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ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

The Nordic states and the Arctic have recently received increasing attention as
a consequence of the rush to excavate newly discovered mineral resources in
the Global North. Local land struggles related to the expansion of the extractive
industry need to be assessed and constitute the focus of the present article. I
examine the deeper levels of conﬂict between the mineral resource rush and
local people. I highlight local people’s plural ways of being in relation to the
land through an ethnographic exploration of a pivotal mining project in
Arctic Finland being resisted by Finns, who live in a pro-mining municipality.
These people experience a threat to the continuation of their lifeworlds
when large-scale extraction enters their territories. However, achieving
legitimacy for their lifeworlds has been diﬃcult. The article suggests that a
key reason for this lack of legitimacy is the dominant ‘one’ world ontology
and its ‘nature’ knowledge practices.

Extractivism; Arctic; mining;
resistance; participation and
power; ontologies

1. Introduction
Recently, scholars have pointed out that capitalist modernity, which presupposes continuous economic progress, is responsible for the crisis now threatening the future survival of humans and other
species (Gills, 2010; Gills & Morgan, 2019; Moore, 2015). The Cartesian and dualist nature vs.
human world-making practices currently employed have faced considerable critique through political ontological, post-extractivist, post-development, and post-patriarchal work. In this work,
alternative futures are emphasized through equality, community-based economies, non-capitalist
practices and the nurturing of place-based relations (Acosta, 2015, 2017; Blaser, 2013; De la Cadena,
2015; De la Cadena & Blaser, 2018; Escobar, 2016, p. 15; Gibson-Graham, 2006; Gudynas, 2011,
p. 1; Salleh, 2009, p. 11; Tsing, 2015, p. 63). Research on ‘alternatives’ has mainly focused on the
Global South, while in the Global North and its Arctic regions, people are increasingly defending
alternative ontologies and knowledge in relation to land. In these places, large-scale extractivism,
particularly mining, has been gaining ground at an alarming pace since the mid-2000s, both on
indigenous and non-indigenous lands (Kröger, 2019, 2016). Recent Arctic research on extractivism
has largely focused on the Arctic’s role in global resource competition (Avango et al., 2014; Borgerson, 2013; Sale & Potatov, 2010) and has increasingly focused on the conﬂict between indigenous
self-determination and extractivism (Jaaskelainen, 2020; Kuokkanen, 2019; Lawrence & Larsen,
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2017; Lawrence & Moritz, 2019; Persson et al., 2017; Willow, 2013). The research on Finland’s
mining boom has focused widely on the issue of obtaining a social licence to operate, on the coexistence of extractivism and other livelihoods, and on sustainability and acceptability (e.g. Hast &
Jokinen, 2016; Komu, 2020; Litmanen et al., 2016; Mononen & Suopajärvi, 2016; Tiainen et al.,
2015). A more systematic ‘alternatives’ and land struggle discussion, however, needs to be held
in relation to the Arctic and the Global North.
Finland, with its peaceful political atmosphere, is one of the most inviting regions in the world
for mining companies (Stedman & Green, 2019). The acquisition of land by mining companies is
fundamentally facilitated by the state through, for example, public access to geological data about
the country’s mineral resources (Lassila, 2018). The mining laws allow mining companies to reserve
areas even in conservation areas for preliminary exploration via a simple announcement to the
state, which could come from the other side of the world. The state also supports mining by setting
low taxation rates, building infrastructure and oﬀering ﬁnancing for mining companies. This article
focuses on an underground mining project, ‘Sakatti’, conducted by the British company Anglo
American (AA) in the Sodankylä municipality. This mineral-rich region of Central Lapland, and
the site of AA’s project, is one of the most active sites for preliminary reservations and mineral
exploration by foreign companies.
In this article, I focus on what I learned through my ﬁeld research on the experiences of local
Finns who are defending the continuity of their lifeworlds against the eﬀects of large-scale extraction, which is producing novel socioecological vulnerabilities. The main orebody of the ‘Sakatti’
mining project that the company made public in 2009, was found in the 6595 ha Viiankiaapa peatland, a wet aapa mire. The deposit is speculated to be the richest copper and nickel discovery in
Europe in the past several decades. At the same time, the peatland belongs to both the European
Union Natura 2000 and to the national peatland conservation programmes. This area, where
Finns practice reindeer husbandry, is located outside of the indigenous Sámi homeland. However,
the current extractivist reality faced by the Finns in this study takes place in the context of a Finnish
settler colonialist past in northern Finland and the denial of the indigenous Sámi’s full self-determination and land rights by the state.
