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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

Local agency is marked by its structural boundedness including ~ Mining regions; local

nation state strategies. We investigate the dynamic and mutually ~ 39ency; state strategies;

constitutive interrelationship between agency and state strategies zower relations; regional
. X evelopment

to better understand and explain change in local development

with the examples of four mining towns: Kiruna (Sweden), Zeitz

(Germany), Most (Czechia) and Tatabanya (Hungary). They embody

processes of industrial transition and mining activities that are

heavily regulated by (supra-) national authorities and marked by

constantly changing multiscalar power relations. We find local

agency is constrained by rather specific relations and can be

facilitated by more complementary ones, both on local level and

between different scales.

Introduction

Mining regions are subject to multiple processes of industrial transformation as,
depending on resource availability, commodity prices or political resource strategies,
mines are being closed for divers reasons (Laurence 2006), expanded or even newly
opened up (Bjorgo and Reiseland 2018). Regions need to adapt to the respective
changes both in terms of their economic development and with regard to multiscalar
governance arrangements (Baeten, Swyngedouw, and Albrechts 1999; MacKinnon et al.
2009). Such processes of local and regional adaptation should not only be analyzed in
their regional context, as suggested by literature on ‘new regionalism” (Harfst 2021), but
in the context of national political economies and strategies of the state towards mining
activities and regional policies (Birch, MacKinnon, and Cumbers 2010).

Mining activities generate important gains in terms of local employment, household
incomes and tax revenues, particularly in regions with few other economic opportu-
nities. Yet, dependency on natural resources also brings a risk of crowding out other
tradable industries (Venables 2016). On regional and local levels, mining’s long-lasting
effects shape economic and industrial structures, including skills and competences, the
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local culture and identity, as well as the physical land and townscapes of the regions
both during and after extraction (Harfst 2021). The continuity or closure of mines are
hence of particular public interest, affecting issues of uneven development in a national
or even supranational context (Baeten, Swyngedouw, and Albrechts 1999). This, and the
profound economic, social, and environmental impacts (Dale 2002), result in strong
regulatory frameworks where national and supranational authorities aim to secure the
resource base for further economic activities as well as to minimise environmental
damages and reconcile mining activities with local development visions.

Local agency in current and former mining regions (hereafter only mining regions)
is hence characterized by specific conditions including its boundedness by multiscalar
state institutions assuming various, at times conflicting roles in shaping regional devel-
opment paths (Birch, MacKinnon, and Cumbers 2010). Yet, local actors may aim at
exercising agency within and beyond local boundaries by mobilizing regional- and
extra-regional capabilities, networks, and resources to engage with and change con-
straining factors for the sake of the future development of their localities. The literature
suggests that agency is distributed among a diverse set of local and extra-local actors
and that in most cases, different kinds of agency go hand in hand in local development
processes (Baekkelund 2021; Grillitsch and Sotarauta 2020). Local governments, hence
the local state, often play a decisive role in this regard in exercising institutional agency
or place leadership (Sotarauta and Suvinen 2018), in some cases even innovative
entrepreneurship. However, the double role of the state that both acts to develop the
region or place (most often as local actor) as well as to define boundaries of local agency
(most often as actor on national levels) (MacKinnon et al. 2009; Birch, MacKinnon, and
Cumbers 2010), may result in tensions stemming from the scalar organisation of power
but also from conflicting sectoral interests related to mining and regional development.
Hence, questions of regulation, state power and strategies and their situatedness in
specific spatio-temporal contexts are particularly important factors in mining regions
(Dale 2002) and call for an embedding of local agency in broader political economic
contexts.

Still, little research has been done on how nation state strategies and institutions in
mining regions enable or constrain local actors’ agency. Studies on old-industrial
regions, and mining regions in particular, have mostly targeted a limited number of
case studies within similar contexts (e.g. Baeten, Swyngedouw, and Albrechts 1999; Dale
2002; Pavlinek 2005; Gwosdz, Domanski, and Bilska-Wodecka 2020). Only little com-
parative work on regional restructuring has been done in differing national contexts
(for exceptions see Birch, MacKinnon, and Cumbers 2010 or Grillitsch, Rekers and
Sotarauta 2021) and even less studies include regions from the so-called post-socialist
countries (for exceptions here see Wirth, Cernic-Mali, and Fischer 2012; Harfst 2021).
Additionally, different phases of the mining lifecycle and their consequences for local
agency have rarely been compared. Nevertheless, such comparative studies could be
sources of understanding which help to interpret diverse trajectories in a similar
sectoral and global context. This is even more important as institutional architectures
are considered by us to be changing and dynamically leading to constant changes in
power relations.

Hence, this paper focusses on how power relations are constructed in mining regions
and, intertwined with these, how local agency changes over time and under which
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circumstances. We adopt a multiscalar perspective on local development and pose the
following research questions: first, how do nation state strategies constrain or enable
local development processes and how do power relations in mining regions develop?
And second, which strategies do local agents pursue to deal with the changes of the
regulatory context set by nation states” strategies and which form(s) of agency do they
exercise?

We combine the strategic-relational approach with recent literature on agency in
economic geography. We understand nation state strategies and local agency as
dialectically related in the sense that certain strategies privilege certain actions in
specific spatiotemporal horizons whereas local actors are strategically reflexive about
these structural conditions (Jessop 2005; Lagendijk 2007). Empirically, the paper
assesses local agency in four mining towns, Kiruna (Sweden), Zeitz (Germany),
Most (Czechia) and Tatabanya (Hungary) against the backdrop of their broader
political-economic contexts. We draw here on 92 interviews that were carried out
between 2019 and 2021. Despite obvious differences concerning the concrete
resources extracted (iron ore and lignite), phases of the mining lifecycle (from active
to already closed) and national policy contexts, our cases show similarities that allow
us to assess how different national structural conditions as well as changing mining
activities shape patterns of local agency. All four cases are small and medium-sized
towns situated outside of large agglomerations. The mining roots go back a long time,
resulting in considerable industrial legacies concerning economic path trajectories,
environmental degradation and restoration, and places’ collective identities. All cases
rely on point resources, which run a risk of depletion, yet which are considered easy to
control, trade and appropriate (Lashitew, Ross, and Werker 2020). Further on, in all
cases the state is highly involved in (post-) mining activities either in form of business
ownership or as regulatory power. And most importantly, all four cases have been
subjected to a considerable pressure for transformation either due to continued, but
changing mining activities or to the planned, respectively, already realised end of
mining.

