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Introduction

The environmental movement may be “the most comprehen-
sive and influential movement of our time” (Castells 1997:
67), representing for the ‘post-industrial’ age what the work-
ers’ movement was for the industrial period. Yet while strike
statistics have been collected for many countries since the
late nineteenth century (van der Velden 2007)," until the pre-
sent no administrative body tracks the occurrence and fre-
quency of mobilizations or protests related to environmental
issues at the global scale, in the way that the World Labour
Organization tracks the occurrence of strike action.” Thus
until the present it has been impossible to properly document
the prevalence and incidence of contentious activity related
to environmental issues or to track the ebb and flow of pro-
test activity. Such an exercise is necessary because if the
twentieth century has been the one of workers struggles, the
twenty-first century could well be the one of environmen-
talists. This Special Feature presents the results from such
an exercise—The Global Atlas of Environmental Justice—
a unique global inventory of cases of socio-environmental
conflicts built through a collaborative process between aca-
demics and activist groups which includes both qualitative
and quantitative data on thousands of conflictive projects as
well as on the social response.
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This Special Feature applies the lenses of political ecol-
ogy and ecological economics to unpack and understand
these socio-environmental conflicts, otherwise known as
‘ecological distribution conflicts’, (hereafter EDCs, Mar-
tinez-Alier 1995, 2002). The contributions in this special
feature explore the why, what, how and who of these conten-
tious processes within a new comparative political ecology.

The articles in this special issue underline the need for
a politicization of socio-environmental debates, whereby
political refers to the struggle over the kinds of worlds the
people want to create and the types of ecologies they want to
live in. We put the focus on who gains and who loses in eco-
logical processes arguing that these issues need to be at the
center of sustainability science. Secondly, we demonstrate
how environmental justice groups and movements coming
out of those conflicts play a fundamental role in redefining
and promoting sustainability. We contend that protests are
not disruptions to smooth governance that need to be man-
aged and resolved, but that they express grievances as well
as aspirations and demands and in this way may serve as
potent forces that can lead to the transformation towards
sustainability of our economies, societies and ecologies.

This special feature

The articles in this collection contribute to a core question
of sustainability science—why and through what political,
social and economic processes some are denied the right
to a safe environment, and how to support the necessary
social and political transformation to enact environmental
justice. While there exists broad consensus about the exist-
ence of the sustainability crisis (World Economic Forum

' We are like social historians who record in an EJAtlas contempo-
rary socio-environmental struggles as others recorded peasant upris-
ings or labor union strikes around the world http://www.laborbooks
.com/Item/strikewrld.

2 See http://laborsta.ilo.org/).
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2018), everything else is a source of dispute. Scholars debate
among market-based solutions, technological innovations
and top-down policies. Yet the mainstream techno-manage-
rial solutions proposed tend to overlook relations of power
and issues of distribution, and to dismiss or minimize the
import of political dissent. There are calls for a transforma-
tion towards sustainability, yet as Swyngedouw (2011: 76)
points out “the techno-managerial eco-consensus maintains
we have to change radically, but within the contours of the
existing state of the situation [...] so that nothing really has
to change!”. Sustainability discourses often remain stuck
in what is called a post-political space: a political forma-
tion that forecloses the political, the legitimacy of dissenting
voices and positions. Such an approach risks falling into the
trap of “everything needs to change, so everything can stay
the same™>.

At the same time communities around the world are
organizing and coming out to the streets en masse to oppose
or problematize the imposition of “development” projects,
landfills, mines and even large renewable projects and cli-
mate fixes. In many places, they put their lives on the line
to do so, as reports on environmental activists killed attest
to (Global Witness reports almost 200 in 2017%). See also
Global Witness 2016). This raises pressing questions of
utmost relevance for sustainability studies. What are the
reasons for the vast number of ‘ecological distribution con-
flicts’? What are these contentious movements claiming
against and for? And what they can tell the world about our
(un)sustainability crisis?

The included articles touch on a range of countries and
regions (China, Spain, Central America, Venezuela, Sri
Lanka, the Balkans, Andean countries and Brazil) and
themes (e.g., oil extraction, wind mills, dams, cement kilns,
waste incinerators, etc.). What they share is that they all
employ a comparative perspective, examining multiple cases
of ecological conflicts as entered into the EJAtlas database,
with the intention to foster a comparative (and possibly also
statistical) political ecology. We argue that such an approach
can enrich environmental justice (hereafter EJ) studies in
particular, and sustainability science more in general, by
going beyond the isolated case study approach to offer a
wider systematic evidence-based enquiry into the politics,
power relations and socio-metabolic processes surrounding
EJ struggles locally and globally. Taken together, the arti-
cles demonstrate both the differences and the commonali-
ties in how place-based struggles for environmental justice

* This is the most famous line of the novel The Leopard by Giuseppe
Tomasi di Lampedusa (1963).

