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Adaptation and relocation of built heritage:  
what can we learn from the urban transformations of 
Swedish mining towns? 

A. Luciani 1, J. Sjöholm 1 

1Dept. of Civil, Environmental and Natural resources Engineering, Luleå University of Technology 
(LTU), Sweden. andrea.luciani@ltu.se, jennie.sjoholm@ltu.se  

 

Abstract 

In the arctic and subarctic region, climate change may require in the future the relocation of entire 
communities, with dramatic impacts on their built heritage. In northernmost Sweden, the two arctic 
mining towns of Kiruna and Malmberget are already experiencing similar disruption due to subsidence 
caused by mining. This paper investigates the actions implemented to mitigate the impacts of the 
ongoing urban transformations. Historic buildings and entire districts are demolished, documented or 
relocated, sometimes with the ambition to recreate historic environments. These controversial processes 
exemplify the scale and the level of the challenges and dilemmas that climate change will soon pose to 
historic environments. Can relocation preserve the complexity of an historic urban environment? How 
are decisions on what to save made? How do the loss and the relocation of heritage affect the local 
communities? Discussing and understanding it is crucial to make northern historic sites and communities 
more resilient.  

Keywords – Adaptation; Relocation; Built heritage; Urban transformations; Mining towns  

1. Introduction 

The arctic and subarctic areas are among the fastest changing regions in the planet and climate 
change is considered the most prominent driver of this [i]. Among the consequences of climate 
change that could have a potential dramatic impact on heritage sites and historic environments 
are sea-level rise, increased coastal erosion and permafrost thawing [ii]. The scale and impact 
of these changes may require in the future the relocation of entire towns and communities, 
including buildings and areas with cultural and historical value. In sub-arctic area of Sweden, 
the two mining towns of Kiruna and Malmberget are already experiencing similar disruption to 
their historic environments, due to landslides and subsidence caused by the ongoing mining 
activities [iii]. 

In 2004, Kiruna Council announced the need to move a significant part of the town in 
order to allow the state-owned mining company LKAB to continue its operations. Since the 
underground deposit of magnetite is located under the town, the subsidence caused by mining 
activities is affecting the historical core of Kiruna, funded in 1900, which is officially protected 
for its cultural significance. Malmberget, another mining town of cultural significance, is a 
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similar but less known case. The town was founded in 1888 around a large iron ore open-pit 
mine but, as in Kiruna, magnetite is located under the town. Mining has caused problems for 
decades and the expansion of the pit has nowadays split the town in two parts. The agreements 
between LKAB and Gällivare Council of 2012 and 2016 have decided the fate of Malmberget: 
two thirds of the town will be lost by 2032. In both towns, the agreements include the 
relocation of a number of historic buildings in order to ensure the preservation of their cultural 
and historical value and of the memory of the towns. However, the majority of buildings 
composing these historic environments are just being documented and then demolished. In 
Malmberget the large-scale operation to relocate around 30 historic buildings from the 
company area to the near-by mining town of Koskullskulle started in 2016. In Kiruna, the 
moving of the historic buildings started in 2017 with some of the oldest and most important 
buildings from the company area moved to a new neighbourhood. In 2019 a new agreement 
to move 30 more historic buildings, partly to the new town centre, partly close to the new 
railway station, was announced. 

Based on observations, literature and document studies, this paper investigates, 
describes and discusses the various and sometimes controversial actions that are being 
implemented to mitigate the impacts of the ongoing urban transformations on the built 
heritage of Kiruna and Malmberget. By presenting different cases from Kiruna and 
Malmberget, the next paragraphs will discuss the following questions: Who is in charge of the 
decision-making? How do we select what is important to save and what to let go? Can 
relocation preserve the complexity of an historic urban environment? How do the loss and the 
relocation of heritage affect the local communities?  

 

2. Decision making and competing actors 

A first controversial point relates to the decision-making process around the urban 
transformations in Kiruna and Malmberget. Decisions are usually the result of agreements, 
compromises and negotiations between LKAB and the local and regional institutions, including 
conservation authorities.  