Local agency in mining regions

The restructuring of mining regions, like old-industrial regions in general, has long
been studied from institutionalist perspectives focussing on path dependence and path
renewal (see e.g. Birch, MacKinnon, and Cumbers 2010; Hudson 2005; Dale 2002;
Baeten, Swyngedouw, and Albrechts 1999; Grabher 1993; Hudson 1992). However,
recent studies on regional change and adaptation highlight the importance of local
agency (Uyarra et al. 2017; Grillitsch and Sotarauta 2020), even in hierarchical and
authoritarian settings like Russian monogorods (Gunko et al. 2021), placing the different
roles of human actors and their strategic actions in the centre. Actors are no longer
understood as stable elements with determined positions in time and space (Yeung
2005). Instead, they may mindfully deviate from existing patterns of behaviour, and act
consciously and reflexively as they are knowledgeable (through experiences and tacit
knowledge) and capable to act (Garud and Karnge 2001). In this sense, agency captures
actions or interventions by individuals or a set of actors to produce a particular effect
(Isaksen et al. 2019; see also Emirbayer and Mische 1998; Sotarauta and Suvinen 2018).
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Intentionality, purpose and meaning are motivating such actions but may result in both
intended and unintended consequences (Grillitsch and Sotarauta 2020) and the cap-
ability to act (Gunko et al. 2021) evolves over time.

Regions as spaces can be defined as constituted through interactions, a sphere of
coexisting heterogeneity and always under construction (Garud and Karnge 2001; Paasi
2002; Massey 2005). In mining regions, it becomes particularly visible that human
agency is constantly creating new spatialities, thus being a driving force for regional
transformation. However, agency is unevenly distributed in space (Jessop 2001) and not
all human agency leads to changes in development paths. More frequently it contributes
to the preservation of the original structures (Coe and Jordhus-Lier 2011; Jolly,
Grillitsch, and Hansen 2020; Baekkelund 2021) and vice versa. The potential for change
of individual regions differs depending on heterogeneous transformative capabilities of
agents, a (non-)stimulating institutional environment (e.g. Morgan 2016; Grillitsch
2019; Sotarauta, Kurikka, and Kolehmainen 2021) and economic structures (Boschma
et al. 2017).

In mining regions much depends on how agents might make use of the natural,
economic and cultural potentials left by mining activities (Wirth, Cernic-Mali, and
Fischer 2012) and agents’ capacities to create new development paths. Particular agents
of change (Grillitsch and Sotarauta 2020) whose activity ‘aims or results in breaking with
existing regional development paths’ (Grillitsch, Rekers, and Sotarauta 2019, 6) might play
a decisive role in overcoming the material and economic consequences of mining activities,
path-dependencies, obsolete institutions, and cognitive lock-ins. Yet, mining regions show
specific patterns of the structural embeddedness of local agency, as many factors such as the
global demand and prices for resources, large companies with headquarters outside the
region, or a heavy specialisation in a resource-based industry create strong path-
dependencies. Indeed, dominant actors may consciously work against change with the
aim to protect vested interests (Grabher 1993; Hassink 2010).

Additionally, mining regions display a strong regional identity which may serve as
cultural development potential but may also lead to cognitive lock-ins among local
actors (Dale 2002; Marot and Harfst 2018; Gérmar and Harfst 2019). Over long periods
of time, the hard work in the mines shaped a distinctive cultural and social tissue
(Wirth, Cernic-Mali, and Fischer 2012) leading to a common world-view of local actors
and potentially limiting their possibilities to gain new insights from outside the region
(Fitjar and Rodriguez-Pose 2011). Yet, in the context of economically less diverse and
more peripheral regions, locally or regionally embedded actors need to maintain extra-
local links as a resource to prevent cognitive lock-ins (Crevoisier 2001). A certain
diversity and complementarity of agents might lead to new combinations of actor-
specific capabilities and the creation of a new development path limiting the depen-
dence on the dominant, here extractive, industries.

Based on these observations, local agency can be understood as comprising different
dimensions as it has been captured, for instance, by the notions of reproductive or main-
tenance agency and change agency (Baekkelund 2021; Jolly, Grillitsch, and Hansen 2020). The
latter could be differentiated more concretely by a trinity of change agency (Grillitsch and
Sotarauta 2020, Grillitsch, Rekers, Sotarauta 2021). The three theoretically distinct types of
change agency, which play an important role in the transformation of regional economies
have been defined as: innovative entrepreneurship capturing the introduction of new products
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or services, processes, and organisational forms, institutional entrepreneurship referring to
actions aimed at changing existing or introducing new formal and informal institutions, and
place-based leadership seeking to mobilize and coordinate a wide range of interests and actors,
directing them towards some shared objective (Grillitsch and Sotarauta 2020). The idea of the
trinity of change agency is that regional transformations often call for and require the
interaction of different types of change agency. Yet, this does not imply that all types are
needed at all times. If specific actors operate at multiple positions (Suvinen 2014) in different
social structures (e.g. in different organizations, spheres, places) or with different intentions,
they can be representatives of all three types of agency at the same time or shift between them
(Gunko et al. 2021). Agency can also be exercised by different types of actors. Jolly, Grillitsch,
and Hansen (2020, 179), for instance, identified firms, facilitating organisations for innova-
tion and entrepreneurship, public policy actors and so-called fringe actors, i.e. civil society
organisations or user associations as potential actors of change or maintenance. Networking
within several structures increases the power of these actors in terms of their ability to
mobilise resources and shape institutions, influence the flow of information and understand
problems in different contexts (Sotarauta and Mustikkaméiki 2014).

To summarize, local development is put forward by different forms of agency,
existing interrelations among actors and channels of bargaining. Local agents draw
on different resources such as networks and extra-local linkages. Yet, particularly in the
case of mining regions agency does not unfold in a spatial vacuum but is embedded in
specific institutional environments and regional cultures. As the nation state has
particular economic and political interests in mining regions its strategies form an
important part of these institutional environments. Thus, its constraining or enabling
power in relation to local agency should be more carefully considered. A relational
perspective on local agency with a specific focus on selectivities of nation state strategies
and power relations as it is proposed by the strategic-relational approach seems here
useful to understand the mechanisms in which agency unfolds.