4 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/feb/02/almos
t-four-environmental-defenders-a-week-killed-in-2017?CMP=share
_btn_tw.
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manifest, evolve and make an impact across locations (politi-
cal ecology); and how these are shaped by material condi-
tions, by the changes in the social metabolism,’ the com-
modities being produced and the political economy of their
production (ecological economics).

In this introductory paper, we draw the contours of this
research agenda in relation to the contents of the special
feature. First we introduce the theoretical underpinnings of
ecological distribution conflicts and social metabolism, and
then the environmental justice atlas mapping process, out-
lining its aims, methodology and development of this tool
for activism, advocacy and scientific knowledge production.
Next, we discuss the contents of the papers included in this
Special Feature. Finally, we conclude with a research and
action agenda.

Theoretical framework: ecological
distribution conflicts (EDCs)

An ecological distribution conflict can be defined as a col-
lective action (such as a writing of petitions, demonstrations,
blockades etc.), induced by existing or anticipated environ-
mental pollution or damage to nature affecting communities,
which has been caused or will be caused by increases or
changes in the social metabolism. The objective is to stop
or prevent environmental pollution or damage or to recoup
the losses already produced through appeals to civil soci-
ety, news media and public opinion (national and/or interna-
tional), public administration (the courts, other government
institutions) and business corporations.

The concept of ‘ecological distribution conflict’ stresses
how beyond economic distribution struggles,’ there exists
struggles over ecological distribution (Martinez-Alier and
O’Connor 1996). This includes unequal exposure to pollu-
tion due to unequal power, class, race and gender relations,
and their intersectionality—contrary to what Ulrich Beck
suggested (1992), smog is not democratic, nor is contami-
nated water, food, soil—as well as unequal access to land,
energy, fuelwood, green spaces, etc. There are local as well
as global ecological distribution conflicts.

Ecological conflicts can be seen as analogous to class
conflicts, however, they rarely manifest through worker’s
strikes, and their demands are not for economic compensa-
tion or fairer working conditions. They lead to contentious

5 Social metabolism refers to the material and energy flows in
the economy (Gerber and Scheidel 2018). See http://www.ejolt
.org/2012/11/social-metabolism-and-accounting-tools/.

6 For example, these would be those conflicts between capital and
labor-profits vs. salaries-, or on prices between sellers and buyers of
commodities, or on the interest rate to be paid by debtors to creditors.
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actions of movements aiming to halt unsustainable resource
uses, often caused by the destructive force of capitalist pro-
duction on environmental and human health, through a wide
repertoire of forms of protest. Ecological conflicts represent
an important and expanding field of study (e.g., Martinez-
Alier et al. 2010).

They often occur between the global South and the global
North, i.e., communities in rural Peru affected by a Canadian
or Chinese mining company, or residents in cities around the
world affected by large scale construction expansion funded
by global capital. However, there are also many local con-
flicts within a short commodity chain, e.g., on local sand
and gravel extraction for a nearby cement factory (Martinez
Alier 2002). From a socio-metabolic perspective one can
classify EDCs through the stages of a commodity chain;
conflicts can take place during the extraction of energy car-
riers or other materials, transportation and production of
goods, or in the final disposal of waste.

We contend that conflicts are a response to the growth and
changes in the social metabolism, i.e., the flows of energy
and materials in the economy. This is the primary cause of
ecological distribution conflicts. The industrial economy, in
fact, is not circular, it is entropic (Georgescu-Roegen 1971).
Materials are recycled only to a small extent. The global
economy recycles less than 10% of materials; about 50% of
processed materials are used to provide energy (basically
fossil fuels) and are thus not available for recycling (Haas
et al. 2015). Energy is not recycled and therefore there is a
search for new sources at the commodity extraction frontiers,
whether it is coal, oil, gas, wind, or hydro power. Also, it
is the incessant search for metals and building materials,
and biomass such as timber and fish which are extracted at
rates quicker than their reproduction that necessarily cre-
ate conflicts of dispossession and contamination (Demaria
and D’Alisa 2013). Moreover, the disposal of such materi-
als in dumpsites, incinerators or anywhere else without any
treatment, is also a matter of conflicts. Excessive amounts
of greenhouse gases are dumped into the atmosphere. The
consequence of the fact that the economy is not circular but
entropic is that many EDCs arise.

