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Extended abstract

1. INTRODUCTION
A just energy transition is key to achieving universal energy access, as emphasised in the UN’s
Sustainable Development Goals. However, energy poverty affects over four billion people
across the globe [1], often resulting from a combination of low incomes, high energy pricing,
and energy-inefficient housing. A lack of standard frameworks to identify energy-poor
audiences has made it difficult to develop effective interventions [2].

The Hard-to-Reach (HTR) Energy Users Task of the Users TCP by the International Energy
Agency (IEA) is a global collaboration aiming to identify hidden energy users and ways to
better engage them to achieve a just energy transition. Here, it collaborated with the Users
TCP’s EmPOWERIing All Task, which focuses on integrating gender perspectives to promote
a more inclusive energy transition.
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Building trusted relationships and working directly with community members and frontline
organisations when designing and implementing energy interventions has emerged as a crucial
strategy to better reach priority audiences [3]. Thus, the two Tasks held a joint workshop in
Northern Sweden to elevate local Indigenous voices and explore the tension between the
“green” and “just” aspects of the energy transition.

Indigenous peoples have faced significant challenges around energy systems due to historical
colonialism, marginalisation, and systemic inequities [4]. In Sweden, a push for decarbonisation
and electrification has resulted in the expansion of renewable energy generation [4,5] and
mining facilities to supply materials for Low Carbon Energy Technologies [6] that have adverse
impacts on the traditional livelihoods of Indigenous Sami, who rely on the land for reindeer
herding.

We present some workshop insights here, having directly engaged with community members
to glean Indigenous perspectives on the energy transition. These learnings will inform further
research around how Indigenous stories can get subsumed by broader global narratives
promoting the “green and just energy transition”.

2.  WORKSHOP OVERVIEW

2.1. Purpose

A main purpose of the HTR Task is engaging hidden energy users and building connections
with community and frontline providers—especially Indigenous stakeholders. A key
deliverable is to hold three international expert workshops. The Task has held two workshops
to date—the first was hosted jointly by the Consortium of Energy Efficiency and the U.S.
Department of Energy in June 2024, and the second by the Swedish Energy Agency in June
2025. While both workshops elevated local and global Indigenous voices, the focus of this
presentation will be on the more recent workshop, which featured direct input from the Gabna
reindeer herders in Kiruna.

Collaborating with Indigenous subject matter experts from the EmPOWERing All Task to
brainstorm how to address problematic approaches and narratives supports both Tasks in
developing recommendations for policy makers and intervention designers that more fully
support the just transition.

2.2. Methodology
The workshop was held as participatory field research in Kiruna—a town undergoing
unprecedented transformation and relocation due to mining. From June 14™-16" 2025,
workshop attendees visited local communities, businesses, and government agencies to discuss
how to strengthen democratic processes to include marginalised energy users to ensure a more
“Just” green energy transition.

The workshop opened with a discussion with a municipality representative on June 14, On
June 15", after getting an expert’s overview on the Swedish colonial history relating to energy
issues and Sapmi [see also 4], attendees embarked on a field trip to hear how the green energy
transition is affecting Sami, and what the proposed new Per Geijer mine would mean for the
Gabna reindeer herding community [7]. They later met to discuss increased polarisation,
conflicting narratives, and consequences for the Sdmi and other Indigenous peoples, guided by
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the expertise of Kristina Sehlin McNeil (Assistant Director at Vardduo-Centre for Sami
Research).

Attendees also discussed potential future collaborations across the HTR and EmPOWERing
All Tasks. Mikajosefin, a member of the Sami youth association (Sdminuorra) gave her
perspective on the Swedish energy transition, as part of a global discussion on Indigenous
challenges with Mark Hardin from the Mashpee Wampanoag tribe (U.S.) and Hinerangi Pere
from the Waikato Tainui iwi (Aotearoa New Zealand). On June 16™, participants visited the
Kiruna Kin Museum and recently moved town hall, hearing from an Indigenous curator whose
village had been displaced to make way for mining.

2.3. Data Collected / Findings
During the workshop, several key findings emerged. “Green Colonisation” was discussed in
the context of non-solved, partly historical, and partly continuing impacts on the Indigenous
Sami communities [4,5,6,7]. While mines, hydro dams, and wind farms may be essential to
Europe’s green energy transition, they threaten Sdmi communities’ way of life and millennia
of culture and traditions.

In the past, many large-scale hydro power plants have flooded homes, landscapes, and reindeer
pastures, with other Indigenous lands becoming degraded and fragmented [4,5]. The current
iron ore mine, the largest in the world, has already destroyed significant amounts of reindeer
migration routes and led to the displacement of a large part of the city of Kiruna [8].

The nearby proposed new Per Geijer mine, is the largest critical rare earths deposit in Europe.
The European Critical Raw Materials Act (CRMA) “designates strategic projects (such as this
mine) to increase EU capacity to extract, process and recycle strategic raw materials” [9]. The
risk assessment has “not included human rights, nor social and cultural impacts, of the project...
[the mining company] has not yet proposed measures to prevent or mitigate adverse impacts on
reindeer herding” [7]. Historically, the legal standing of Indigenous Sami in Sweden has been
weak, which has been flagged as a potential human rights violation [4,5,7].

During the workshop, the two Sdmi representatives from Gabna reindeer herding community
described their role in the decisions that will impact their livelihood as “inclusion without
agency.” Although they are consulted about these changes, they cannot veto projects, they are
not compensated for their time, and decision-makers can abort the discussion if there is no
consensus. The prevailing narrative is “othering” not just Northern and Southern Swedes with
regards to their stance in the green energy transition [10], but also paints reindeer herding Sami
as “elites”.

3. CONCLUSIONS / RECOMMENDATIONS

While any push to decarbonise and further the green energy transition is hailed as a positive,
these efforts often impact local communities and hidden energy users in adverse ways. Even
efforts to include priority audience perspectives can fall short if not fully thought through—
e.g., while the Sami are consulted about changes, they do not have real legal power. To achieve
a truly just transition, it is necessary to meaningfully and fully engage with Indigenous
communities by listening and learning from them and making them a part of the process through
co-design, integrating Indigenous knowledge alongside scientific inquiry. It is imperative to
properly compensate them for their time and efforts. Further, it is crucial to map and highlight
the cumulative impact of all the green transition projects, not just individually, but through a
broader energy justice lens.
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