A relational approach towards local agency

Within the last years economic geography has seen a proliferation of studies engaging
with agency going beyond the previously dominating structural perspective of evolu-
tionary economic geography (Grillitsch and Sotarauta 2021). However, recently more
emphasis has been put also on its interrelationship with regions’ structural precondi-
tions enabling or constraining actors’ abilities to realise change including questions of
power (see e.g. Midrner 2020; Grillitsch and Sotarauta 2020). One particular aspect of
these preconditions concerns the role that the nation state’s strategies (hereafter
referred to as state strategies) may assume and the extent to which state authorities
might be able to ‘reach into the politics of local areas’ (Griffin 2012, 217) resulting in
specific power geometries (Massey 1993).

Power, and thus local actors’ capacities to act (Yeung 2005), unfolds in the inter-
relations between actors, institutions and material circumstances on different scales
(Griffin 2012, 209) which is particularly manifested in mining regions. As our cases
show, mining activities as well as mines’ closures profoundly change regions’ materiality
and social fabric, while at the same time being of specific strategic importance for
national and globalised economies. Mining towns are hence suitable examples to study
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interrelations between structure and agency and the question how power manifests in
spatial practices reproducing, maintaining, or challenging unequal power relations.
More particularly, their example allows to capture the interrelations between local
agency and multiscalar state formations - the latter being themselves shaped by
selective political and economic strategies while simultaneously constituting the arena
within which agency may unfold (Brenner 2004; Pemberton and Goodwin 2010).

Following this strategic-relational approach the nation state can be understood
twofold: first, as key agent regarding the allocation of material resources and the (co-
)production of powerful economic and political imaginaries and related development
strategies (Lagendijk 2007); and second, as a relational construct itself shaped by
competing internal and external strategies and political struggles. State strategies refer
to ‘initiatives that mobilise state institutions towards specific forms of socio-economic
intervention’ (van Heur 2010, 428). They include the reconfiguration of spatial struc-
tures (institutional settings and practices) (Brenner 2004), setting the frame within
which material and discursive resources are selectively (re-)distributed and whereby
favouring access of specific sectors and social agents to sites of political and economic
power (MacLeod and Goodwin, 1999). Accordingly, state power can be understood as
the institutionalised temporary outcome of balancing and mediating between differing
political, economic and social forces (Pemberton and Goodwin 2010; Lagendijk 2007).
State institutions are thus time and place-specific social constructs capturing values,
norms, and rules and encompassing social actors’ perceptions and reflections on their
own status, strategies, and actions. By (co-)producing certain ideas about the local
economy, state institutions, at least partially, delineate relevant economic and associated
societal ‘problems’ and suggest appropriate policy solutions (Pemberton and Goodwin
2010, 278).

In case of old industrial and mining regions, these ‘problems’ are rather complex and
concern economic, social, cultural and environmental issues alike (Wirth, Cernic-Mali,
and Fischer 2012). First, given the continuous pressure on regions to remain or become
globally competitive technological change, innovation and economic diversification
become central notions in state’s strategies towards regional restructuring (Hodson
2008). Second, global ecological concerns such as climate change or water pollution
increase the need to reduce mineral-based energy production and address the envir-
onmentally devastating effects of mining activities (Kronenberg 2013) with local effects
on (post-) mining activities. And third, restructuring a regional economy also affects
a region’s identity and culture (Gérmar and Harfst 2019) which may lead to a discursive
‘crisis of definition’ (Cruickshank, Ellingsen, and Hidle 2016) and uneven material
outcomes with potential consequences on social coherence and electoral results
(Rodriguez-Pose 2018; Schmalz, Singe, and Hasenohr 2021).

Within this complexity, institutions and specifically state institutions orient local
actors’ strategies selectively. These ‘structurally-inscribed strategic selectivities’ (Jessop
2005, 48) result in temporary, yet unstable hegemonies meaning that there are some
actors and identities whose discourses, strategies and actions are privileged over others
at a specific point in time. State strategies may foreground, for instance, either the
economic interests of mining companies (i.e. profit) and mining regions (i.e. tax
revenues) or environmental aspects and the need to counteract climate change pro-
cesses. Nevertheless, processes of discursive and strategic variation also allow for
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contestations of hegemonic strategies and the emergence of new development visions.
The course of actions is not necessarily determined but local agents act within a specific
structural framework about which they are reflective. Yet, their actual capacity to act
depends on the nature of power relations that are emerging through interaction.

Yeung (2005) distinguishes here between two specific forms of power relations,
relational specificity and relational complementarity. As relational specificity he defines
a pattern of power relations where a certain hegemonic goal is enforced or, in other
words, is strategically selected and pursued. The specificity is determined by unequal
access of agents to resources and information in relational geometries caused by the
persistence of dependency and lock-in within existing power relations (Yeung 2005,
48). In contrast, relational complementarity is a context where particular activities and
the coexistence of agents (e.g. mobilization of collective power) and structures in
relational geometries are beneficial for everyone opening up windows of opportunity
(Boschma 2004; Boschma et al. 2017) and potentially leading to advantageous spatial
changes and intended consequences for all. Hence, local agency has itself a structuring
potential that may either reproduce or transform the social structures (incl. state
formations) as well as their emergent properties, eventually inducing change (Jessop
2005).

Based on these theoretical discussions we assume that in case of specificity in the
relations between the nation state and local state institutions, the opportunities to
exercise local agency in its various forms are rather restricted (albeit not impossible).
Particularly in mining regions, non-state actors are heavily influenced by state regula-
tions and strategies on different levels. The scope for agency increases if national,
regional and local state strategies complement each other and place-based development
strategies are embedded in multiscalar long-term strategies (e.g. Harfst 2021; Keller and
Virag 2021). The scope for local agency presumably increases with complementarity in
multiscalar state relations and a decisive commitment of the nation state ‘to provide an
institutional environment that provides local agents with capacities to build vertical and
horizontal alliances and to have a say in the definition of developmental goals’ (Keller
and Virdg 2021, 15). Thus, the focus of this paper is how specificity and complemen-
tarity in power relations relate to the ability of local actors to influence local
development.

Research design and methodology

Following the above outlined relational take on local agency and state strategies, the
remainder of this paper is dedicated to show how state strategies and the interactively
mediated power relations affect local agents’ scope for action and how local agents
strategically reflect upon that and mobilise different resources to exercise agency and
either reproduce or challenge hegemonic structures.