These conflicts bring value system contests into the open.
For instance, if a river is polluted or a forest destroyed by
open-cast mining, financial compensation may be a way out
for the company responsible but other valuation languages
(biodiversity, the “rights of nature”, the livelihood of local
populations, indigenous territorial rights, sacredness) will
then be sacrificed. But often no amount of monetary com-
pensation will prevent a conflict from taking place, simply
because people hold non-monetary social values as well
(Temper and Martinez Alier 2013, Demaria 2010). The lan-
guage of economics (and of monetary cost—benefit analysis)
is powerful but it is not always powerful enough. Ecologi-
cal and economic distribution conflicts are not coterminous.

Economists claim that all externalities just need to be inter-
nalized in the price, but reality shows that not everything can
have a price tag. The enclosed articles show many instances
of value system contests in ecological distribution conflicts
(Martinez-Alier and O’Connor 1996).

In the EJAtlas we are scratching the surface of this wave
of rebellion for environmental justice. When the EDCs have
successful outcomes, they contribute to Just Sustainabilities
(Agyeman 2008) by degrowing the use of raw materials and
the production of noxious waste (Akbulut et al. 2018, forth-
coming). Ecological distribution conflicts are thus strong
transformative forces for sustainability, thus the importance
of looking at their politics and demands more closely and
in depth [for an overview and conceptual framework, see
Scheidel et al. (2018), this feature]. More resistance might
mean less mining, less plunder of biomass and less fossil
fuel extraction. How much carbon emissions have been
avoided when protestors achieved to stop explorations?
How many hectares of land are still cultivated by small
farmers instead of being leased out to industrial farming,
or covered by cement? This is the view from the grassroots,
from the myriad environmental justice organizations (EJOs)
around the world. Moreover, EJOs are not only oppositional
movements, but also propositional and pro-active, as they
oppose something for protecting a different way of produc-
ing, exchanging, living (Temper et al. 2018, this feature). A
special feature in this Journal explored how degrowth pro-
motes a social-ecological transformation by repoliticizing
sustainability science (Asara et al. 2015). However, world-
wide there are many alternatives to the hegemonic notion
and practice of development that all together compose a
pluriverse: ‘a world where many worlds fit’, as the Zapa-
tista say (Demaria and Kothari 2017). Environmental justice
movements are part and parcel of this collective search for
an ecologically wise and socially just world.

Methods: The Global Atlas of Environmental
Justice (EJAtlas)

The EJAtlas constitutes the largest existing inventory doc-
umenting ecological struggles from around the world. In
5 years, it has collected data on 2400 cases (as of March
2018) (Fig. 1). It is an ongoing project, with an average of
one case added per day. It documents resistance to extractiv-
ism and to toxic pollution, territorial defense by peasants and
indigenous communities against mines, dams, coercive con-
servation projects and deforestation, protests of urban and
rural dwellers against mega-projects, military and energy
infrastructure and gentrification as well as conflicts over
waste disposal such as opposition to landfills, incinerators,
also climate justice movements and opponents of false solu-
tions such as geo-engineering. Those mobilizing do so due
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Fig. 1 The online platform of the EJAtlas. Each point represents one case study of a conflict (See http://ejatlas.org/)

to the destructive social, environmental and health impacts
wrought by these projects, whereby the benefits flow else-
where, often upwards, while the burdens are displaced onto
the poorest, racialized, most vulnerable, discriminated and
marginalized social groups and communities.

Data are gathered in database forms through a collabora-
tive online platform, and are then revised and moderated
before publication. The database allows country-analyses
and also transversal thematic analyses as shown in the spe-
cial feature. The sheer size of our database makes compara-
tive studies possible on the actors in such conflicts and their
forms of mobilization, the companies involved, the intensity
of the conflicts including deaths of activists and other forms
of violence, and the factors that lead to failure or success in
achieving environmental justice.

