
the conflicting objectives and interests 
of new mining operations, or changes 
to existing ones. 
 
There are many reasons to ensure that 
different interest groups have sufficient 
resources to enable them to represent 
their viewpoints in a reasonable way.
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