The questions I ask are as follows: What kinds of alternative ontological claims to their environment do Finns in the area have in the face of state and corporate land reservation for mining? What
means are there to translate the singular bonds that the local people have for the Viiankiaapa peatland and the surrounding lands? Finally, how have those locals who would be most aﬀected by the
mining reacted to the prospect of such an undertaking? I argue that the problem of attending to
non-dualist, alternative ontological claims over the territory extends also to people who are considered to belong to the majority population but whose environmental claims in their regions
are marginal, due primarily to the extractive expansion that the state has enforced throughout in
history. The problem of legitimating these claims is heightened by the demand of ‘oneness’ that
continues inside the state, when, as Sharma (2020) argues, the ideals of the national sovereign
state in terms of citizen equality and social justice have never been true. Instead, the state upholds
its exclusive hierarchies, which continue to determine people’s lives in various locations. While the
Finns’ experiences, claims, and histories diﬀer greatly from those of the Sámi in Finland, I demonstrate how the Finns discussed in this article have limited means to question the dominant assumptions of nature as exploitable in a majority pro-mining municipality. Living inside the ‘one’ reality,
the knowledge framework of capitalist modernity, and in a ‘state space’ (see Sharma, 2020, p. 4;
Law, 2015), people are faced with policies that fail to protect their heterogenic, existentially signiﬁcant relations with the land in the studied area.
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1.1. On data and methodology
The article consists of a contextual description and analysis of a historical and political economic
framework in sections 2–3. Background information is given before the paper continues with a
more detailed ethnographic description and analysis of the data in sections 4–5. Two ethnographic
examples vis-à-vis the planned mine are investigated in detail in section 5: ﬁrst, the resistance
eﬀorts of Riikka Karppinen, a young woman from the Kersilö village near the mining project,
and second, the precarious territorial relations of the reindeer herders in the Viiankiaapa peatland.
I spent the summer of 2016 in Sodankylä conducting ﬁeldwork, which included in-depth interviews and observations that were recorded and/or documented using notes; for instance, I followed
people in the peatland and participated in reindeer calf marking. I also collected supplementary
data by conducting additional and follow-up interviews in 2019 and 2020. I investigated publicly
available Finnish-language material, such as government, municipality and mining company
reports. In the fall of 2020, I participated in several of AA’s stakeholder meetings. The best
approach for supporting an understanding of complex social phenomena and the lived experience
by looking at people’s feeling and experiences in particular circumstances was an ethnographic one
(Bochner & Ellis, 2016, p. 210; O’Reilly, 2005, p. 1). I conducted a total of thirty-eight interviews
with municipality authorities, reindeer herders, environmentalists, AA geologists and employees,
local people and experts from both environmental and academic ﬁelds. In many of the interviews,
I gave plenty of space for the discussion to follow its own course and for new questions to develop
according to what the person wanted to share. Only some of the interviews are cited in this article,
but the other interviews added to a greater accumulated understanding of the case.
The interviews were conducted using the ‘snowball’ method, which means that one interview
led to another. However, certain people, such as Riikka Karppinen and the Viiankiaapa herders,
quickly became key informants for my research. Thus, while Sodankylä is a strongly pro-mining
municipality with a history of mining and people are in favour of the jobs that mining can provide in a remote area, in this article, I focus on the arguments against the establishment of the
mine. Given the majority pro-mining background, this gives more insight into the diﬃculties
that people like Karppinen and the reindeer herders face when articulating alternative relations
to the environment and when, following De la Cadena (2015, p. 116), an environment for people
is something other than conserved or extracted ‘nature’. I employed an inductive approach, and
meetings with Karppinen and the reindeer herders informed the topic and the research questions
of this article (see Harrison, 2018, p. 125). Following contemporary ethnographic tradition, I, as
the researcher, with my position and experiences and, thus, with my intuition and ﬁrst-person
understanding of the case, am integrally featured in the research and the writing process (Harrison, 2018, p. 126). The analysis is integrated into the narrative progression and the coherence of
the text. Furthermore, the ethnographic research for this article has been cyclical and ﬂuid, so the
data collection, analysis and writing are not clearly separated phases but are instead intertwined
and accompanied by the constant revisitation of the data in the writing process (O’Reilly, 2005,
p. 181).

