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Beautiful one day, Nordic 
the next? Cleaning up 
heavy industry in 
Queensland and Sweden 
 
Queensland and Sweden may not appear to 
have much in common, but both are 
looking to use abundant renewable energy 
to drive regional development.  
 
In October 2021 the Queensland Government announced 
a partnership with Fortescue Future Industries to establish 
a manufacturing hub focused on renewable hydrogen in 
the regional centre of Gladstone. Job-creating projects are 
vitally needed in Gladstone, where the unemployment 
rate is more than double the national average.1 The region 
is a centre of heavy industry and fossil fuel exports, which 
face major changes as the world decarbonises. 

 
Sweden has also embraced the challenge of decarbonising 
heavy industry, particularly steel production, producing 
the world’s first fossil fuel-free steel in mid-2021.2 This 
was achieved through collaboration between steel 
manufacturer SSAB, state-owned energy company 
Vattenfall and iron ore miner LKAB. The group are on track 
to commercialise green steel by 2026, 10 years earlier 
than previously thought possible.3   

 
The green steel collaboration has now led to Sweden’s 
Volvo producing the world’s first vehicle made of fossil-
free steel.4 The group of companies are looking to 
commercialise green steel vehicles and to use any surplus 
hydrogen from the steel manufacturing process in 
hydrogen fuel cell vehicles.5 
 
Facilitating Sweden’s greening of heavy industry is cheap 
renewable energy. Wind and hydro power are abundant in 
Sweden’s north, often selling for a fraction of the prices 
seen in other parts of the country.6 The major industrial 
partners in Sweden’s decarbonisation initiatives are 
explicit that “to achieve this ambition, the necessary 
infrastructure, access to fossil-free electricity in particular, 
must be in place in time.”7 
 

 
Above: Steel making using green hydrogen. Source: Ovako  

 
But beyond cheap, clean energy, Sweden has a range of 
policies and collaborations that not only aim to 
decarbonise heavy industry, but also to drive regional 
development. The initiative aims to attract 25,000 new 
residents to northern Sweden within five years and 
100,000 new residents by 2035. This represents a 20% 
increase in population for the northernmost counties, an 
area that, like much of regional Australia, has seen long 
term declines in population.8  
 
Importantly, the problems associated with rapid 
population growth and development are being 
anticipated. A national coordinator has been appointed to 
ensure challenges around social transformation, housing, 
infrastructure and skills are addressed. 9  
 
In promoting northern Sweden as a place to live and work, 
the initiative focuses not just on the availability of jobs and 
the highlights of the natural landscape, but also on social 
services, health, education and quality of employment:   
 

Snow blizzards. Check. Long winters. Check. But we also 
have 24-hour sunlight all summer long, unparalleled skiing 
and hiking through breathtaking mountainous regions that 
stretch from the Arctic Circle toward southern Sweden. Oh 

yeah, and 16 months of paid parental leave, at least 5 
weeks of paid vacation, and universal healthcare, 

education and childcare. What are you waiting for?10 
 
While Sweden’s programs to decarbonise industry and 
develop its northern regions are only just beginning, with 
similarities in energy infrastructure, and comparable 
challenges in supporting communities through industrial 
transition, Australia has an opportunity to adopt Sweden’s 
approach to investing in manufacturing communities in its 
transition to green energy. 
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