Ecological distribution conflicts arise precisely when
communities refuse to be polluted, to be contaminated,
displaced and erased and decide to mobilize and rise up
in social opposition. The EJAtlas captures their struggles,
including writing letters and petitions to the authorities,
popular assemblies, land or road occupations and block-
ades, strikes, street protests and parades, legislative initia-
tives, court cases and a myriad forms of civil disobedience.
The outcomes of such conflicts are also diverse, as well as
dynamic. As several articles in this collection outline, activ-
ists are often exposed to repression or co-optation (Navas
et al. 2018, this feature; Del Bene et al. 2018, this feature),
yet there are also significant victories at the local scale lead-
ing to projects being stopped; as well as at wider interlinked
scales, where governments are forced to rethink development

@ Springer

trajectories, retool processes of democratic consultation and
respect indigenous claims for self-determination. In this spe-
cial feature, we are especially concerned with how and when
resistance leads to such processes of social transformation
towards more sustainable futures.

The EJAtlas may be considered a contemporary environ-
mental history from below. As founder-directors and con-
tributors’ of the project we see our role as chroniclers of a
global movement for environmental justice leading to social
transformation in process, of a history of struggle that is
actively creating new worlds and new possibilities. This spe-
cial feature, drawing from the raison d’étre of the EJAtlas,
argues that the organization and resistance of those taken to
be powerless hold greater promise for a new politics of sus-
tainability than the failed or ineffectual top-down initiatives
championed by state leaders and international organizations
at international gatherings such as the COPs. The EJAtlas
takes seriously the belief that the peasants, the polluted, the
workers, the indigenous are not a minority, and are neither
simply victims nor spectators but that they constitute the

7 The EJAtlas is housed at the ICTA, Universitat Autonoma de Bar-
celona. It was founded and is co-directed by Leah Temper and Joan
Martinez-Alier, and is coordinated by Daniela Del Bene. It is at pre-
sent financed by the ERC Advanced Grant 2016-21 to Joan Martinez-
Alier for the project EnvJustice (A global movement for environ-
mental justice) and by the Acknowl-EJ project (Academic-Activist
Co-Produced Knowledge for Environmental Justice) 2016-19 funded
by the ISSC to Leah Temper and co-led by Ashish Kothari. Federico
Demaria is the coordinator of Envjustice, and has coordinated this
special feature. Arnim Scheidel is a member of EnvJustice.
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driving force behind the necessary sustainability transforma-
tion. The goal of the EJAtlas is thus to document, understand
and analyze the political outcomes that emerge or that may
emerge from such histories of social conflict (Temper et al.
2015; Temper and Martinez-Alier 2017).

Origins and aims

The EJAtlas is named after the discourse and movement that
emerged in the United States in the 1980s focusing on the
unfair distribution of environmental benefits and burdens to
“people of color”. The “environmental justice” movement
developed concepts such as “environmental racism”, “popu-
lar epidemiology”, “sacrifice zones” (Bullard 1990, 1993).
In 1991, it proclaimed the Principles of Environmental
Justice which are indeed relevant much beyond the United
States. They emphasized disproportionate environmental
damage made to “people of color”, against “minorities”. It
should be said that in a global context, such minorities are
the majority, showing the importance of Decoloniality as
a new perspective and a movement from the South (Gros-
foguel 2004).

The EJAtlas was informed, based on and co-designed
together with global environmental justice organizations;
many of which had been building their own repositories
of knowledge on such ecological conflicts over the past
30 years in some cases. These include the Observatory of
mining conflicts of Latin America (OCMAL), Oilwatch,
World Rainforest Movement, FIOCRUZ and the Brazilian
network of Environmental Justice (Da Rocha et al. 2017,
this feature); GAIA (alliance against incineration of waste,
Herrero and Vilella, this feature); and the Centro di Docu-
mentazione sui Conflitti Ambientali (CDCA), as well as
other sources (as in Latorre et al. 2015 for Ecuador). These
databases represented invaluable empirical evidence on the
impacts of new forms of extractivism based on activist pro-
duction of knowledge created through conflict, however they
were and are limited by geographic or thematic boundaries.

Within the aegis of the EJOLT project (Environmental
Justice Organizations Liabilities and Trade, 2011-2015) the
EJAtlas was thus conceived as a way to integrate this activist
knowledge into a global platform that could serve as a tool
for activism, advocacy, research and public education. The
atlas thus aimed to systematize and to distill within a concise
and codified structure these stories of struggle, acknowledg-
ing the limited range of spatial and narrative illustrations to
express the struggles, desires and values of the communi-
ties within such a GIS format (for a discussion of co-design
and co-production of knowledge, see Temper and Del Bene
2016). At the same time, the EJAtlas aimed to transcend the
“case study based approach” of most political ecology and
EJ literature through the creation of a tool that could help
identify patterns, relationships among multiple cases and

actors and describe how such conflicts are shaped by the
larger political economy.