2. Expansion of mineral extractivism into Arctic Finland
In this section, I describe some characteristics of the modern-day mining industry expansion into
Arctic Finland and provide insight into Sodankylä’s place in the current development of the mining
industry.
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Over the past decade, the welfare state of Finland has been the target of an intensifying mining
boom. Those seeking minerals in Finland’s Lapland participate in what is a global race in pursuit of
the world’s last unexploited natural resources (Klare, 2012). Local environmental movements and a
heightened sense of the need for local land control have emerged following the increase in mining
(Kröger, 2019, p. 32). The Sámi parliament in Finland has a no mining policy, and mechanical gold
mining is the only mining activity in Finnish Sápmi, but mineral exploration and preliminary reservations of mining companies are a growing threat, most recently in Sámi lands in the Käsivarsi area
(Jaaskelainen, 2020). Other recent conﬂicts include the environmental catastrophe of the Talvivaara
mine in Eastern Finland (Meriläinen-Hyvärinen, 2010; Sairinen et al., 2017), the Mawson
Resources gold discovery in the Rompas-Rajapalo Natura area, the struggles against gold mining
in Kuusamo (Lyytimäki & Peltonen, 2016), and the conﬂict between Finnish reindeer herders
and the Yara phosphate mine project in Savukoski.
The boom in interest in Arctic minerals coincided with the increased global demand for commodities in the mid-2000s, when the global private interest in mineral exploration grew and commodity prices peaked (World Bank, 2009, pp. 57–60). However, this alone does not explain the
boom in Finland because the underlying factors are more complex, connecting Finland’s interstate
neoliberal policies to global demand and the sharp increase in foreign land acquisitions since 2006
(Kröger, 2016; Sassen, 2013, p. 26). In Finland, large areas of land are reserved for mineral exploration projects conducted by multinational mining companies. As Sassen (2013) notes, this is a situation in which the national sovereign land is brought into the global commodity market, where
speculative investment on commodities thrives and citizens cannot hold the state accountable.
Even though this land is still under the government’s ownership, its function and future are prioritized for private proﬁt. The exploration is ongoing, and the situation is tense.
2.1. Sodankylä municipality and mining
In Sodankylä, which has a population of approximately 8500, mining – in addition to the municipal
government and the military – is one of the largest employers (Sodankylä Annual Report, 2018,
p. 6). The Swedish-owned Boliden-Kevitsa nickel and copper mine, Finland’s largest open pit
mine in terms of production, was inaugurated in 2012 and is situated on the northern side of
the municipality. The smaller Pahtavaara gold mine has gone bankrupt several times and existed
before AA’s project began. Mineral exploration is conducted in this region by several international
companies (Kantola, 2018, p. 7). In Finland, many municipalities are pro-mining, and people trust
environmental authorities, but opinions on mining still vary by project (Mononen, 2016, p. 204). In
Sodankylä, concerns about accumulating environmental impacts have grown (Kuisma & Suopajärvi, 2018, p. 28). However, the majority of the habitants are in favour of the employment opportunities and economic advancement that mining provides, and as a whole, mining is seen to
increase the attractiveness of the municipality as a place to live (Kuisma & Suopajärvi, 2018,
p. 17; Saariniemi, 2018, p. 24). In a recent study on habitants’ opinions related to the diﬀerent
mining projects in the municipality, Sakatti was estimated to have the best grade in terms of
reliability and communication (Saariniemi, 2018, p. 22). People’s opinions have also been divided
along gender lines, as women place the environment ahead of mining in terms of importance more
often than men, and fewer women are employed in mining (Kuisma & Suopajärvi, 2018, p. 15, 13).
It is important to understand how mining projects aﬀect people in the municipality in diﬀerent
ways, as those living closer to the project, particularly reindeer herders, are more negatively aﬀected
(Kuisma & Suopajärvi, 2018, p. 28).
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AA’s project, however, has concentrated expectations in an unprecedented manner, and the
company’s presence can be characterized by an aura of positive change and development. For
example, the municipality has a mining programme that directs municipality interests in
cooperation with the industry so that in the future, more mining beneﬁts will stay in the region.
The outcomes of this programme, such as the possibility that AA will create a voluntary mine
fund to provide a safety net for when mining ends, are still uncertain (interview with a municipality
employee, Sodankylä, 7 July 2016). This resonates with Rajak’s (2011) investigation of AA’s CSR
strategies, where the company, like other modern mining companies, presents itself as a moral,
economic and visionary actor. As a result, alternative visions of development, such as resistance
to mining, begin to seem cynical and regressive (Ibid.). The mine that would be inaugurated in
2028, is expected to employ up to 350 people (AA stakeholder meeting, Sodankylä, 29 September
2020). The company, which had already been conducting explorations in the area for years before
the Sakatti discovery, has been active in communicating and organizing numerous citizen meetings
over the years.

