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This article explores the role of local politicians and planners as public agents of change in the creation of new
economic paths in municipalities. Drawing on current literature, we suggest three public legitimation practices
employed by these actors. Focusing on the establishment of a mining industry in Pajala municipality, Sweden,
we demonstrate how local public actors act as agents of change by employing three legitimation practices: ar-
ticulating compelling visions that encourage stakeholders to envisage desirable local and regional future possi-
bilities, aligning new economic paths with broader regional and national political agendas, and reinterpreting
the local past. This paper demonstrates that these legitimation practices employed by local public agents oper-
ate paradoxically: they not only enable new economic trajectories but also marginalise alternative visions, re-
flecting the contested and uneven nature of spatial transformation in resource-rich regions. We conclude with

a model of local public legitimation practices in new path creation.
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Introduction

In early path dependence literature, the emergence of new
economic paths, such as new industries, was described
as resulting from ‘historical accidents’, offering little in-
sight into the origins of path creation. Martin (2010, 20)
argued that ‘place-specific factors and conditions (...) are
not simply “accidental” or random, but are often the prod-
uct of and reflect economic, social, cultural, and institu-
tional conditions! Thus, path creation literature increas-
ingly emphasises the role of agency, showing how actors
both respond to and influence their context (Steen, 2016).

This literature highlights the mindful deviation by col-
lectivities of actors (Sydow et al., 2012; Garud and Karnge,
2001), identifying various potential change agents. Stud-
ies have focused on private actors (e.g. Popa et al., 2024),
knowledge organisations (e.g. Isaken & Trippl 2016), na-
tional and regional governments (Dawley, 2014; Dawley et
al., 2015; Billing et al., 2024) can play an important role
in path development. More recently, local public agents
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of change have received attention (Calignano and Nilsen,
2024; MacKinnon et al., 2019) where the role of spatial
planning has beenincluded (Breul et al.,2021; Midrner and
Trippl, 2019). In these papers, spatial planning has been
identified as an important contextual condition and arena
for other actors’ strategies.

Against the backdrop of calls for a green transformation,
the crucial role that minerals play in achieving ambitious
climate goals has gained increasing attention (Hira, 2025).
This development offers hope to some declining areas in
Sweden’s rural north, while posing significant challenges
to others (Arora-Jonsson and Stiernstrom, 2025). ‘Left-
behind places’ (e.g. MacKinnon et al., 2024; Rodriguez-
Pose, 2018) are being increasingly re-industrialised by the
growing demand for minerals, nurturing imaginaries of re-
newal and promising alternative economic futures. Local
politicians and planners, as public actors, are seen as hav-
ing both the authority and responsibility to mediate these
land-use conflicts and to legitimise new pathways as serv-
ing the public interest. However, the role of municipalities
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in this process has not been sufficiently explored in path
creation literature.

Research shows that land-use conflicts are becoming in-
creasingly prominent in northern Sweden, where global
mineral demand intersects with Indigenous and environ-
mental interests (Elomina and Zivojinovi¢, 2024). Gener-
ally, new extraction projects provoke significant resistance
from diverse groups, including citizens, environmental or-
ganisations, farmers’ associations and Sdmi communities
(Fjellborg, 2024). By contrast, the Pajala mine in northern
Sweden faced relatively little opposition, as seen in the lo-
cal communities’ ‘refusal to resist’ (Komu, 2020, 533) to
preserve their local social relations.

Building on these insights, this paper explores how
local politicians and spatial planners engage as agents of
change to forge new economic paths. We contribute to the
path creation literature by highlighting how these public
agents use legitimation practices through multi-level
and temporal engagement to enable the establishment
of a new industry. We define an economic path as a
self-reinforcing trajectory of interrelated economic ac-
tivities, institutional arrangements, knowledge bases
and capabilities within a region or locality. Using the
establishment of an iron ore mine in Pajala, northern Swe-
den, as an empirical case, we show how they employed
three complementary legitimation practices: articulating
compelling visions to foster beliefs in desirable futures;
aligning the new path with higher-level political agendas;
and reinterpreting the local past to present continuity and
renewal. Pajala is considered a suitable and unique case
for studying public legitimation practices primarily be-
cause of the documented, proactive involvement of local
politicians and planners, the characteristics surrounding
the establishment of the iron ore mine, particularly the
context of economic decline, as well as the apparent lack
of conflict during the development process. The local
planning process to allow for iron ore extraction was char-
acterised by a sense of urgency to not lose interest from
mining prospectors, which enabled us to study proactive
local politicians and planners.

Our analysis suggests that the limited opposition in Pa-
jala was not due to an absence of competing land-use
claims, but to the municipality’s capacity to delegitimise
them. By framing alternative claims as incompatible with
broader political priorities and regional revitalisation ef-
forts, local actors strengthened the mine’s legitimacy as
a common goal for survival and development. In doing
so, they controlled perceptions of both continuity and
change, presenting the mine as essential to Pajala’s sur-
vival, the region’s prosperous economic future, as well as
Sweden’s and the EU’s green, sustainable future.

This study contributes with a conceptual model of
public legitimation practices in new path creation to
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highlight the role of local politicians and spatial plan-
ners as agents of change in path creation. By empirically
demonstrating these practices in the Pajala mining case,
the paper advances literature on agency and public le-
gitimation practices, showing how narratives of urgency
and continuity marginalise competing visions to prioritise
extractive development amid green transition pressures
and underscore the uneven spatial transformations in
peripheral economies, where legitimacy is continuously
negotiated across temporal and multi-level scales. This
model integrates de-legitimation as an integral part
of path creation, offering a critical lens for analysing
contested regional revitalisation.

The remainder of the paper is structured as fol-
lows. In the second section, we review literature on
agents of change and introduce legitimation practices
as important strategic actions in path creation. We then
turn to our case study, presenting methods and data
sources. Next, we identify and analyse the three legit-
imation practices deployed by Pajala municipality. Fi-
nally, we conclude by demonstrating how these prac-
tices not only legitimised the mining project but also
contributed to the de-legitimation of conflicting land-use
claims.