In Kiruna, the entire town is designated a heritage site of national interest. The 
conservation plan adopted in 1984 and the following detailed development plans had 
protected a large number of historic buildings. In addition, there were also a number of listed 
buildings, protected by the state, including the former Town Hall and Hjalmar 
Lundbohmsgården, which was the residence of LKAB’s first manager. During the urban 
transformation a controversy developed regarding the built heritage. The main actors involved 
in this were on the one hand LKAB and Kiruna Council, and on the other the County 
Administrative Board of Norrbotten and, to some extent, the National Heritage Board. In 2009, 
a new detailed development plan covering the area closest to the mine was created. The 
purpose was to turn the land into a green area, to work as a buffer zone between the 
settlement and the industrial area. Initially, the local authority suggested that all of the 
previously protected buildings were to be relocated. However, this was altered in the plan 
adopted in 2011, which indicated that only five of the originally twenty-three protected 
buildings would be moved. During the time between the two versions of the detailed 
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development plan, Kiruna Council and the mining company LKAB had made a civil law 
agreement, deciding which buildings to move. It was up to twenty-one buildings in total, 
including some of the workers housing from the company area, as well as Hjalmar 
Lundbohmsgården. According to the agreement, LKAB was also to build a new town hall, to 
replace the existing, listed one. This was not accepted by the County Administrative Board of 
Norrbotten, who argued that more buildings must be preserved through relocation in order to 
keep the integrity of the historic environment which is of national significance. After LKAB 
threatened to close the mine, it was agreed that two more buildings from the area would be 
preserved by relocation, and the Kiruna Council committed to finalise a baseline study of the 
historic environment [iv]. The selected buildings for this phase were moved in 2017. In 2019, it 
was announced that, based on discussions and negotiations between Kiruna Council, LKAB and 
the County Administrative Board, an additional thirty buildings were to be relocated during 
Kiruna’s urban transformation. In Malmberget, similar negotiations have been taking place, 
resulting in a larger number of historic buildings being preserved there also. It must be 
remembered that, according to Swedish law, LKAB has to compensate for the impact mining 
activities have. On the one hand, this makes it easier to cover the costs for saving historic 
buildings. On the other hand this, together with the overwhelming influence of the company 

in the economy of the towns, causes a power imbalance in the decision making.  

 

Figures 1 and 2. A typical “Bläckhorn” house in Kiruna made in bricks before and after its demolition despite of its 
heritage value. Timber houses of the same typology were instead saved since the relocation was cheaper and 

easier. 

3. Selecting what to save: HERITAGE value versus technical feasIbility 
and economic viability. 

As described above, the assessment of heritage values, though sometimes not entirely agreed 
by each actor, is the basis for the selection of the buildings to be saved and relocated. But of 
course, this is not the only criterion considered in the decision making. The technical feasibility 
and economic viability play also a determinant role. It is not by chance that mostly timber 
buildings have been relocated up to now, both in Kiruna and Malmberget, one of the reasons 
being that the procedure is much easier and cheaper compared to moving masonry or 
concrete buildings. The costs of the operations are important in determining how many 
buildings will be moved. Lower cost means that more buildings can be moved and may also 
make the option of relocating preferable to demolishing and rebuilding. In Malmberget, the 
operation of moving a few modern villas as a test in 2007 to assess future possibilities proved 
to be complicated and expensive because the entire building was moved, including the 
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concrete basement floor [v]. When the relocation started in 2016 it was decided that only the 
upper part of the buildings, which were mainly in timber apart from the masonry chimneys, 
would be moved. In just one case the basement was not substituted with a new crawling space, 
as its stonework was considered worthy of preservation and it was decided to cut out the 
external surfaces of the stones and use them as cladding.  