We draw on empirical material of four in-depth case studies of municipalities in
Czechia, Germany, Hungary and Sweden, carried out within the research project
‘Agents of change in old-industrial regions in Europe’. Cases were selected to show
a variety of development in old industrial regions outside large agglomerations, to
highlight how agency works in highly locked-in regions where extra-regional influences
are particularly important. They differ in their national political and legislative contexts
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as well as the stage of mining activities. Yet, all places have faced different stages of
a mine’s lifetime, including downscaling and the potential threat of mine closure.
Hence, all cases help us to shed light on the scope for local agency and ultimately
different consequences for local and regional development.

Between June 2019 and May 2021, we conducted in total 92 qualitative semi-
structured interviews in the municipalities (see Table 1). Our primary targets have
been local actors that we selected according to the categories identified by Jolly,
Grillitsch, and Hansen (2020). Hence, interviews have been conducted with public
policy actors such as central administrative actors and local politicians from the
municipalities (mayors, administrative staff, city councillors), with firm representatives
(managers, owners), facilitating organisations such as higher education institutions
(HEI) and support organisations, as well as civil society organisations (clubs, associa-
tions and initiatives). Additionally, we aimed at grasping regional institutions and
overarching strategies and conducted interviews with relevant regional actors. Due to
the size of the towns, several of our informants have held multiple key positions in the
region. To grasp nation states’ strategies regarding mining activities and regional policy
as well as local responses in a comprehensive way our interviews have been comple-
mented by an extensive desktop research on secondary sources, such as national and
regional legislative acts and strategy documents, strategic documents of municipalities
and firms, newspaper articles as well as websites. The desktop research was used as
a basis for interview sampling, together with snowballing, as well as for triangulating
and verifying material from interviews. Interview topics included the identification of
development processes where local agency is visible, the embeddedness of such pro-
cesses in overarching strategies, networking activities of local actors, interrelations
between actors on different scales, as well as planned projects and visions for future
development.

The material has been coded to highlight where agency becomes visible in regional
development and how the economic and political institutional framework including
funding schemes, local initiatives, regulations, and multi-scalar power relations looks
like. Using a comparative approach, case studies have been analysed to sketch out the
different interrelationships between local agency, nation states’ strategies and the
specific locally effective power relations. As a result, our analysis identifies the forms
of agency and power relations prevailing in different structural contexts.

Table 1. Interviews in the case study towns.

Local/regional

Time of government/ Support Civil society

Case interviews  Firm administration HEls organi-sations  organisations  Other Total

Kiruna Dec 2019- 8 7 1 4 - 1 21
April 2020

Zeitz July 2020- 4 12 - - 5 2 23
May 2021

Most Sep 2020 - 7 4 2 3 3 - 19
May 2021

Tatabanya June 2019- 10 9 3 6 5 - 33

May 2021
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Case studies

To ensure an adequate comparison, the analysis of the four case studies is organised
along the following framework. First, we set up the context of each case study -
geographical location, local social, economic or physical structural setting within
which a given mining activity is embedded. Further, relevant state strategies (both
formal and informal) are introduced forming the general institutional setting in
which mining activities are embedded. Strategies of local actors, again formal and
informal, comprise attitudes, negotiating strategies of local authorities and diverse
interest groups. Local agency is then an output of, and is driven by strategies of local
actors and is influenced or de-formed by a given institutional and regulatory context.
Such settings might constrain or enable local agency to develop and strengthen actors’
capability to act with a particular impact on the creation of new spatialities.

Reduced local agency as result of growing national interest in Kiruna, Sweden

Kiruna is located in the Swedish peripheral north. Area wise, the municipality is
comparable to Slovenia, yet with only 23,000 inhabitants, it is very sparsely populated.
Most inhabitants reside in Kiruna town, where the physical landscape is dominated by
the adjacent, large iron ore mine. The mine from 1899 is the reason for establishing the
town, and the two have grown in tandem and formed a mutual dependency. Today,
only LKAB, a state-owned enterprise (SOE), mines in the municipality. LKAB employs
2,200 people locally, but the overall extraction and manufacturing industry employs
a fourth of the local labour market (national average: 15%). LKAB is one of the Swedish
state’s most profitable firms through share dividend and tax payments, and profits have
been used in Sweden’s overall national development.

During the interviews, it was expressed that state authorities and national politicians
show little involvement in LKAB’s actions in Kiruna since they do not want to get
involved in a commercial company’s activities. Yet, the state still has a large influence
over local agency. Legislation related to mining (such as national interests, mineral
legislation, environmental legislation) and taxes are regulated on the nation-state level.
Examples with implications for Kiruna are the removal of local corporate tax in 1985
which reduced local government’s financial muscles (even though mining continues)
and changes in the mineral law during the early 1990s which opened up for interna-
tional firms to mine minerals in Sweden. The latter has meant that an Australian firm
have initiated exploration in Kiruna. With the EU Raw material initiative (Commission
of the European Communities 2008) that aims to reduce EU’s external dependency on
essential materials, the mine has become more important in a European context. With
this initiative in mind, the Swedish state have formulated a new national mineral
strategy in 2013 (Regeringskansliet 2013), where a continued extraction of raw materials
is emphasised for Sweden’s future economic growth.

After the severe steel crisis in the 1970s it became apparent to local actors that the
local economy had to diversify to decrease the dependency on the mine, and municipal
initiatives to support tourism and space industry have followed. Local actors have
developed tourism through innovative entrepreneurship (developing new activities
and products) and institutional entrepreneurship (transforming mind-set on
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entrepreneurship). Space activities are on the other hand dependent on external actors
and funding. In 2002, the municipality (Kiruna kommun 2002) declared that after large
infrastructure investments around the mine, a 15-20 year window of opportunity
would now follow when supporting diversification processes were essential. However,
only one year later, LKAB informed the municipality that the town centre (including
businesses and 6,000 inhabitants) would have to move, since the ore body is extending
under the town and large land deformations are to be expected.