Theoretical framework

Agency and change are explored across several research
traditions, each emphasising different types of actors
and mechanisms of change. In transition studies, institu-
tional work highlights how embedded actors intention-
ally create, maintain or disrupt rules, norms and prac-
tices in order to enable broader socio-technical and pol-
icy transitions (Fuenfschilling and Truffer, 2016). In or-
ganisation and entrepreneurship studies, institutional en-
trepreneurship is used to study how actors leverage re-
sources to create new institutions or to transform ex-
isting ones (Garud et al., 2007). In this paper, the con-
cepts of path creation and place-based leadership will be
used as an analytical lens with a particular focus on lo-
cal politicians and planners as public agents of change.
To analytically capture the role of local public agents of
change in the creation of new economic paths, we focus
on how legitimation practices are used to create legiti-
macy for the new envisioned economic path. In our paper,
agency should be understood as intentional, purposive ac-
tions and the capacity of place-based leaders or agents of
change (individuals or groups) to influence development
paths, break path dependency and strategically shape the
future, independent of the strict constraints of existing
structures.
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Path creation through agents of
change

There has been an increasing interest in evolutionary eco-
nomic geography in how new economic paths are created
(Harris, 2021) and the concept of path creation has beenin-
troduced as a complement to path dependence (Sydow et
al., 2012). Path creation revolves around the idea that in-
dividuals and organisations can actively shape their own
and a region’s future trajectories rather than being solely
constrained by historical paths or past decisions. Actors
can ‘mindfully deviate’ from existing paths and forge new
paths through proactive efforts (Garud and Karnge, 2001).
Path creation emphasises a more proactive role for ac-
tors in driving change and is therefore relevant in con-
texts of technological innovation and economic develop-
ment (Sotarauta et al., 2023). In this perspective, agents of
change are seen as proactive and capable of envisioning
and implementing new directions. This involves recognis-
ing opportunities, mobilising resources and overcoming
resistance to change. Path creation involves therefore a dy-
namic interplay between various actors, including produc-
ers, consumers, regulators and other stakeholders (Billing
et al., 2024). This interaction influences which new paths
are created and how they evolve over time. Successful
path creation often requires building coalitions and navi-
gating complex social and economic landscapes.

(Public) agents of change through
place-based leadership

Place-based leaders often function as key agents of change
but are distinguished by their emphasis on place-sensitive
processes. The literature describes place-based leader-
ship (or place leaders) as crucial in guiding regional struc-
tural change and influencing the trajectory of path cre-
ation and path development (Uyarra and Flanagan, 2022;
Sotarauta et al., 2021). The role of place-based leaders as
agents of change is fundamentally about the strategic di-
rection and coordination required for sustained regional
growth, especially when navigating complex changes or
crises (Sotarauta and Beer, 2017). The primary role of
such agents is the mobilisation and coordination of diverse
groups of actors to achieve a collective effort for the en-
hancement of the place’s development or the creation of
new paths (Sotarauta et al.,2021). This often takes the form
of orchestration, pooling competencies, powers and re-
sources (Grillitsch and Sotarauta, 2020). Agents also play a
key role in developing shared visions (Roessler et al., 2025).
They must manage conflicting discourses and visions re-
garding the place’s future. Through this, agents are capa-
ble of anchoring a new development path by linking it to

broader existing conventions and networks (Uyarra and
Flanagan, 2022). Agents also play a critical role for build-
ing legitimacy not only for new technologies or their ap-
plication but also for legitimating the means, goals, and the
place itself to both internal and external audiences (Uyarra
and Flanagan, 2022). In this paper, we focus on local public
actors as agents of change, namely politicians and munici-
pal spatial planners. Legitimacy often emerges due to their
perceived role as guardians of the public interest.

Public agency in new path creation

Agency in new path development should be understood
as a distributed phenomenon encompassing a diverse
range of intentional actors who collectively drive strate-
gic change (Dawley, 2014). Therefore, agency refers to the
intentional, purposive actions and the capacity of place-
based leaders or agents of change (individuals or groups)
to influence development paths, break path dependency
and strategically shape the future, independent of the
strict constraints of existing structures. In order to be able
to take on their roles as described above, the agent’s ca-
pacity to agency derives from their position, networks, in-
fluence and narrative control to persuade others to act
accordingly  (Grillitsch and Sotarauta, 2020). The abil-
ity of agents to influence regional development trajecto-
ries rests on their capacity to shape the interpretations
and dominant local and regional narratives. This capacity
is referred to as ‘interpretative power’ (Sotarauta, 2016).
Agents of change, such as place-based leaders, use nar-
ratives, collective stories about the past and expectations
for the future, as a powerful tool to influence how regional
actors perceive opportunities (Roessler et al., 2025). Nar-
ratives that emerge endogenously from within the region
tend to have higher legitimacy and are often more effec-
tive in aligning actors; however, agents of change must
dedicate significant effort to translate and anchor narra-
tives that emerge exogenously from outside the region
(Roessler et al., 2025). Legitimacy is central here, as strate-
gic actors must convince others — investors, collaborators
policymakers — that new trajectories are desirable and ap-
propriate within prevailing values and norms (Suchman,
1995; Geels and Verhees, 2011). While entrepreneurs of-
ten must legitimise their innovations to succeed, public
agents may rely on their perceived guardianship of pub-
lic interests; however, their legitimacy is subject to ongo-
ing contestation and negotiation within the community.
To advance new economic paths, including the formali-
sation of land-use plans with economic priorities, politi-
cians and municipal spatial planners must foster voluntary
compliance and build legitimacy for their preferred direc-
tions, particularly when major land-use conflicts are ex-
pected (Fjellborg, 2024; Rittberger and Schroeder, 2016).
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Different groups often have overlapping and conflicting
claims on the same piece of land: wind turbine installa-
tions, mining, reindeer husbandry, recreation, housing de-
velopment and nature conservation are just some of the
many land-use claims (Elomina and Zivojinovi¢, 2024). As
a result, the creation of new economic paths means pri-
oritising one land-use claim over others. Municipal steer-
ing instruments, such as land-use plans, play a key role
in this process as they determine which functions can be
carried out in a particular location. For instance, a land-
use plan may prescribe an area exclusively for housing or
recreation, thereby excluding other uses such as indus-
trial or commercial development within that area. Further-
more, land-use plans can also prescribe which types of
economic activities are allowed and which are not, further
limiting possible economic activities. For new large-scale
economic structures, this means that the prescribed func-
tions must beincluded in land-use plans. Doing so requires
the local government to make deliberate choices among
a plethora of land-use claims. Thus, agency is expressed
not only through formal authority but equally through the
continual, collective work to build legitimacy through the
interpretation of local narratives and balance competing
claims in the pursuit of regional transformation.