3. Expansion of extractivism through the colonization of Sámi lifeworlds
throughout Sodankylä’s history
It is impossible to understand the expansion of mining into Sodankylä and Arctic Finland without
understanding the context of the state’s colonialist measures against the indigenous Sámi. This context includes Finnish settler colonialism, the exploitation of natural resources, and the assimilation
of the Sámi into the majority population in northern Finland (Kuokkanen, 2007; Magga, 2018). The
Sámi in Finland actively pass on their language and culture to future generations. They want the
autonomy to make decisions on matters that concern their language, the decolonization of Sámi
lands that are owned by the state, the ability to negotiate industrial projects, the acknowledgement
of their reindeer herding as a central livelihood for cultural continuity (as opposed to the Finns’
reindeer herding), and other culturally signiﬁcant livelihoods as well as the legitimation of their
traditional siida land governance system (Magga, 2018, p. 257; Nakkalajarvi, 2000). The Sámi
ﬁnd it very problematic that the state’s administrative system for reindeer herding districts does
not recognize the Sámi’s traditional pasture borders that follow the siida system. Therefore, Finnish
reindeer herding has also been considered a type of settler colonialism, as it has taken space from
the Sámi pastures (Magga, 2018, p. 256). The centralized district system through which the district
pays wages to its members has also favoured Finnish reindeer herding as a livelihood in the
southern areas of Lapland such as Sodankylä. In Finnish districts, herding has often been done
as a side activity to support one’s main livelihood (Magga, 2018, p. 254). The Finnish state has
not ratiﬁed the ILO 169 agreement that acknowledges indigenous peoples’ rights to their ancestral
land.
In Sodankylä, which is now majority Finnish by population, the Sámi experienced Finnish settler
colonialism and the elimination of their culture, livelihood and language early and in various
phases. In the beginning of the seventeenth century, when the country was governed by the Swedish
crown, settlers from the south established farms in Sodankylä and elsewhere in Lapland (Lehtola,
2012, p. 163; Magga, 2018, p. 252). The Sámi, who had depended on local forests and rivers for subsistence, together with reindeer herder Sámi families who had arrived in what is today Sodankylä
after the closing of borders to Norway and Sweden, established farms alongside the settlers. This
was a strategy to allow them to continue to govern their lands and water as well as to avoid the
‘Lapland tax’ imposed on the people who did not have farms (Lehtola, 2012, p. 34; Magga, 2018,
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p. 251). Portions of the local Sámi population became assimilated into the Finnish population, and
others remain indigenous to this day (Lehtola, 2015, p. 104). Today, some Finns claim indigeneity
through ancestral ties to the local disappeared ‘forest’ or Kemi Sámi culture that was assimilated
into the majority population, thus also causing the loss of the language (Lehtola, 2015, p. 123).
This is a highly conﬂictual debate, against the Sámi’s self-determination as an indigenous people
(Lehtola, 2015). In this framework, the current relationship of the Sodankylä municipality with
the Sámi is ambiguous. The Sámi, who inhabit Vuohĉĉu, on the northern side of the municipality,
have little power in Sodankylä’s governance (Lehtola, 2015, p. 245). During past few years, the
Sodankylä municipality has wished that Finns could also inﬂuence decisions over land use in the
Sámi lands and resources in Finland (Tynkkynen, 2013).
The state’s expansion of infrastructure, forestry and energy production prior to mining has
served a central role in the exploitation of Lapland’s natural resources and the assimilation of
the region into the majority population and the south. One of the largest projects was the construction of the Sodankylä-Inari highway in the beginning of the twentieth century, which allowed for a
more eﬃcient use of settlement, forestry and agricultural resources in the state’s plans (Lehtola,
2012, p. 75). In the Sodankylä region, hydro-energy production after the Second World War signiﬁcantly contributed to the decline of the area’s Sámi livelihoods and culture (Mustonen & Mustonen, 2010). The industry was part of the state’s measures to rebuild and revive the economy
(Massa, 1994). However, hydro-energy construction in the 1950s–1960s led to the damming of rivers, expropriation of farms dependent on the river rapids for their mills, and vanishing of wild salmon from the rivers. The construction of the Lokka and Porttipahta artiﬁcial lakes destroyed local
culture and caused an ecocatastrophe for the Sámi in the area (Mustonen & Mustonen, 2010,
p. 100). Homes in the ﬂood zone were burned by the state, many of the already fractured reindeer
pastures disappeared, and the Sámi were forcibly transferred to Vuohĉĉu, now the southernmost
part of the Sámi homeland in Finland. This type of exploitative infrastructure development has
not ceased. The Sámi have clearly stated their opposition to the planned Arctic railway, which
would carry minerals and oil from north to south, traversing Sodankylä, and would constitute
yet another terrible blow to their already narrowed reindeer herding pastures (Lakkala, 2019).