The town-move initiated in 2004 and the new national mineral strategy from 2013
are two key events that affect local agency. Traditionally, the local government’s agency
has had a reproductive nature, trying to protect the jobs and values that the mine
brings to the community. However, in the period leading up to 2004, the local
government exercised place-based leadership through bringing local actors together
with the goal of strengthening diversification. This room for change agency decreased
when they were left with the enormous infrastructural project of moving the town
centre. LKAB finances the move, but the local government needs to plan and imple-
ment it. The move has become even more complicated as state legislation protects the
surrounding land (for example for ensuring room for the indigenous group Sami to
keep their traditional reindeer herding in the landscape) and therefore hinder extend-
ing the town into new areas. Additionally, national cultural heritage protection hinders
demolition of important local buildings. Hence, the local government is caught
between the SOE forcing the town to move and national legislation upheld by different
branches of the nation state that are hindering the move. An informant from the local
government described how they had asked the national government to take
a helicopter perspective over their different organisations influencing the move, but
they did not do so. The Swedish National Audit Office (Riksrevisionen 2017) have
criticised both the SOE and the national government for their way of handling the
move. But still, the local government is left alone to handle the move. The national
mineral strategy further highlights the national importance of continued mining.
Current local political leadership have tried to challenge the power of LKAB, by
using zonal plans as bargaining chips to get more resources for the move. However,
this was frowned upon by several of the informants and LKAB has even asked the
national government to intervene.

To conclude, there has always been a strong bound between LKAB and the local
government, mainly influencing the local government to exercise reproductive agency.
The national government affects local agency both through ownership of the mine and
a variety of legislation. The current town-move and the new national mineral strategy
further reproduce the idea that the Kiruna mine is of national importance, which
decreases room for local agency. After a short window of opportunity for diversifica-
tion, relational specificity dominates power relations again.

Structural change or structural break? Local agency in light of a top-down
induced restructuring in Zeitz, Germany

Zeitz is located in the Saxony-Anhalt part of the Central German lignite-mining district
and seat of a lignite extraction company, the Mitteldeutsche Braunkohlengesellschaft
(MIBRAG). Lignite has been extracted here since the 19™ century with its peak in the
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late 1980s when GDR government aimed to achieve energy self-sufficiency. Since the
19™ century, Zeitz developed into one of the industrial centres of Central Germany with
manufacturing industries in diverse fields from which an important part (sugar pro-
duction, heavy machinery, and hydrogenation plant) has been intricately linked to the
exploitation of the nearby lignite mines resulting in rather specific relationships among
them.

After 1990, Zeitz experienced a considerable economic, demographic and reputa-
tional decline that has been perceived by the residents not only as structural change, but
a veritable ‘structural break’ (mentioned in several interviews). The town lost its status
as district capital in 1994. Most of the manufacturing industries as well as a number of
open cast mines within the region closed and population shrank by about 20,000 people
down to 28,000 today. This has had important impacts on municipal budgets which are
in deficit since a couple of years constraining the room for manoeuvre of local actors
especially with regard to voluntary tasks such as support of cultural, social and sports
initiatives, economic development or investments.

Today, MIBRAG operates two open cast mines near Zeitz and has five subsidiaries
with 2,700 employees, which makes the group by far the largest employer in the area
and a considerable taxpayer for the municipality. Having been privatised in 1994
MIBRAG belongs today to the Czech holding EPH which shows little interest in
regional development (Gotze and Joeres 2021; also mentioned in some of the inter-
views). The few industrial enterprises apart of MIBRAG that are located in Zeitz can be
considered as energy-intensive (e.g. sugar factory, metallurgy, chemical industries) and
depending on the energy provided by lignite power plants. Up until recently, MIBRAG
and the other industrial enterprises were considered to be stable providers of jobs and
tax revenues which is now questioned in light of the recent changes in state strategies.

Following the 2015 Paris Climate agreements and in line with the European strategy
to become climate-neutral by 2050 (EC 2018), the Federal Government adopted
a climate protection plan for 2050, aiming at the transformation of energy provision
(BMU 2016). One implication of this plan is the German exit from coal-based energy
production and the related closure of lignite mines until 2038 which was decided by law
in 2020 (‘Kohleausstiegsgesetz’). Related to this is the expressed will of the Federal
government to avoid another ‘structural break’ by supporting the economic and social
restructuring of the affected regions with extensive financial support as indicated in
a second law on strengthening regional structures (‘Strukturstirkungsgesetz’). However,
a direct support of affected enterprises and thus the immediate creation of new jobs is
not possible due to European legislation. Additionally, the Federal Government follows
its own agenda of supporting flagship projects related to its economic and energy-
related strategies (e.g. the National Hydrogen Strategy; support of research, education
and innovation; main infrastructure projects) meaning that 26 billion (out of 40 billion)
euros of the so-called coal funds are spent directly by the Federal Government.

According to the interviewees, the process of centrally induced regional restructuring
is seen by local actors including the municipality as both a risk (particularly related to
employment numbers and municipal taxes) as well as a considerable chance and
potential turning point for the region and the town of Zeitz. In Saxony-Anhalt,
1.68 billion euros can be spent directly on structural and revitalisation measures with
a focus on the core district of lignite mining in the environs of Zeitz. Local actors now
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aim at raising as much funds as possible from these so-called ‘coal funds’ and other
sources but also try to influence funding schemes according to local needs through
intense lobbying, thus exercising institutional entrepreneurship. For example, one
funding line in Saxony-Anhalt has been conceived with particular focus on the needs
of the Burgenlandkreis (the district within which Zeitz is located) regarding inner city
regeneration and the preservation of monuments and the mayor attributes the merits
for this to his own efforts (statement in city council report).

Moreover, the structural change has drawn particular attention of media and policy
makers alike to Zeitz and the whole region, attention that was missing so far and might
be beneficial for the town’s future development. This increased attention may influence
the power relations between local and supralocal agents. Additionally, we could observe
a growing engagement of actors moving to the town recently (e.g. entrepreneurs or the
mayor who moved to Zeitz in 2016 after his election) potentially leading to more
complementary relationships. Local actors increasingly take up broader trends such as
digitisation or the creative industries discourse (e.g. by establishing a digitisation centre,
several co-working spaces and a Virtual Reality site in Zeitz or by attracting summer
schools and workshops such as a Creative Lab organised by the Federal Competence
Centre for Creative Industries). Still, these developments are observed rather ambiva-
lently as some residents rarely consider them being embedded in the town’s social and
economic fabric and do not expect that they could compensate for the job loss in
extracting and manufacturing industries or remedy the large number of vacant houses.
Yet, as direct compensations for enterprises affected by the structural change are not
possible, the creation of effective structures, an increase of the town’s attractiveness,
networking in economic clusters and infrastructures, in sum institutional entrepreneur-
ship on multiple scales, seem to be necessary to develop the town further and support
innovative entrepreneurs.