Legitimating new economic paths
through legitimation practices

Legitimacy is widely recognised as a crucial prerequisite
for economic path creation, particularly because emerg-
ing paths are often characterised by high levels of uncer-
tainty and risk (e.g. Jolly and Hansen, 2022; MacKinnon et
al., 2022; Harris, 2021). Legitimation practices refer to the
strategic actions undertaken by agents of change to build
credibility and foster acceptance of emerging industries
or technologies within a region (MacKinnon et al., 2022).
These practices help build support and reduce resistance,
facilitating the development and growth of new economic
paths. Legitimacy is not a fixed attribute that can be se-
cured once and for all; instead, it must be continuously
produced and reproduced through ongoing work. Based
on previous reflections on the literature on path creation,
agents of change and place-based leadership, we propose
that legitimacy of new economic paths can be achieved
through three continuous legitimation practices deployed
by public local actors: The articulation of compelling vi-
sions aligns with the role of place-based leaders as devel-
opers of shared visions that guide collective efforts and
mobilise diverse actors (Roessler et al., 2025; Sotarauta et
al., 2021). Alignment of new local paths with broader polit-
ical agendas reflects the literature on how legitimacy de-
pends on whether initiatives are perceived as desirable
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and appropriate within larger institutional and political
contexts (Suchman 1995; Geels and Verhees, 2011). The
re-interpretation of the past ties in with claims that nar-
ratives that emerge endogenously have higher legitimacy
(Roessler et al., 2025).

One legitimation practice is the articulation of com-
pelling visions that invites stakeholders to imagine desir-
able future possibilities (Roessler et al., 2025; Sotarauta et
al., 2021; Steen, 2016; Garud et al., 2014). Creating a bet-
ter future requires first articulating a clear and coherent
vision of the desired future (Tapiola et al., 2023; Bakker et
al., 2012). These forward-looking expectations spark ini-
tial enthusiasm but might turn quickly into disillusion-
ment when early promises remain unfilled (Garud et al,,
2025), and any perceived legitimacy might quickly vanish
(Spivack et al., 2025). These compelling visions of the new
economic paths should therefore be plausible to achieve
and aim to unify stakeholders under a shared vision. In the
case of public agents of change, these compelling visions
will refer to the positive effects of the new economic path
on municipal and regional development, fostering the idea
of the municipality and region as attractive places to live.
We recognise that shaping a future that is both plausible
and desirable is a collaborative endeavour, requiring con-
tinuous dialogues with a broad spectrum of stakeholders
(Iwaniec et al., 2020) and valid knowledge claims support-
ing this envisioned future.

The alignment of the new local paths with broader politi-
calagendas can be described as another legitimation prac-
tice. The new, desired local economic path is embedded
in prominent socio-political agendas, thereby articulating
that local economic activities are of national or regional
public interest and are therefore necessary (Raven et al.,
2016; Geels and Verhees, 2011). Stiernstrom and Arora-
Jonasson (2022) have shown how the broader sustainabil-
ity agenda has impacted local governance in attempts to
shape the outcomes of mining investments in the Nordic
periphery. These mining sites, together with dams for hy-
droelectricity or sites for the large-scale harnessing of so-
lar power, have been increasingly described as ‘green sac-
rifice zones), illustrating how specific territories are af-
fected under the guise of sustainability (Brandajs, 2025;
Zografos, 2022). This work focuses primarily on the uneven
geographies of sacrifice and their effects, not yet including
the role of local public actors as agents of change in these
‘green’ establishments.

A third legitimation practice can be understood as the
reinterpretation of the local past. Agents mobilise parts
of their past to support imagined futures (MacKinnon et
al., 2022; Steen, 2016; Garud et al., 2010). Nufiez Collado
and Merwood-Salisbury (2025) demonstrate how histori-
cal legacies and collective memory influence contempo-
rary climate adaptation efforts by using local histories
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to justify changes in settlements. These legacies shape
how contemporary socio-spatial practices are perceived
and interpretated (Semian and Novacek, 2017), while also
functioning as strategic assets deliberately mobilised by
the state, local governments, businesses and residents
(Nufiez Collado and Merwood-Salisbury, 2025). In line with
this and Roessler et al.’s (2025) argument on endogenous
narratives, we argue that linking a new economic path to
past local and regional events can strengthen its legiti-
macy by presenting it as a natural continuation of the com-
munity’s historical trajectory. Paradoxically, then, the le-
gitimisation of something new is reinforced by anchoring
itin the past.

A conceptual framework of three
legitimation practices

Legitimation is acknowledged as crucial for understand-
ing new path creation (MacKinnon et al., 2022), and these
three suggested legitimation practices will enable us to
capture how local legitimation is created by politicians and
municipal spatial planners across different scales, namely
national, regional and local, and through time. The pro-
posed conceptual framework is operationalised in Table 1
and specifically focuses on the actions of politicians and
municipal spatial planners as drivers of legitimation prac-
tices.

Articulating compelling visions requires clearly defining
the desired future and understanding how and by whom
this vision is communicated. Local politicians, as elected
municipal council members, hold significant authority to
shape and promote these visions. It is also crucial to con-
sider the foundations for these visions, whether based on
economic forecasts, sustainability goals or quality-of-life
improvements, and how transparent these rationales are.
Municipal spatial planners play a key role in translating po-
litical visions into practical land-use claims, detailing how
and where these visions materialise on the ground. Exam-
ining their incorporation into official municipal plans re-
veals whether these visions remain rhetorical or guide ac-
tual development.

Aligning new local paths with broader political agen-
das involves understanding how politicians link local ini-
tiatives to national and regional priorities such as climate
neutrality or rural development. This requires multi-level
engagement and strategic framing to demonstrate how lo-
cal projects contribute to broader goals. Scrutinising of-
ficial plans and strategies shows how these agendas jus-
tify specific land-use choices, while also revealing which
broader priorities are emphasised or overlooked, impact-
ing whose interests prevail in contested areas.

Reinterpreting the local past focuses on how histori-
cal events and legacies are selectively used to legitimise
current and future developments. This entails identifying
which past events politicians highlight, how they connect
these to current proposals and how municipal planners
use historical narratives in official documents. Attention to
which histories are emphasised or marginalised, and how
heritage and identity arguments are constructed, reveals
how the past is reshaped as a resource for legitimation —
sometimes creating tensions over competing versions of
history that support emerging economic paths.

Methods

To demonstrate how local public agents of change em-
ploy legitimation practices, we analyse the establishment
of aniron ore extraction site in the municipality of Pajalain
northern Sweden. There are several reasons for this case
choice. Firstly, the establishment of a new extraction site
requires large areas and profound landscape changes, giv-
ing the local government, responsible for land use, a key
role. Secondly, extraction sites are tied to specific loca-
tions, making conflicting land claims unavoidable and le-
gitimisation practices essential. Thirdly, the green transi-
tion requires minerals such as those used in batteries, em-
bedding extraction in broader political agendas. Fourthly,
resistance in Pajala has been limited, suggesting that pub-
lic agents of change were highly effective in their use of le-
gitimisation practices.