4. The expected impacts of mining on the Viiankiaapa peatland
The biodiversity in the hydrologically complex mire, where the state constructed duckboards for
visitors in 2002, is extraordinary. Several endangered species of migrating birds, mosses and
ﬂowers have been found to exist there (Hjelt & Pääkkö, 2006). The peatland, which was originally
nationally protected in 1988, was integrated into the European Union Natura 2000 network in 1998
(Hjelt & Pääkkö, 2006). The company’s ﬁnal environmental impact assessment report, which precedes the mining permit process, is still underway. In case the mine is predicted to have deteriorating impacts on the Natura area, a permit of exception from the government and the EU will have
to be requested (Pöyry, 2018, p. 77). Ecological compensation, which is an option provided for in
the Natura legislation if the industrial project is of a signiﬁcant public interest, has been investigated
by the company, but this option was still under review at the time of writing. The company aims for
an outcome with as little impact on the Natura habitats as possible (AA stakeholder meeting,
Sodankylä, 30 September 2020). With this project, an exception and a juridical change to the
national peatland conservation programme will probably have to be made (Pöyry, 2018, p. 78).
The mine will comprise the underground mine in Viiankiaapa, areas for siderock and tailings,
and processing facilities, which will be constructed right outside the Natura conservation area’s
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limits. Recent plans place the entrance to the underground mine’s tunnel and the various mining
infrastructure projects outside of the Natura area in Kuusivaara to the south of the ore body (Pellikka & Heikkilä, 2019, p. 15; Pöyry, 2018, pp. 60–64). The Arctic railway mentioned in section 3 is
included in the municipality’s zoning plans. The mine is estimated to contain approximately 44.4
million tons of reserves (indicated and inferred); after the planning and permit process is concluded, the construction period is estimated to run from 2026 to 2028, after which, mining will continue for 20 years (AA stakeholder meeting, Sodankylä, 30 September 2020). A long-term, largescale transformation of the environment is expected, however, as can be seen by the estimations
in the company’s environmental impact assessment programme as well as by statements from
the state’s public authority (ELY, 2018; Pöyry, 2018). Some of the estimated impacts include
noise and health risks from traﬃc, tremors from blasts, dust and its subsequent unpredictable consequences for plants and animals, unpredictable eﬀects from the underground mining on the
hydrology of the peatland and rivers, and the possible end of reindeer herding in the peatland of
the Oraniemi district (ELY, 2018, pp. 5, 18, 26, 67). Some of the estimated impacts on reindeer
herding are dust and its eﬀects on the health of reindeer and on the plants they eat, increased
risk posed by traﬃc on the highway, and the increased risk of reindeer wandering into the
newly constructed mining area (ELY, 2018, p. 5). As came out in AA’s recent citizen meetings,
even though thorough models and risk assessments have been made, the impact assessment cannot
account for all unexpected consequences (AA stakeholder meetings, Sodankylä, 29–30 September,
and 5–7 October, 2020).

5. Alternative worlds
The Viiankiaapa area has been used for generations by Finns from nearby villages, such as Kersilö
and Sattanen, as common lands for berry picking, ﬁshing, and elk and mushroom hunting. There
are also marks in the peatland of old meadows and cattle grazing and even signs of ancient deerhunting traps. To older people, the AA mine brings to mind the land enclosures related to hydroenergy previously mentioned in section 3 (interview with villager A, Kersilö, 8 June 2016; interview
with Kersilö villager B by phone, Helsinki, 20 May 2020; interview with Sattanen villager D by
phone, Helsinki, 13 June 2020). The lands outside of the conservation area will be equally aﬀected,
such as the Kuusivaara area that people use for berry picking and hunting, and that will be taken
over by the mine infrastructure.