In Kiruna the recognised outstanding cultural and symbolic value has allowed some 
buildings to be prioritised or to receive an extra-effort in order to save them, like in the already 
mentioned case of Hjalmar Lundbohmsgården. Another example is Kiruna church, which 
according to the plans should be moved in the next few years despite the complexity of the 
operation. This was not the case for the Town Hall by Artur von Schmalensee, inaugurated in 
1963 and listed in 2001.The 2011 civil law agreement established that a new town hall was to 
be built by LKAB, signalling the intention to demolish Schmalensee’s town hall. Kiruna Council 
and LKAB requested the protection of the building to be repealed. Given the building’s 
significant heritage values, the County Administrative Board investigated in which way and to 
what extent it would be possible to dismantle and rebuild the Town Hall and how much this 
would cost. The request was rejected since it was found that it would be reasonable to partly 
dismantle and rebuild, and partially to reconstruct the building based on the original 
blueprints. This decision was appealed twice by Kiruna Council and LKAB until the 
Administrative Court of Appeal judged in favour of the Kiruna Council and the mining company 
[4]. The Town Hall was thus demolished in 2019, apart from the clock tower that used to stand 
on the top of the old building. Only minor details and some furniture have been integrated in 
the newly built town hall, as a symbol of the new Kiruna. According to some estimations at the 
end of the works, not only was building the new town hall far more expensive than anticipated, 
but even the cost of demolishing the old town hall exceeded the costs estimated by the County 
Administrative Board´s investigation into the dismantlement and rebuilding of Schmalensee’s 
masterpiece.  

 

4. How to recreate complexity? 

The case of the relocation of around 30 buildings from the company area of Malmberget to 
Koskullskulle is quite interesting and shows that saving an entire building, even a coherent 
group of buildings, is much simpler than recreating the complex social interactions, historical 
stratification and cultural relationships that are created over time in a living urban 
environment. Looking at how the buildings were selected in the cultural heritage assessment 
[vi], it is evident that there had been an effort made to diversify the buildings to be preserved 
according to typology and age: workers’ houses from the end of the 19th century (the 
“pioneers’ phase”) are relocated together with post-war modernist villas for the “white collar 
workers” of the company. Also the morphology of the old settlement is considered and in some 
cases, significant and homogenous groups of building were relocated keeping their disposition, 
as in the case of the sequence of four aligned jugendstil buildings known as Långa raden (the 
Long Row).  The design of the new neighbourhood even tries to preserve where possible the 
spatial relationships between the buildings, their orientation and their connection to the 
landscape by trying to provide some of the building with a comparable view from the windows. 
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It is nevertheless interesting to note that most of the buildings that have been relocated 
from Malmberget to Koskullskulle are those of the company area of the town and especially 
those already owned and managed by LKAB. Despite the remarkable effort to recreate the 
variation, morphology and the hierarchy of the urban environment typical of company towns, 
the result will likely be that just a limited part of the complex identity of Malmberget before 
the relocation will survive. Furthermore, it looks like, both here and in Kiruna, the pattern of 
the company area as a separate part of the town will be recreated, reinforcing the role of LKAB 
as the predominant actor in the history of the two towns [3].  The risk of excluding other 
possible narratives is an important point to consider in the relocation of heritage sites.    

 

 

Figures 3 and 4. Workers’ houses from the company area of Malmberget relocated in Koskullskulle. The same 
houses reproduced in their original disposition by the artist T. Pettersson in his “Malmbergsmodellen”. 

5. Local communities between social acceptance, nostalgia and 
criticism 

A discussion of the response to the urban transformations of Kiruna and Malmberget is very 
controversial and exceeds the scope of this paper. The case of Kiruna, in particular, has 
achieved an international profile and on the one hand it is mentioned as a successful case of 
resilience in the 2016 Arctic Resilience Report [vii], but, on the other hand, Nilsson has discussed 
how the whole process was biased by a strong “ideological phantasy” created by LKAB and 
Kiruna Council to claim public support for the relocation of the town [viii]. It is generally 
assumed that the largest part of the population of the two towns agreed with or accepted 
quite passively the urban transformations. Some initiatives promoted by local groups and 
associations can nevertheless be quoted as examples of how diversified the reactions of the 
communities of Kiruna and Malmberget were to the loss of their built heritage. 