Data collection

In this article, we conceptualise public officials of Pajala
municipality as public agents of change. This category en-
compasses a range of actors, including municipal strate-
gists, spatial planners and local elected representatives,
who all play a role in shaping and implementing trans-
formative processes. To ensure the robustness and valid-
ity of the research findings, data triangulation was em-
ployed by integrating four distinct sources of information:
interviews, policy documents, secondary sources such as
reports related to the mining establishment, and media
archives. This allowed for a comprehensive examination
from multiple perspectives and enhanced credibility by
cross-verifying information and reducing bias.
Semi-structured interviews with spatial planners,
strategists, project managers and local entrepreneurs
provided in-depth insights. Whereas planners highlighted
public actors’ engagement with the mining establish-
ment, entrepreneurs revealed how other local actors
perceived public legitimation practices. Interviews lasted
45-90 min, were in-person or virtual, recorded with con-
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Table 1 Three public legitimation practices.
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Articulation of
compelling visions

Alignment with broader
political agendas

Reinterpretation of the
local past

Focus Invites stakeholders to
imagine a desirable
future possibility with
high plausibility.

Actions of local What visions are created

politicians and communicated by
politicians? Based on
what are these visions

created by politicians?

How are the
communicated visions
anchored in official plans
and strategies?

Actions of local
planners

Embedding the new
desired local economic
path in prominent
socio-political agendas.

How do politicians
across scales secure this
alignment?

How is alignment with
broader political
agendas depicted in
official plans and

The new economic path
is linked to past local and
regional events and
narratives to articulate
that the new economic
path aligns well with the
past.

What past events are
highlighted by
politicians? How are
current events linked to
past events?

How are past events
used in official plans and
strategies to justify
municipal actions?

strategies?

sent and adapted to explore emerging themes. Table 2
shows the list of interviewees and gives an overview of
the official documents and media articles used in this
analysis.

Document analysis complemented the interviews
through a systematic review of policy documents and
reports. Furthermore, media archives, including newspa-
pers and online sources, added insights into historical and
contemporary discourse. These sources were selected
for relevance and credibility, helping identify trends,
perceptions and evolving debates.

Data analysis

We first familiarised ourselves with the material to identify
context and initial themes, noting how local politicians,
planners and entrepreneurs spoke about the mine, de-
mographic decline, the green transition and land-use con-
flicts. Recurring elements, such as the population forecast,
were clustered and compared across interviews, munic-
ipal documents and media to identify consistencies and
discrepancies.

In a second step, we paid particular attention to for-
mulations that expressed agency, referenced higher-level
political agendas and invoked local history and collective
memory. Drawing on concepts of path creation and local

public agents of change, this allowed us to identify se-
quences in which municipal actors sought to reshape Pa-
jala’s development trajectory, for example, by accelerating
planning processes or lobbying national authorities.

In a third step, this was related to the three legitima-
tion practices in the analytical framework: articulating
compelling visions, aligning the new path with broader
socio-political agendas, and reinterpreting the local past.
We grouped statements about population and housing
growth under ‘compelling visions’, references to EU cli-
mate and national growth strategies under ‘alignment,
and invocations of mining history and resource frontier
narratives under ‘reinterpretation of the past’, thereby op-
erationalising legitimation practices as strategic actions.

A fourth step examined how each legitimation practice
appeared across data sources and actor perspectives by
juxtaposing interview accounts with municipal plans and
media representations. This triangulation showed how vi-
sions, alignments and historical narratives travelled be-
tween arenas, which elements of the emerging path nar-
rative became dominant or marginal, and how specific for-
mulations contributed to the (de-)legitimation of alterna-
tive land uses such as reindeer herding and environmental
protection.

Finally, the coded material was re-read to trace tempo-
ral dynamics and paradoxes of legitimation around key de-
cision pointsin the planning process. The analysis showed
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Table 2 List of empirical sources.

Official documents

Interviewees

News articles

Geological Survey of Sweden (SGU) (1963): Iron
ore deposits in Norrbotten County. Yearbook 57. 3.
Geological Survey of Sweden (SGU)

(1980): Pellivuoma iron ore deposit. Report on the
results of SGU investigations during the years
1964-1971. Exploration report.

Pajala municipality (2009): Detailed development
plan for planned mining operations at
Kaunisvaara. Tapuli mine.

Parliamentary proceedings (2009): Interpellation
2009/10:286 on the railway line from Pajala to
Kolari.

Pajala municipality (2010a): Comprehensive plan.
Pajala municipality (2010b): Environmental
impact assessment.

Pajala municipality (2011): Request for appeal to
the National Government. Minutes of the
Municipal Executive Board.

: Larsen, Bostrom & Mounio Sami village. SEI
working paper (2021): ‘De kor éver en anda..."
Consequences of the Kaunisvaara mine for the
Muonio Sami village.

County Council Norrbotten (2022): Housing
market analysis.

Government Offices (2022): Report from the
coordinator for social change in connection with
major business establishments in Norrbotten and
Vdsterbotten.

LKAB (2023): Increased European resilience and
self-sufficiency of Critical Raw Materials.

Representative from
municipal housing
corporation (a).
Representative from the
municipal housing
corporation (b).
Municipal strategist.
Municipal planner (a).
Municipal planner (b).
Municipal project leader
(a).

Municipal project leader
(b).

Mining company
representative.

Tourism industry
organisation.

Local entrepreneur (a).
Local entrepreneur (b).
Municipal administrator.
County council
representative (a).
County council
representative (b).
County council
representative (c).
Representative from the
Region of Norrbotten.

Norrlédndska
Socialdemokraten
Sundqyist, K.-L. (2010).
Har borjar en gruvepok.
Vésterbottens Kuriren
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how narratives of necessity and urgency intensified, how
the mine was gradually normalised as Pajala’s main devel-
opment path, and how this simultaneously delegitimised
other futures and relationships to land, refining the model
of path creation through local public agents of change as
involving both legitimation and de-legitimation.

Introduction to Pajala

Pajala, a municipality in the far northeast of Sweden bor-
dering Finland, has a long history of population decline.
Since the mid-1950s, the population has halved, from a
peak of 15,000 to barely 6000 today. A major cause was
the restructuring of the forestry industry in the 1960s and
1970s, which led residents to seek work in state-owned

mines in the municipalities of Kiruna and Gallivare or to
migrate south.