Thus, the current struggle of the Finns for their right to the peatland and the local environment,
which I analyse more below, has to be understood through what I outline as the complex interplay
between the various players. The history of Finnish settler colonialism and industrial development
have advanced the exploitation of land by eliminating indigenous territorial relations, lands and
livelihoods in the region in several phases while forcing the local culture to assimilate into that
of the majority population. This process of creating ‘one land’ in a state (Clastres, 1974/1989;
Sharma, 2020, p. 4) is intertwined with the logic of the modern ‘one world’ ontology and its
nature/human divide in the externalizing of nature (e.g. Blaser, 2013; De la Cadena, 2010;
Moore, 2015). In light of such a divide, the hydroenergy industry has detached both Sámi and Finnish people from the land and rivers. In a continuation of this process, the top-down conservation
enterprise for Viiankiaapa has now handed land over to corporate interests in the expanding global
mining industry. All of these factors obscure the peatland’s extensive, plural ontological meanings
for people, as discussed in the following sections.
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The examples presented in the following sections are speciﬁc, but, by standing in contrast to
AA’s excavation project in Sodankylä, they can be understood as embodying place-based, particular
nuances in what Escobar (2016, p. 24), in his critique of ‘development’ as a destructive Western
project, argues to be a worldwide territorial struggle for the defence of ‘relational worlds’ and
knowledges. Although stemming from a Nordic and non-indigenous context, the examples represent the needed transition from the idea of continuous economic progress to a post-extractivist
debate based on plural contemporary visions – including alternative non-capitalist practices, economies and ways of being – of what living successfully and in solidarity with the Earth and other
living beings might mean (Acosta, 2017, p. 2612; Escobar, 2016, p. 24; Franco et al., 2013;
St. Martin, 2009, p. 494). Following Salleh (2009), these examples are not merely about victims
and vulnerability to a dominant system, but they represent innovation and a generative struggle
that by their very existence deﬁnes alternative possibilities of living.

5.1. A young woman’s defence of her home territory
Riikka Karppinen, born in the village of Kersilö, was a teenager when she learned of the ore discovery under Viiankiaapa. For her, as for many of the Kersilö villagers, Viiankiaapa has been an
extension of her home since childhood: it is where she hikes, picks berries, hunts elk, ﬁshes and
observes the peatland’s yearly cycles. She was devastated by the sudden possibility of losing this
place (interview in Helsinki, 30 May 2016). Karppinen could not sit idly by, so she immersed herself
in gathering information and contacting media and politicians to share her concerns. Initially,
Karppinen was not taken seriously because of her age and gender. She persisted and garnered
national and international media attention, including from Der Spiegel and Al Jazeera. She travelled
to Helsinki, met with politicians, and spoke in parliament. In Sodankylä, it has been diﬃcult to ﬁnd
people who would publicly stand against the mine and the jobs it promised; however, she has
gradually gained support. In 2017, she was the youngest person and only green party representative
elected to her municipal council. In Finland’s parliamentary election in 2019, she came in second
for the electoral district of Lapland.
Currently, the Viiankiaapa movement has grown larger, but Karppinen personiﬁes the resistance. Karppinen skilfully combines her diﬀerent backgrounds and knowledge bases to communicate with the mining company, politicians, and fellow citizens alike. She belongs to the local
hunting association, and, she ﬁnished the Finnish Defence Forces training, which is voluntary
for women in Finland, as a sergeant. She studies at the University of Helsinki and frequently travels
back to attend the Sodankylä municipal council meetings. While this is a personal struggle for
Karppinen, she highlights that in the mining resistance movement, there is constant awareness
that there are simply no other areas like Viiankiaapa in terms of biodiversity, which is already protected by law (personal communication, Helsinki, December 2019).
‘You look everything a little bit closer now, as you know that perhaps one day it will disappear’,
Karppinen told me as we walked a popular route on the peatland’s duckboards (recorded in Viiankiaapa, 3 June 2016). Karppinen showed me an old meadow and a barn, part of her family’s lands,
where her grandmother used to make hay when she was young. We walked past a good place for
picking cloudberries. Then, we arrived at the bird watching tower. Looking over the vast landscape,
Karppinen told me about how, in aapa, time loses its meaning, and she can spend many hours there
just thinking. She told me how Viiankiaapa and the mining struggle that started for her when she
was quite young have inﬂuenced who she has become as a person.