The local interest group Kirunas Rötter (Kiruna Roots) has been quite active in taking a 
stand on the historic environment of the town. During the planning process for the new town 
plan, the association developed and presented its own vision for the relocation of the historic 
buildings, which envisioned a cultural neighbourhood including several historic buildings 
together with newly built cultural facilities [ix]. The same association promoted an initiative to 
invite citizens to share their thoughts and feelings about the relocation [x] and contested the 
outcome of the agreement between Kiruna Council and LKAB calling for more inclusion of the 
citizens in the discussion on the future of built heritage [xi]. 
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In Malmberget, a remarkable initiative was “Farväl Focus” (Farewell Focus), promoted in 
2019 by Pernilla Fagerlönn and several local associations. It was a one-week festival organised 
within the emptied and soon-to-be-demolished Focushuset, a 13-storey apartment block that 
was the symbol of the 1960s development in the disappearing town [xii]. The festival gathered 
artists, locals and former inhabitants in a sort of common mourning for sharing thoughts and 
feelings about losing a piece of their personal and collective history. A similar feeling of 
nostalgia is at the basis of the Malmbergsmodellen initiative, within the project “Dokumentera 
Malmberget”. The local artists Tord Pettersson and Jan Åkerlund have collected their own and 
the local collective memories by reproducing the whole town in an impressive reversible model 
showing how Malmberget looked like before and after the urban transformations of the 1960s. 

 

6. Discussion: what can we learn? 

Different problematic aspects regarding the relocation of two Swedish mining towns with 
cultural value were presented in the previous paragraphs. There are in our opinion many 
similarities with the situation that many heritage sites may have to face in the next future due 
to climate change, especially in the North. 

First of all, the cases of Kiruna and Malmberget show that many conflicting social, 
economic and cultural interests are at stake in such a complex process as the relocation of 
historic towns or large cultural sites. In our cases, the presence of such a strong actor as the 
mining company biased the power relations between different actors and stakeholders. The 
decision making could have sometimes been managed in a more transparent and inclusive 
way, involving more actively the communities and the local associations in the discussion. This 
is surely something that those that will be in charge of taking similar decision for sites in danger 
will have to consider. 

As we have shown, even when the physicality of the built environment can be moved 
and somehow preserved or replicated, the intangible values of the site will be most likely 
compromised. The selection of the most valuable parts of a site, when needed, will inevitably 
simplify its significance by excluding other narratives or by erasing alternative meanings. The 
presence of indigenous cultures, which is common in many parts of the Arctic, will likely 
exacerbate this issue and will make the need for a more inclusive decision process even more 
urgent. 

In the cases presented, the fact that the mining company had to compensate for the 
impacts of its operations made a considerable amount of financial resources available even for 
complicated and expensive operations for saving the cultural heritage of the towns. It is not 
something that we can expect in the moving of a heritage site due to climate change impacts, 
where it is likely that governments or public institutions will have to fund the rescue operations 
of heritage sites. This makes the decision on how to use the allowable funding even more 
problematic and difficult. As it was shown, there is a risk that budget estimations and technical 
feasibility reports may be prioritised over the heritage value in decision making. Unfortunately, 
these numbers can be biased, unreliable and subjective, especially when dealing with complex 
operations on historic buildings. Careful assessments, including qualitative and quantitative 
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methods, as well as openness and flexibility in considering alternative options are vital in 
preventing unnecessary loss of heritage. 

 

7. Conclusions 

The paper has presented several aspects from the urban transformation of the historic mining 
towns of Kiruna and Malmberget, in northern Sweden, where an extensive relocation of 
historic buildings has taken place together with controversial decisions causing the loss of 
important elements of the local heritage. We claim that the scale and the level of the 
challenges and dilemmas that these processes are posing to these two Swedish towns may 
exemplify very well those that climate change will pose to the conservation and management 
of other arctic or subarctic historic built environments in the near future.  

In our opinion, it is almost impossible to establish whether what has been done is 
enough. If many decisions can appear questionable or insufficient from a conservation 
perspective, the tremendous effort and investment of resources that has taken place must also 
be recognised, an investment that may not be so easily replicated in other situations. We think 
that it is important to present these cases, to discuss them and to try to understand both the 
complex processes behind them and what could be improved in terms of community 
participation and inclusion in the decision making around the adaptation of built heritage [xiii]. 
Having the possibility to learn from these experiences may be crucial in the future to make 
northern historic sites and communities more resilient to climate change.  
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