Sweden has a long mining history, particularly in the
northern iron ore fields of Norrbotten, where the state-
owned LKAB is a major player. Pajala’s iron ore was
officially excavated in 2012, after Canadian-registered
Northland Resources received permits in 2008 (Pajala
municipality, 2010a). During construction, the project at-
tracted national attention; politicians frequently visited,
and media described the mine as an ‘industrial mira-
cle’ (Malmborg, 2016, 19). Yet, only 2 years after produc-
tion began, financial problems led Northland to declare
bankruptcy in December 2014, leaving Pajala in deep un-
certainty. Hopes that the mine could halt population de-
cline collapsed. Still, the municipality worked to maintain
the site in anticipation of new operators (Edstrom, 2023).
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In 2018, Kaunis Iron took over and continues to run the
mine.

Reindeer herding and environmental
interests in mineral-rich land

The Pajala mine has been widely studied in political econ-
omy (Anshelm and Haikola, 2018), economics (Poelzer and
Ejdemo, 2018) and ethnography (Landstrom, 2023). Much
research notes the process was marked by consensus and
limited open conflict. However, the mine’s development
superseded existing land relations and reshaped local dy-
namics. Two particularly affected interests are reindeer
herding and environmental protection.

The land designated for mining in Pajala municipality
was far from empty or free from competing interests. In-
stead, it was deeply embedded with overlapping claims
and longstanding relationships to the land. The desig-
nated mining land overlaps with the reindeer herding area
of Mounio Sami village, the northernmost of Sweden’s
eight Sami villages with a concession. The area has a doc-
umented Sami presence dating back to at least 1886. Un-
til the 1930s, when the Muonio River ceased to function
as a border for reindeer herding, Sdmi communities prac-
tised nomadic herding across both Swedish and Finnish
territories. Today, the Mounio Sami village continues to
maintain settlements on both sides of the national bor-
der (Larsen et al., 2021). Beyond its cultural and eco-
nomic significance for the Sami, the land is also valued for
recreational activities such as berry picking and hunting
and is recognised for its environmental importance (Pajala
municipality, 2010b). The mine area also coincides with
nationally recognised landscape protections under Swe-
den’s Environmental Code (MB 1998:808). The Torne River
system, including the Mounio, is a national river and part
of Natura 2000 (Pajala municipality, 2012).

Analysis

This analysis examines how public agents of change em-
ployed legitimation practices to establish a new economic
path. In line with the overarching analytical framework of
the paper, the analysis is organised around the three forms
of legitimation practice identified.

Aligning the iron ore mine to
prominent socio-political agendas

In Sweden, mining has historically been framed as an
essential pillar of national economic development. Na-
tional politicians and industry representatives consis-
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tently frame mining as a key political priority, though its
role is now redefined through the lens of the green transi-
tion. In January 2023, Sweden’s Minister for Urban Affairs,
UIf Kristersson, and the President of the European Com-
mission, Ursula von der Leyen, held a joint press confer-
ence in Kiruna, where Sweden’s state-run iron ore mines
operated by LKAB are located. During the press confer-
ence, Kristersson emphasised the critical role of Sweden’s
mining industry in Europe’s green transition (Kristersson
in Tornquist 2023). National policy visions reinforce this
trajectory, with ambitions for region Norrbotten and Swe-
den to take the lead in the green transition as ‘the world’s
first fossil-free welfare state’ (County Council Norrbotten,
2022, 15). This supports Stiernstrom and Arora-Jonasson’s
(2022) argument that national politicians and industry
representatives have consistently framed mining as a key
political priority, thereby shaping local government per-
ceptions in mining as a stable and long-tern economic
path.

In Pajala, the legitimisation of mining as a new
economic path was closely aligned with the broader
socio-political framework. On 20 December 2010, then-
municipal councillor Bengt Niska ceremoniously broke
ground for the iron ore mine in Pajala municipality. The
local press described the occasion as one that would be
‘written into the history books as the day when a new era
began for Pajala’ (Sundqvist 2010, 28). The mining site
had been prepared with excavators and dump trucks. As
Niska climbed into the excavator, grasped the land firmly,
scooped up a bucket of soil and transferred it to a dump
truck, his actions unfolded before a large media audience
and hundreds of spectators, including industrialists and
private individuals (Sundqvist, 2010). Among those in
attendance were prominent business leaders and the
County council of region Norrbotten (Sundqvist, 2010).
‘This is a historic day for Pajala, region Norrbotten, and the
whole of Sweden’, proclaimed Per-Ola Eriksson, Governor
of region Norrbotten (Sundquvist, 2010, 28). Through this
symbolic act of excavation, alongside the presence of
state representatives and key national entrepreneurs,
Pajala municipality embeds the mine’s economic tra-
jectory within broader national political agendas. This
reflects how public agents give expression to regional
and local values as well as to reinforce symbolic elements
(Calignano and Nilsen, 2024).

Creating new economic paths is recognised in literature
as a collective endeavour (Sydow et al., 2012; Garud and
Karnge, 2001) and requires dialogue with a broad spec-
trum of stakeholders (Iwaniec et al., 2020). In 2011, the
County council decided to overturn the approved land-
use plan for the mining site, prompting the municipality
to appeal to the national government for support (Pajala
municipality, 2011). This appeal catalysed a closer rela-
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tionship between Pajala and the Swedish government,
reinforced by party liaisons and frequent visits from na-
tional politicians. The national government’s subsequent
approval of Pajala’s appeal was portrayed in the media
as Pajala having the endorsement of the highest political
authorities (Malmborg, 2016), further aligning the mining
project to both local, regional and national socio-political
agendas of economic and industrial development.

In December 2020, the national government appointed
a special investigator to assess skills supply needs in
the regions of Norrbotten and Vasterbotten (Government
Offices, 2022). As numerous green industries compete to
establish themselves in the region, Peter Larsson, coor-
dinator for societal transition, estimated that the regions
will require an additional 100,000 inhabitants to meet
the labour demands of the green industry (Government
Offices, 2022). The new economic ‘green’ political agenda
is further posed by the County council. In its annual hous-
ing market analysis, the County council refers to the es-
timated figures made by Larsson, who predicts that re-
gions Norrbotten and Vasterbotten are facing a ‘histori-
cally large investment’ in industrial establishments. These
investments are estimated to amount to SEK 700-1000 bil-
lion over the next 20 years (County Council Norrbotten,
2022) and are expected to require a population increase
throughout the region.