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It is important to emphasize that this is a deeply place-based struggle. It resembles other
struggles around the world, where indigenous or other populations with long-term, multi-generational dwellings in particular places and landscapes are seeing their territories targeted for land
grabbing and irreversible resource extraction that deteriorate people’s access to the environment
(Bouniol, 2013, p. 146; Estes, 2019; Federici, 2019, p. 32; Persson et al., 2017; Velicu, 2012). Karppinen’s resistance has an existential, identity-related, and long-term basis. Her grandmother owned
the land under which AA discovered the main ore body. Her grandmother and many local residents
sold their land to the state when the Natura conservation programme was established in 1998.
Karppinen’s family and these other sellers thought that their family lands would be protected.
Environmental conservation would ensure that people’s movements and activities in the area
can continue as they did for generations and nothing would truly change. As this same land is
now being reserved and perhaps, in the future, lost to the long-term impacts of mining, Karppinen’s family, and other people in the area with similar life histories, experience a personal loss.
Karppinen’s case highlights the contradiction faced by people who articulate ontological, placebased relations to the environment inside a ‘developed’ state that does not recognize or have words
for these relations (see Starhawk, 2002, p. 165). While in some Latin American countries, indigenous movements have been able to integrate their non-dualist ontologies into the political discussion
(see Ranta, 2018), in seemingly homogenized countries, such as Finland, there is no vocabulary to
claim the total, existential losses that extraction causes locally. As Velicu (2012, p. 314) has observed
in a similar context involving foreign mining investment in Romania’s Rosia area, the meaning of
home is also about the memories of home created over generations, and the possible future displacement of home denies the value of the past in that place. For Karppinen, the area of Kersilö and
Viiankiaapa has identity-making meaning that links her childhood and her home to the land. In
this sense, her resistance has an ontological stance regarding the kind of future that is imaginable
and under what terms her relation to the place can continue.
5.2. Cohabitation of herders and reindeer in the peatland
The problem with recognizing local Finns’ ontological claims and relations to the environment is
further magniﬁed in the conﬂict between the expected mine development and the livelihood that is
currently provided by reindeer herding in the peatland and that may be destroyed by the mine.
AA’s mining project will aﬀect two reindeer herding districts in the area. The Oraniemi district’s
herd on the Viiankiaapa side will be directly aﬀected through the disturbance of the herd’s pasture
rotation. The impacts to the Sattasniemi district on the western side of the river are less known, but
these herders are equally worried about the upredictable environmental impacts of the mine on the
district’s reindeer. Even though the dialogue between the herders and the AA has been active, the
Viiankiaapa herders’ lifeworld, is only seen as a small-scale livelihood compared to the promised
employment of the AA mine (interview with herder E, Sodankylä, 5 July 2016). In Sodankylä,
what Komu (2020) has observed among reindeer herders in other parts of Lapland seems to be
being repeated. While the herders are also trying to co-operate with the mining industry, privately
the herders are pessimistic and distressed about the inevitability of the mine and its threat to the
continuity of their livelihood (Komu, 2020, p. 79). Based on what came out in the interviews for
this article, the herders in Sodankylä feel that those in charge of mining development and the municipality have ignored their territorial relations.
Viiankiaapa and the lands just outside of the peatland and the conservation area are important
pasture rotation lands for a herd of approximately 500 in the Oraniemi reindeer herding district
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that comprises approximately 6000 reindeer overall. Small rivers around Viiankiaapa form natural
borders for the Viiankiaapa herd (interview with herder E, Sodankylä, 5 July 2016). The southern,
western, southwestern, and northern lands around the peatland are important autumn and winter
pastures, while the Viiankiaapa peatland is a summer pasture (interview with herder E, Sodankylä,
5 July 2016). The Viiankiaapa herd is distinct because, unlike most reindeer belonging to Finns in
the region – and much like the reindeer of the Sámi – here, the reindeer are not taken under shelter
for the winter. Herding in Viiankiaapa also started fairly recently, in 1990. As herding space was
scarce, Viiankiaapa provided a vast, free space for herding and, because of the exceptionally nutritious peatland environment, the possibility for pasture rotation. This type of herding is very laborious and demands additional feeding of the reindeer during winter and long days and nights spent
in the wild in the freezing cold (interview with herder E, Sodankylä, 5 July 2016). However, when
the reindeer stay in the wild in all seasons, they are healthier and gain more weight (interview with
herder E, Sodankylä, 5 July 2016).