However, limitations are set by limited capacities in the administration, a lack of
relevant experiences and by the complexities and the pace of the restructuring process.
Several interviewees mentioned that leadership is not considered to be particularly
strong at the moment and local conflicts, e. g. between city council members and the
administration, might impede the development of concrete strategies for the future. The
corresponding structures both on federal as well as regional and local levels are only in
the initial phase of implementation. The municipality needs to position itself rather
quickly in a competitive and complex policy environment where several towns, com-
parable in size and economic performance, face the same challenges and compete for
new businesses and residents alike. This entails the risk of acting too fast at the expense
of civil society, sometimes even city council participation (several interviewees acknowl-
edged that) and submitting projects that are already on the wishlist for years but are not
embedded in a broader encompassing strategy based on complementary power
relations.

The formation of a new hegemonic power bloc of local actors - the case of
Most, Czechia

The town Most (60,000 inhabitants) is located in northwest Czechia in the NUTS III
Usti nad Labem Region. The history of the town is tightly interlinked with lignite
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mining which reached its peak (as regards employment and production volume) at the
end of 1980s, when the socialist regime declined (Pavlinek 1998). Despite this, open pit
mining continues in three mines in the immediate vicinity of Most but the lignite
deposits in one of the mines on the northern outskirts of the town were depleted in
2006. From then on, the process of a hydric reclamation started here and in 2014 the pit
lake of 311 hectares was filled.

According to the 1992 Mining Act (‘Horni zdkon’), mining companies are obliged to
gather financial reserves for the elimination of mining impacts during their operation.
However, this rule came into force after the privatization of Most mines in the early
1990s, and therefore the state resources obtained by the sale of state property were also
used for the reclamation process implemented by the state-owned enterprise Palivovy
kombinat Usti (PKU).

In 2004, the former mining territory of the current pit lake was bought by PKU
which is the key player in the land reclamation process at the local level. In
September 2020, the area of the pit lake was opened to the public. Before that, the
entire area was managed as a mine in the local land use plan (and was therefore
restricted for entry), although a significant part of the reclamation work had already
been completed. Since this change of land use type, the area with basic infrastructure
for recreation and sport has been opened to the public. Yet, the question arose who
should take care of its further development and huge maintenance costs (water replen-
ishment, maintenance of greenery, water cleaning). The original plan was that PKU
would transfer the lake area to Most municipality free of charge. However, this transfer
failed due to remarkably high maintenance costs and the EU directives implemented in
the Czech legal system (EU 2008). In the case of a transfer or sale below the market
price, the municipality would not be able to use the newly acquired land for market
purposes (sale, business activities, etc.). Buying land for market price, on the other
hand, is beyond the financial capacities of Most. Therefore, as Most representatives
refused the transfer of the lake area, this resulted in the re-configuration of the role of
PKU from the agent of reclamation to the manager of re-socialization communicating
with representatives of local authority and other actors.

The uncertain property and legislative situation of the development process hinders
and delays the activity of potential actors. The two main players in the development are
therefore PKU and the town of Most (political leadership and officials). Both entities
need to cooperate but the coordination of activities and plans often encounters unpre-
cedented problems (transfer of land, the possibility of setting up a joint firm developing
the area), which are then addressed by national public authorities. The deepening of the
relationship and role of these two players can be illustrated by the case of the ongoing
development study (in which planners, architects and other experts participate). Here,
the municipality takes the role of a spatial planning authority, PKU (in the opinion of
some interview partners) the role of the payer and the pioneer of development inter-
ventions in the territory. The former actor should also collect the opinions of the public
on the lake area development. However, development ideas are so far initiated just by
these two actors and any participation of the public and other actors in the formation of
strategic vision simply does not exist and was even not stimulated by these two
development actors (no participative tools to include the public have been used so
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far). The public comes into play only in the role of potential users or service providers
(e.g. sport and interest groups, snack sellers, universities).

Despite the legislative barriers we can observe growing cooperation between the two
local key actors, the town representatives and local branch of the PKU, resulting in an
increasingly complementary relation between both. However, these actors create
a hegemonic power bloc that controls the planning process in the lake area and
makes it relatively inaccessible for the general public. On the other hand, local public,
NGOs and other initiatives so far have not mobilised for expressing their interests in
the development of the area. Therefore, decision-making and selection of new devel-
opment projects in the territory remains in the hands of two actors.

From autonomy to centralization - the changing scope of local institutional
agency in Tatabdnya, Hungary

Tatabanya is a medium size town (inhabited by 68,000 in 2020) situated in NW
Hungary, with a good access to M1 motorway linking Budapest and Vienna and
a scene to competing local strategies (Gyér, Székesfehérvar, Budapest) for reindustria-
lization since the mid-1990s. Among the four case studies Tatabanya has the longest
post-mining history reflecting how changes in external (structural) conditions shaped
local agency; (1) in the period of economic recovery after the collapse of mining (1987-
1994) local development was driven primarily by municipal agency, while (2) multiple
centralization processes in the post-2010 era marginalized local agency in urban
restructuring.

As a former socialist model town dependent on mining and heavy industries,
Tatabanya faced a massive economic and social crisis (loss of 13,000 jobs locally) in
the early 1990s. The reorganization, privatization and closure of local state-owned
enterprises was arranged in a top-down manner by central state bodies. Nevertheless,
the decentralization of state power to municipal scale in 1990 opened a window of
opportunity for local agency. The lead was taken by the mayor and a handful of local
intellectuals (dominantly former employees of state-owned enterprises in executive
position) who mobilized municipal resources for series of institutional innovations,
such as setting up the College of Business Studies, an Economic Development Agency
and a management firm (IPH Ltd.) managing the Tatabdnya-Kornye Industrial Park,
one of Hungary’s first and largest facilities. Local agents combined their relational
capital in international business, central state apparatus and municipal institutions to
run this institutional setting as a fix entry point for global investors in the still-evolving
national institutional system that also works as a buffer between the business world and
the sluggish and troublesome municipal decision-making process. “This allowed us to
get rid of the dirty socialist industrial town image’ (former leading person of the city).
The industrial park worked as a mechanism of selling land to stimulate economic
growth by promising quick return thus, promoting greenfield facilities. It was in line
with national development priorities that considered such spaces as vehicles of reindus-
trialization and regional development in the 1990s and early 2000s (Kiss and Tiner
2012) with little concern for environmental impacts. This allowed local agents to
channel public funds to stimulate a massive-scale influx of FDI resulting in diversifica-
tion of local industry (including electronics, health and environment industry,
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machinery) and high employment rate by the early 2000s. Tatabanya was considered as
a best practice in national policy discourses feeding the prevailing neoliberal narrative
of urban and regional development in Hungary and beyond (Rechnitzer 2002; Szirmai
et al. 2002; Brenner 2009). Along with that, the mining past was ‘purified’ by being
moved in the realm of history (represented by a few renovated buildings and the
Mining Museum) while vast tracts of brownfield areas (220 ha) remained underutilized
and without recultivation.