However, for the municipality of Pajala, which stands
somewhat outside several of the green industry initiatives
in the wider region, there seems to be an incentive to seek
to benefit on the current interest in green minerals:

Ten to fifteen years is not a long time. If we go back
ten years, we can see how far we have come. It feels
like yesterday, so ten years is a short time. Now, min-
ing operations and mineral exploration will continue
in our areas as everyone has set their sights on this.
(Strategist)

The above quote highlights Pajala municipality’s as-
sessment that mining operations and mineral exploration
will increase in the wider region. Although Pajala munici-
pality does not yet host any green industries like those in
Boden or Luled, it is acting to be part of this transition.

Pajala municipality is integrating the evolving mining
industry — now framed with ‘green’ connotations — into its
economic trajectory. Motivated by the ambition to join the
green transformation in Norrbotten, Pajala is actively cre-
ating conditions to align with the emerging green mineral
economy. This illustrates how linking local economic as-
pirations to broader socio-political agendas, particularly
those emphasising sustainability and resource security,
serves as a legitimising practice, embedding mining within
dynamic political frameworks that shapes its future.

Articulating the iron ore mine as a
compelling and plausible vision

This is a dream situation. There are few places that
have been so negatively affected by technological de-
velopment and urbanization as Pajala. Now, history
will undergo an enormous change compared to what
has always seemed to be our dark final destination.
(Niska, municipal councillor; in Nordenskiold, 2010,
18)

In July 2010, Niska describes the iron ore mine as a
dream scenario for the municipality, framing it within the
context of Pajala’s prolonged population decline and per-
sistent job shortages. The absence of investment in a state-
run mine, coupled with an awareness of how industrial-
isation and urbanisation have affected the municipality,
helps explain why local political leaders now view the min-
ing establishment with such optimism.

The establishment of an iron ore mine as a new eco-
nomic path for Pajala was further reinforced by projec-
tions of population growth linked to the mining opera-
tion. Having seen its population decline from 15,000 in
the mid-1900s to just under 6000 in the early 2000s, the
municipality was presented with a more optimistic sce-
nario by two prominent researchers from Luled University
(Ejdemo and Soderholm, 2009). Their population forecast
suggested that the mine could have a significantimpact on
local demographics, potentially increasing Pajala’s popu-
lation from around 6000 to 9000 over 4 years (2013-2017),
which would affect economic activities in the wider region
(Ejdemo and Soderholm, 2009).

Creating a better future begins with articulating a clear
and coherent vision of what that future should look like
(Tapiola et al., 2023; Bakker et al., 2012). Using the pop-
ulation forecast as scientific evidence, a quantifiable vi-
sion of the future was outlined. However, rather than
simply adopting the population forecast and adjusting
the planning accordingly, local politicians developed their
own projections, anticipating an even greater increase
to 10,000 inhabitants within 4 years (Pajala municipality,
2010a).

The projected population increase not only served as
a public benchmark guiding resource allocation but also
had a performative impact, shaping perceptions of a possi-
ble future. The widespread dissemination of these figures
created a persuasive vision, that influenced a diverse set of
stakeholders. For long-time residents accustomed to pop-
ulation decline and the migration of younger generations
to southern Sweden, these projections instilled a renewed
belief that the downward trend could be reversed:
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Because now we have the returnees back in the mu-
nicipality. Those who had been working in other parts
of the region, in mining and in the southern flanks.
They saw their chance to really, really go to Pajala
again. Because now a mine is going to open, and we
want to be part of that journey. (Strategist)

At the outset of the mining development, the optimistic
population projections appeared to be accurate. When the
mine opened in Pajala, the municipality experienced its
first population growth in years. As more people moved in,
a housing shortage quickly emerged. Driven by the ambi-
tious vision of 10,000 inhabitants, private and public prop-
erty owners responded by accelerating the housing mar-
ket (Eriksson, 2015, 16). Condominium prices surged, with
units selling for over one million kronor (Anshelm and
Haikola, 2018), and the demand was described as creating
a kind of ‘fever’ (Local entrepreneur a).

The establishment of the iron ore mine in Pajala was
strategically framed by public officials as a compelling vi-
sion (Steen, 2016; Garud et al., 2014), positioning it as a so-
lution to long-standing population decline. By embedding
the mine within a broader narrative of economic revitali-
sation, local actors reimagined Pajala’s future — from un-
certainty to growth and opportunity. This illustrates how
local public actors legitimise new economic paths as a col-
lective and desirable future, positioning Pajala as a site of
industrial revitalisation where diverse stakeholders could
converge around a shared vision of development.

Linking the mining establishment to
historical events

In the early 1900s, northern Sweden’s iron ore fields were
perceived to be of significant national interest — a ‘solid
foundation [where] we have built our country’s industrial-
ization, modernization and prosperity’ (Gustavsson, 2011,
4). Royal visits reinforced the image of the region as the
hot spot for industrial expansion (Sorlin, 2023). These vis-
its coincided with the inauguration of railway infrastruc-
ture, which revolutionised iron ore transport and enabled
industrial-scale mining (Sorlin, 2023, 99).

Decades later, in 2009, discussions in the Swedish Par-
liament revisited the question of rail connectivity in the
Swedish north. Member of Parliament Karin Astrém (S)
emphasised the railway’s historical significance in Swe-
den’s mining industry, arguing for state investment in Pa-
jala’s rail link (Prot. 2009/10:91: 39). In her interpellation,
she urged action, stating:

With this interpellation, | hope that the city council
has received more information and better knowledge
of what importance this investment really has for Pa-
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jala, Norrbotten, and Norrland and above all for Swe-
den and the export income we can expect. So, listen,
City Council! | hope the city council will act. (Prot.
2009/10:91: 40)

Her advocacy illustrates how the mine in Pajala is
framed through a historical lens, connecting its develop-
ment to Sweden’s industrial legacy. The local past is rein-
terpreted as a continuation of the national industrial tra-
jectory, legitimising Pajala’s new economic path within
broader historical narratives.

Iron ore deposits near Kaunisvaara have been known
since the early 1900s (Kummu, 1997) and confirmed by ge-
ological surveys in 1918 (SGU, 1963). These discoveries fu-
elled recurring local aspirations for state-led mining devel-
opment (cf. Anshelm and Haikola, 2018). As Anshelm and
Haikola (2018, 157) note, Pajala’s iron ore became a ‘slum-
beringvision’, a latent potential awaiting realisation. These
hopes resurfaced in the 1960s and 1970s when LKAB con-
ducted extensive studies (SGU, 1980). When Northland Re-
sources secured permits, this dormant vision was reacti-
vated as a legitimising narrative for Pajala’s new economic
trajectory. By invoking collective memory, local authori-
ties framed the mine not as a rupture but as the fulfilment
of a historical promise.