Against the backdrop of so many lands lost to industrial development, the peatland environment
and its surrounding lands are a lifeline in terms of pasture rotation. The Viiankiaapa herd and the
Oraniemi district have already faced diﬃculties with the Kevitsa mine located to the north of Viiankiaapa, with pasture fracturing, dust and tailing ponds that have proven to be dangerous for wandering reindeer (interview with herder E, Sodankylä, 5 July 2016). The state’s clear-cutting of
unprotected old-growth spruce forests in unprotected areas, which are a key nutritional resource
for reindeer in the wild, has caused additional deterioration of the herders’ livelihood (interview
with herder E, Sodankylä, 5 July 2016). With AA’s infrastructure now planned for areas where
the autumn and winter pastures for the Viiankiaapa herd are largely situated, the pasture rotation
would be disturbed to the point of terminating the herders’ livelihood (interview with herder E by
phone, Helsinki, 4 June 2020). Reindeer are highly place-based animals that cannot easily adapt to
new areas. The reindeer would have to be slaughtered or moved, which is an uncertain and diﬃcult
option at best (ELY, 2018, p. 80). Considering all of the estimated environmental impacts, the whole
Oraniemi district has stated that, for them, the best option would be no mine at all (ELY, 2018,
p. 80).
Herding in Viiankiaapa must function from year to year in accordance with the fragile ecosystem. Herding in Viiankiaapa does not provide income for many people, but the question here is
about more than just ‘work’. Indeed, the herders’ livelihood could be characterized as an example
of a nurturing and fairly recent non-indigenous territorial relation that supports the well-being of
humans, the reindeer and the entire biodiverse ecosystem (see Kurien, 2007, p. 37). Following Mies
(1986/1998, p. 48) and Salleh (2009, p. 3), people such as reindeer herders who are not workers in
the capitalist system ﬁnd their means of livelihood being extracted and appropriated when mineral
extractivism renders their present life impossible. As one herder of the Viiankiaapa herd aﬃrmed,
‘When the reindeer are well, we are well’ (interview with herder E, Sodankylä, 5 July 2016). This is a
relational ontology, a meaningful bond to the environment, or, a ‘worlding’ practice and a way of
existing with other beings (Blaser, 2013, p. 566). The herders, for their part, admire the reindeers’
place-based knowledge and their ability to ﬁnd plants under the snow and orientate themselves in
the wild (interview with herder F, Sodankylä, 4 July 2016). The well-being and life skills of the reindeer in the peatland make life possible and ﬁlled with continuous meaning for the herders as well.
Whereas mining aims for the higher eﬃciency and use of resources until they are depleted, the
Viiankiaapa herders have found a niche for herding that supports the formation of a territorial
bond, where their livelihood is not primarily driven by the demand for an increased income or
an imperative to grow (see Schneider et al., 2010, p. 654).
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6. Conclusion
In this article, I have investigated the ontological conﬂict and environmental struggle inﬂicted by
AA’s planned multi-metal mine in the Viiankiaapa peatland in Arctic Finland. The expansion of
global mining into Finland’s peripheral areas has been made possible by measures that support
the modern ‘one’ world system and its ontology of humans vs. nature. This includes the previous
separation of people from the land through enclosure and colonization and the dismantling of selfsustaining rural economies, place-based relations, and ecological knowledge in a historical continuity of capitalist resource extraction. This article has contributed to locating diﬀerences and discussed the legitimation of alternative relations to the environment in a Nordic state. I have
demonstrated how, against the background of the settler colonialist history vis-à-vis the indigenous
Sámi in the north, Finns also ﬁnd their places of integral ontological meaning to be incommensurable with the proposed extractive development. Within ‘one’ space of the state and corporate interests in a pro-mining municipality, the Finns in this article face a continuity of land enclosures, as
conservation and recent multinational mining plans have ignored their place-based bonds. In
relation to an externalized and extracted or conserved ‘nature’, in the nature/human dualism of
today, the lifeworlds and territorial claims of nearby villagers, such as Riikka Karppinen, or
those of the Viiankiaapa reindeer herders, are not legitimated or easily articulated. The placebased ontological bonds presented in this article and the people of the north, who engage in the
struggle to preserve these bonds, present creative and generative alternatives to the global extraction that is only intensifying. More research is needed on the diversity of these unique lives and
their forms of interlaced cohabitation. Such research should cast a spotlight on the existential situation of people in these situations, thereby helping them to persist. Finally, further research may
clarify how they both envision and embody alternative futures for us all.
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