The structural limits of local agency emerged after the 2008-10 financial and
economic crisis. One structural constraint was the rearrangement of global capital
flows and power relations driving those (Hudson 2006) that entailed locally the decline
of FDI influx (2010-15) and later (from 2016), the entry of new investors seeking for
massive infrastructure capacities and central state funding supporting those. Moreover,
locally embedded entrepreneurial agents (dominantly, MNEs) reacted to the crisis and
new market dynamics by investing in the production of higher value-added products.
However, this trajectory was limited by the structural deficits of local labour market. As
a response, corporate agents targeted major cities to recruit engineers and ‘third’
countries to find semi-skilled workers for which they needed a central governmental
support (work permits). Finally, central governmental policies shifted clearly toward
relational selectivity after 2010. This turn manifested in the centralization of public
services, a substantial reduction of municipal finance (by 50% at national scale) and in
limiting local regulative power (e.g. over land use change). Along with that, the
institutional arrangement and practices of development policy were transformed into
individual bargaining processes between urban municipalities and the government. The
central state also entered local land markets as the owner of the new national network
of industrial parks Inpark to guide FDI along re-defined sectoral and spatial prefer-
ences, competing with the municipal facilities of IPH (see above)

To keep local economy on a diversified and dynamic path in the unfolding centra-
lised system, municipal leaders and local institutional agents developed a strategy that
rested on multiple tiers. Local institutions for economic development were still con-
sidered as mediators between entrepreneurial agents and the municipality, yet their
functions had to be aligned with changing conditions (focusing on channelling EU and
national state funds in local projects). Moreover, local leaders mobilized their relational
capital and bargaining skills to involve public funds in major infrastructure schemes
(e.g. in transportation and a new energy supply system). Local institutional agents also
exploited their (county seat) position in the unfolding centralized system to get control
over the resources of the wider region, such as labour (recruiting talented young people
for local vocational training), water (get supply from a neighbouring town’ reservoir
through a regional public utility company) and other environmental assets (through
regional tourism organizations). Finally, municipal leaders were lobbying jointly with
other Hungarian mayors to get control over EU development resources directly; this
‘scale jumping’ in development policy (Smith, 2000) seems to be a success and could
restore local agents’ scope to a certain extent. Nevertheless, centralization processes
challenged and in long term, have undermined the autonomy of local agents.
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Figure 1. State strategies, local agency and power relations in the case studies (own elaboration).

Comparative analysis

With our case studies, we have shown that strategies of local actors are anchored,
transformed or hindered by a given institutional setting and the respective power
relations on multiple spatial scales. The cases presented in this paper show not only
a wide variety in form and status of mining activities but also in the strategies of the
respective national states and local actors as well as in the exercise of local agency and
power relations. Figure 1 provides a summary of the case studies focused on states’
and local agents’ strategies as well as the prevailing power relations and forms of
agency.

We show that the interplay between state strategies and strategies of local actors
results in different sets of power relations that are complex, dynamic and changing over
time. Power relations unfold in interaction between local agents as well as between local
and national, even supranational agents (e.g. the EU) leading either to more specificity
in their relations or to more complementarity (Yeung 2005). Local agents, then, try to
navigate through these relations by developing their own strategies.

The national state has in each of our cases a strong position in setting the scene for
either a continuation of mining activities as in the case of Kiruna or the closure of
mines and their subsequent regeneration (all other cases). Yet, the role of state actors is
rather ambiguous and potentially leading to local conflicts around mining and post-
mining development, as illustrated especially by the examples of Tatabanya and Kiruna.
On one hand, the state represents and has to secure public interests (e.g. protecting the
environment and cultural heritage, supporting the well-being of all citizens and
strengthening cooperation among different kinds of actors), while on the other hand
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it is also an agent of economic restructuring and growth guided by market imperatives
through regulative agency (e.g. opening local markets to international investors),
a developer (investing public funds supporting their local activities, e.g. infrastructure)
and a subject to financialized markets (fiscal discipline and dependence on financial
markets).

Thus, power relations between the nation state and local actors are influenced by
differing institutional contexts and values assigned to the respective resources or their
economic and geopolitical strategic importance in comparison to their financial and
environmental costs (see also Hudson 2006).

In our cases, it could be observed that the decision to close a mine opens a window
of opportunity to diversify the economy, revitalise the local environment and develop
more complementary power relations as, for example, in Tatabanya and Zeitz where
local actors seized the opportunity to engage in new fields of development (industrial
parks in Tatabanya, creative industries and new industrial branches in Zeitz). Also bust
periods open up opportunities, as exemplified by diversification initiatives in Kiruna.
However, local agency works also selectively privileging some particular actors (e.g.
foreign investors in Tatabdnya, big manufacturing enterprises and specific creative
actors in Zeitz) while excluding others (e.g. civil society organisations or even city
council members with a weaker voice). Thus, growing complementarity between
a limited number of actors, as it could be observed also in Most between the munici-
pality and PKU, might result in the creation of new hegemonic blocs controlling the
way how local development is done and leading to new relational specificities. This
exclusion is not always intended but often the result of limited time horizons for action
(e.g. funding deadlines), limited knowledge of some actors about involvement oppor-
tunities or a lack of will to be involved. Additionally, agency might be scattered among
a multitude of actors which develop relational complementarity to each other but are
not strong enough to successfully engage with dominant, more powerful actors. This
could be observed in Kiruna where during a short period of increasing relational
complementarity local agency emerged with the aim to diversify the economy but it
was hindered by the town move.