The mine was also legitimised through a sense of ur-
gency (Hine, 2025). In national media debates, the min-
ing sector was framed as ‘an industry of the future’
(Gustavsson, 2011, 4). When Lennart Gustavsson, then
chairman of the non-profit association Geo Range, de-
scribes the mining sector in local media in 2011, the mine
is expressed as a development opportunity that risks slip-
ping out of the hands of both the Swedish state and Pajala
municipality if they do not act quickly. Taking ‘strategically
important measures’ (Gustavsson, 2011, 4) is emphasised
as important to make the ‘ore train’ stop. In this context,
the history portraying Pajala as heading towards a ‘dark fi-
nal destination’ (Niska in Nordenski6ld, 2010, 18) is being
challenged by a rhetoric of ‘urgency’. Efforts of local pub-
lic actors in Pajala were marked by swift decision-making
and the rapid development of formal regulatory plans to
seize emerging opportunities in the sector. In 2010, the lo-
cal press highlighted how Pajala municipality was operat-
ing at full speed to accommodate the demands introduced
by the mining industry:

The town hall is now working feverishly to change the
policy. Instead of giving away housing, the municipal-
ity must build new. Roads must be made passable for
heavy mining vehicles and a railway to Finland must
be built. (Nordenskiold, 2010: 18)

This illustrates how local public actors strategically in-
tertwine the mining establishment with historical and
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collective narratives to legitimise Pajala’s new economic
path. Central to this framing is the portrayal of iron ore
as a ‘slumbering’ economic resource and the munici-
pality’s prolonged demographic decline. By drawing on
these narratives, the mining project is presented both as
the fulfilment of a long-anticipated opportunity and as a
necessary intervention for economic revitalisation. This
demonstrates how collective memory can be mobilised
to shape socio-spatial interpretations of development (cf.
Nufiez Collado and Merwood-Salisbury, 2025; Semian and
Novacek, 2017). This framing is reinforced by a sense of ur-
gency, legitimising the rapid implementation of the mining
initiative. In this way, local public agents strategically mo-
bilise elements of the past to gain support for compelling
visions of the future (MacKinnon et al., 2022; Steen, 2016).

Establishing a new economic
path and the paradox of
legitimation practices

Based on the literature and our analysis, we introduce a
conceptual model of public legitimation practices in new
path creation, emphasising the role of local politicians
and spatial planners as agents of change (cf. Calignano
and Nilsen, 2024; MacKinnon et al., 2019). Rather than ex-
amining spatial planning as an arena for external actors’
strategies in economic development (cf. Breul et al., 2021,
Miorner and Trippl, 2019), this paper focuses on the prac-
tices of the central actors within spatial planning them-
selves. By analysing the interrelated practices undertaken
by local politicians and planners, we show that local politi-
cians generate legitimacy for a new economic path by
acting as visionaries, crafting narratives of regional de-
velopment, while planners function as executors, trans-
lating these visions into operational plans. Furthermore,
local politicians emerge as collaborators, forging strate-
gic alliances, whereas planners stabilise and sustain these
alliances through institutional and discursive means. Fi-
nally, we demonstrate how local politicians interpret the
local past to anchor future development in historical tra-
jectories, with planners assuming the role of narrators who
render both past and future tangible.

While these legitimation practices advance literature on
the agency of local public actors as agents of change, the
central contribution of this paper lies in offering a nuanced
and critical perspective on their paradoxical nature. Our
analysis demonstrates that these practices operate in ten-
sion: in legitimising one economic path — namely, extrac-
tive development — they actively marginalise competing
paths. This paper thus offers insights into how the work
of legitimating a new economic path is continuously pro-
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duced and reproduced through practices that legitimise
one trajectory while delegitimising alternative possibili-
ties. Considering these findings, we propose a conceptual
model of public legitimation practices in new path cre-
ation, as illustrated in Figure 1.

De-legitimising other economic
development paths

Although the mining project in Pajala has often been char-
acterised by an absence of overt conflict (cf. Anshelm
and Haikola, 2018), our analysis reveals the presence of
‘closed’ conflicts: disputes suppressed before they could
be publicly articulated. Our findings show how these
‘closed conflicts’ materialise on the ground. As elected
municipal council members, local politicians hold signif-
icant authority to shape and promote development vi-
sions, while municipal spatial planners play a crucial role
in translating these visions into concrete land-use plans.
For example, the detailed plan framed the area of the
mine as ‘unplanned’ and consisting of ‘undeveloped forest
and marshland’ (Pajala municipality, 2012, 1) and explic-
itly stated: ‘What is today virgin land will in the future be
industrial land. The land will be used for open-cast mining
as well as facilitate infrastructure around the mine’ (Pajala
municipality, 2009, 25). Despite this, the detailed plan for
the mine acknowledges that recreational value will deteri-
orate, only to downplay the impact by noting that ‘plenty
of untouched nature in the surroundings’ remains (Pajala
municipality, 2012, 8f).

Our analysis shows how the discursive framing of the
land as ‘undesired’ illuminates the paradoxical nature of
the legitimation practice of creating and operationalising
visions. To articulate and manifest a vision, land needs to
be ‘emptied’ of other interests. A practice conceptualised
by Andersson (2023) as a colonial discursive strategy, par-
ticularly salient in Arctic contexts and land-use debates
involving Indigenous relationships to land. Such ‘empty-
ing’ continues to shape the establishment and continua-
tion of green transition in the Arctic North through sacri-
fice zones — spaces where environmental and Indigenous
concerns are systematically subordinated to dominant po-
litical and economic agendas (cf. Brandajs, 2025; Zografos,
2022; Stiernstrom, 2024).

The legitimation practice of articulation of compelling
visions thus marginalises competing visions by prioritis-
ing extractive development under the guise of green tran-
sition. This underscores the need for continued critical
scrutiny of the relations to land enacted through the seem-
ingly uncontested processes of articulating and opera-
tionalising compelling visions.
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Competing public
interests

Articulation of
compelling visions
Politicians as creators to
create influence through the
formation of visions.
Planners as executors to
operationalize the visions.

Alignment with broader

political agendas
Politicians as collaborators
to create alliances.
Planners as stabilizers to
sustain alliances.

Re-interpretation of

the local past
Politicians as interpreters of
the past to anchor the
future.
Planners as narrators to
make the past tangible.

i A

De-legitimisation of
conflicting interests
through suppression of
arenas for conflict

Realisation of a new
economic path

Figure 1. Model of local public legitimation practices in new path creation.