A number of these challenges, namely a lack of will to be engaged in development
issues or to establish more powerful coalitions might be rooted, at least partly, in the
specific local and social structures and cultural attitudes prevailing in mining regions.
Even in cases where state institutions are promoting local agency and the engagement
of civil society as in Zeitz, it takes time until local actors develop joint strategic visions,
and switch gears from a mining mentality (of secure jobs provided by external actors)
to activating their own potentials for new path development. This finding resonates
with recent studies on the impact of culture and informal institutions on local resilience
and entrepreneurship in old-industrial regions (Gherhes, Vorley, and Williams 2018;
Gherhes, Vorley, and Brooks 2020; see also Dale 2002). Moreover, this feature might be
even stronger in post-socialist old industrial towns (apart from Zeitz also Most and
Tatabdnya) where civic engagement in local politics tends to be weaker than in Western
countries as a consequence of the undemocratic restrictions under the former regime,
a painful economic restructuring and a disillusionment about democratic development
(Potluka et al. 2018). This suggests that further claims should be formulated to
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understand how agency is constructed in different political-economic contexts, and how
this process is shaped by hegemonic narratives (i.e. that of civil society or state agency).

Our cases show also very well that timing plays a major role in the development of
power relations and changes of the scope for local agency. This is most visible in
Tatabdnya where we could observe that a window of opportunity might close due to
changing strategies of the nation state, here towards a recentralisation of public
competences in the field of social and economic development. Yet, the same applies
to the other cases. In Zeitz, for example, it is still too early to assess whether the current
window of opportunity provided by state funding for lignite mining regions and the
related public attention to these regions will result in more relational complementarity
or just in new relational specificities. It can be argued that perceiving and taking an
opportunity that opens up is very much dependent on current power relations and the
positions and capacities of local actors at a specific point in time (Grillitsch and
Sotarauta 2020). Further on, especially smaller places are in general more dependent
on external factors and decisions that favours relational specificity over the develop-
ment of complementarity. In all our case studies, local agents act and try to initiate
change in highly competitive environments (e.g. competing for state funding or external
investments) which is particularly challenging for small places given their limited
institutional and individual capacities for manoeuvring in increasingly complex power
relations.

Conclusions

This paper reflects on the complexity of local and regional development oscillating
between local agency and structural boundedness, especially shaped by the nation state.
State strategies are actualised within various socio-spatial relations and with different
temporal horizons. The example of small mining towns shows that sector- and place-
specific interventions of the state are particularly important for the development of
regions and localities in lock-in position, by enabling or constraining local agency to
a considerable extent. Local agents can mobilize place-specific institutions and rela-
tional resources to shape development policies while being at the same time particularly
vulnerable and dependent on state resources. Hence, the hierarchical arrangement of
public institutions and state development practices on multiple scales defines the scope
of local agency and has an explanatory power for differences in local trajectories.
Mining regions are illustrative for the contradictory and fragmented nature of the
state because they embody processes of industrial transition and mining activities,
which are heavily regulated by national and supranational authorities. Our cases show
that the state has set the regulatory framework for mining and revitalisation activities
and has significant control over agenda setting while maintaining at the same time
different functions in social, economic, and environmental development. Locally, the
state has a rather ambiguous role and presents itself either as owner of the land and/or
structurally relevant businesses, or as institutional entrepreneur by establishing new
regulations on national and regional scales, or as local agent aiming to diversify the
local and regional economy and induce structural change. In each case, local actors are
confronted with the complexity of multiscalar state institutions, which lead them to
pursue different, locally specific strategies and might induce local conflicts (as in
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Tatabanya where the locally managed industrial park competes with the centrally
managed one or in Zeitz where strategies for the future still need to be defined).
These struggles can overwhelm peripheral regions with few financial and personal
capacities. Yet, depending on the national institutional structures and the underlying
power relations, local actors can potentially draw advantage from such institutional
settings. As institutions are not perfectly aligned, and sometimes conflictual, there is
room for interpretation, leveraging some institutional assets for own advantage, or
combining them in new ways. This institutional plasticity (Strambach 2010) provides
a chance to open up new windows of opportunity and establish for example new
business branches as tourism in Kiruna or creative industries in Zeitz.

This paper also foregrounds time and history for the scope and intensity of local
agency. This refers, for example, to the long-lasting effects of a local culture, which in
our cases was tied to mining activities even in cases where mining had already been
stopped. It takes time for local actors to develop agency after a long period of relying on
jobs provided by an external actor. This applies both to the cases in Germany and Sweden
in periods when the future of mining is uncertain, as well as to those in Hungary and
Czechia where institutional capacities and the social embedding of municipalities have
been slowly emerging in a post-transition context that exposes local communities to
strategies of powerful external agents (e.g. EU and national development policies, lead
firms of GPNs) (see also Gwosdz, Domanski, and Bilska-Wodecka 2020). However, the
cases of Tatabanya and Kiruna have also shown that a window of opportunity can close
again if state strategies change and local agents’ room for manoeuvre might diminish.

This paper provides evidence for the great influence of state strategies on local agency in
specific spatio-temporal contexts in mining regions. What unites all our cases is the
important role that the state plays in setting the framework for local agency and its strong
control over the agenda setting process. Yet, strategies of local actors proved to be as
diverse as state strategies and specific structural conditions. Local strategies include using
formal planning powers in bargaining, mobilising local and non-local networks for
industrial diversification, attracting attention to local needs, applying to non-local
(national, European) funding opportunities, and attempting to influence negotiations
between central state and investors. The interplay and relative importance of state and
local agency for development varies over time, between regional and national contexts,
and reflects the changes in power relations beyond national state/local agent’s nexus (e.g.
financialization and industrial restructuring at global scale).

To be sure, mining regions are extreme cases where the role of the state is more
important than in other types of regions. Such extreme cases are suitable to shed light
on the role of the state and its interplay with local agency. It suggests that the state has
a strong potential to promote or hinder bottom-up agency of local and regional
stakeholders and policy makers which is in line with recent findings of studies about
place-based approaches in Europe in general (e.g. Keller and Virag 2021). Yet, we argue
that the identified link between relational specificity reducing the opportunities and
relational complementarity increasing the opportunities for local agency is a general
finding. This finding holds when comparing across cases as well as when comparing
how power relations and local agency changed over time in each case. This finding is
important theoretically as it focuses attention on conditions that affect the emergence of
local agency. It is also important for policy makers because it suggests that in order to
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promote local agency, and thereby regional development, policies at multiple scales
should be conscious about creating complementary power relations and strengthen the
involvement of different types of actors.
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