/

ing agents, providing both narrative and institutional an-
choring for new economic path agendas. Yet, as our find-
Our analysis further demonstrates that efforts to align lo-  jngs reveal, this work simultaneously misaligns and desta-
cal development trajectories with broader political agen-  pj|ises other alliances. In particular, alliances of opposi-
das contribute to the de-legitimisation of alternative ways  tjon face severe challenges in manifesting resistance to the
of relating to land. As local politicians forge new al-  mine. The prioritisation of iron ore extraction as a ‘nec-
liances to advance development, planners act as stabilis- essary’ economic path — reinforced by technical knowl-

Limiting the space of opposition
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edge artefacts that construct an almost ‘too good to be
true’ scenario (Poelzer and Ejdemo, 2018) throughout the
spatial planning process — marginalises space for alter-
native conceptions of economic development, effectively
narrowing the scope of possibilities. This was especially
evident among actors with seemingly opposing interests,
such as the Sami village. Despite their longstanding con-
nection to the land, the Sdmi community found it diffi-
cult to oppose a project broadly perceived as beneficial
to the municipality. This dynamic reflects Rittberger and
Schroeder’s (2016) argument that local governments often
pursue voluntary compliance from stakeholders. By foster-
ing such compliance, the local government in Pajala effec-
tively mitigated the potential for overt conflict.

Our analysis thus shows that the limited opposition in
Pajala was not due to a lack of competing land-use claims,
but instead to the municipality’s capacity to de-legitimise
them by limiting space for opposition. This illustrates how
legitimation work around a desired economic develop-
ment path can lead to closed conflicts — even when in-
stitutional space for opposition formally exists. If there is
no room to shape oppositional space, formal mechanisms
for contestation become obsolete. This highlights the im-
portance of critically examining how overarching political
agendas — such as the green transition — are deployed not
only to exert influence but also to constrain the emergence
of competing visions.

Shaping a sense of urgency

Our analysis demonstrates that the reinterpretation of the
local past is actively undertaken by local politicians as
a means of anchoring future development within an es-
tablished trajectory. Planners, in turn, function as narra-
tors, rendering both past and future tangible through nar-
rative practices. This process, however, is far from neu-
tral; it involves the deliberate selection and amplification
of historical narratives to align with desired futures. Con-
sequently, local politicians and planners, actors ostensi-
bly working on behalf of the entire municipality, engage
selectively with certain histories and imagined futures to
construct new economic paths. By foregrounding memo-
ries and associations with the mine in planning processes,
while marginalising others, such as connections to nature
or reindeer herding, the analysis reveals how the past is
mobilised as an active instrument in shaping economic
trajectories.

These practices generate a sense of urgency and con-
tinuity, framing the establishment of the new economic
path as a ‘now or never’ opportunity (cf. Hine, 2025). In do-
ing so, local politicians and planners fast-track the region’s
industrial past towards a desired future, operating not only
on a material level but also on a temporal and affective
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plane. This work privileges those with the interest and
capacity to act fast in favour of extractive development,
underscoring how legitimation practices intertwine with
temporal politics and affective framings. In doing so, they
shaped perceptions of both continuity and change, pre-
senting the mine as essential for Pajala’s survival, the re-
gion’s economic future, and Sweden’s and the EU’s green,
sustainable transition.

In sum, anticipated land-use conflicts such as mining
reveal that local governments do more than facilitate in-
dustrial expansion. They actively promote voluntary com-
pliance among stakeholders, even when land claims are
highly contested (Rittberger and Schroeder, 2016). Be-
cause legitimacy is continuously negotiated within the
community, our analysis shows that public agents’ legiti-
mating work is embedded in defining desirable land uses
and aligning norms and values around them (cf. Suchman,
1995; Geels and Verhees, 2011). This highlights a paradox
in path creation: while enabling new economic trajecto-
ries, these practices marginalise alternative visions, expos-
ing the contested and uneven nature of spatial transforma-
tion in resource-dependent regions.

Conclusions

This paper makes two key contributions to the lit-
erature on path creation. It advances a perspective
on legitimation as a dynamic and distributed process,
emphasising the roles of local politicians and plan-
ners. We therefore contribute to Breul et al.’s (2025: 5)
call to “focus on agentic processes of navigating differ-
ent interests, on power dynamics between stakeholder
groups on articulating purposes for regional develop-
ment [...] and on jointly shaping opportunity spaces
and development processes that make it possible to re-
lease the desired futures’. Our paper shows how both le-
gitimation and de-legitimation are not solely expressed
through formal authority but are enacted through a
continual interrelated work across temporalities, scales
and affective space. It offers a critical perspective on the
practices of local public actors, showing that these prac-
tices do not merely enable new economic trajectories; they
also constrain and exclude alternative visions, thereby re-
vealing aspects of the contested and uneven nature of spa-
tial transformation in resource-dependent regions.

The paper directly addresses questions central to this
special issue about how imaginaries and visions of re-
gional futures come about, which futures gain traction or
are marginalised, and the role of structural inequalities
and power relations in shaping implementation possibil-
ities. By unpacking the practices and arenas of agents of
change, the study explains why some progressive visions
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of regional futures travel, get institutional support, and
materialise in new paths, while others are resisted or dele-
gitimised. This paper presents an analytical framework for
examining how futures are produced and managed within
the context of everyday politics and planning. This frame-
work can be used for comparative regional studies to pro-
vide a nuanced understanding of the local and embedded
processes involved in developing future paths.

Given the extensive media coverage and scholarly at-
tention surrounding the Pajala mine and its subsequent
bankruptcy, local politicians exhibited a degree of inter-
view fatigue, making it challenging to secure their partic-
ipation. As this study explicitly focuses on local planners
and politicians as public actors of change, the absence of
interviews with politicians constitutes a limitation.

Future research could more explicitly address how
agency interacts with structural inequalities and multi-
scalar power relations. This includes questions about how
agents in left-behind or development-trap regions work
with fewer resources and weaker coalitions, how central-
state or EU policies enable or constrain their efforts, and
how conflicts between growth-led and alternative models,
e.g. sustainability, well-being, foundational economy, are
mediated in practice. Comparative work on successful and
unsuccessful agency in similar structural contexts would
be particularly insightful. Further research could also ex-
plicitly incorporate the Sdmi perspective. Examining these
views could reveal motives behind strategic retreats, how
de-legitimation is experienced as exclusionary or cultur-
ally insensitive, and identify counter-narratives that chal-
lenge dominant regional imaginaries. Such insights would
deepen understanding of power asymmetries and amplify
marginalised voices within local, regional and national
coalitions.
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