The EJAtlas is a hybrid research project in that beyond
the scientific aims, it hopes to: (1) serve as a tool for activ-
ism and advocacy; (2) help visibilize and denounce cases
of environmental injustice; (3) encourage dialogue and
the interchange of experiences, ideas, data, and strategies
of actions; (4) help networking between movements and
strengthen strategies of international articulation on EJ, and
(5) contribute to new processes of knowledge creation within
an EJ perspective (Temper et al. 2015). It represents a new
form of research based on knowledge co-production that val-
orizes the knowledge created through processes of struggle.

At the same time, we can say that a further aim of the
EJAtlas is to support and contribute to the cohesiveness
and self-awareness of an emerging globalizing movement
for environmental justice (Martinez-Alier et al. 2016). An
exercise that falls under what the historian Vijay Prashad
describes as a socialist writing project®*—one intended to
produce a confident community of struggle and to empower
opposition to the status quo through the sharing of narra-
tives that highlight the agency of those struggling to create
better worlds.

Methodology and data collection

The conflicts analyzed in most of the articles in this special
feature were reported by academic researchers and also by
various environmental NGOs, social activists, and journal-
ists, and collected in the EJAtlas. The unit of analysis in
the EJAtlas is a well-documented project-based campaign
or place-based struggle related to claims against perceived
negative social or environmental impacts which sometimes
results in influential national protest-events or broader cam-
paigns. These contestations are made visible through press
reports and court cases, campaigning, petitions, meetings,
demonstrations, boycotts, strikes, threats, civil disobedience,
collective violence, and other action forms.

Cases to be entered into the atlas are selected due to their
significance as either qualified (1) according to the opinion
of environmental activists and organizations in the country,
region of thematic area;’ (2) by media coverage; and (3) due
to the size of the project, amount of investment, scale of the
impact and intensity of the conflict. The intention is to docu-
ment the most significant cases per country and per conflict
type. The EJAtlas can be described as a large, purposive,

8 See this interview to Vijay Prashad by Mark Nowak titled “Writ-
ing While Socialist” at Boston Review: A political and literary review
(26/09/217). Available at: http://bostonreview.net/global-justice/vijay
-prashad-mark-nowak-writing-while-socialist.

° See Grafton et al (2015), for an example of such a methodology for
the US.
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expert-elicited sample of recent, visible, previously reported
ecological distribution conflicts from around the world, with
still uneven geographical coverage.

Information about the conflict cases comes from public
institutions, local activist groups, academics, companies’
websites, and blogs, magazines and newspapers. Sources
are quoted in the database forms, which are publicly avail-
able (http://www.ejatlas.org). Cases are entered via an online
platform onto a 5-6-page codified form which contains the
name and geo-location of the conflict, a general descrip-
tion, and coded variables on the commodities in question,
the environmental, health and socio-economic impacts, the
social actors and their forms of mobilization, and the out-
comes of the conflicts (available by clicking on the conflict
sheet). These data sheets also have a section on sources and
references, and links to photographs of protagonists and
their banners, slogans and songs, and videos illustrating
the cultural expressions environmental conflicts. Following
data entry on the online form the cases are reviewed and
moderated by the atlas editorial team based at the ICTA-
UAB. (More details on the methodology of the EJAtlas are
in Temper et al. 2015.)

The atlas demonstrates how pollution and destructive
environmental impacts are distributed unequally not only
amongst countries but that globally those most impacted by
such projects continue to be indigenous peoples and poor
communities. For example, indigenous populations consti-
tute 5% of the global population and 15% of the extremely
poor (at least in monetary terms), according to the World
Bank,'® and yet, they are affected in no less than 40% of the
cases documented in the atlas. Further, as Del Bene et al.
(2018, this feature) and Navas et al. (2018, this feature)
demonstrate, the cases where they do figure tend to include
greater repression, criminalization and deaths. Similar to
the ground-breaking studies that established the dispropor-
tionate exposure of black and minority communities in the
United States (UCC 1987), this points to systematic global
environmental discrimination against indigenous commu-
nities, who are stewards and protectors of 80 percent of
the planet’s biodiversity (Warner 2015), yet are being dis-
possessed, displaced and exterminated for defending their
territories.

Beyond the violence, there are also stories that inspire.
Numerous cases of projects on hold, stopped or redesigned.
Twenty per cent of the projects documented have been

10 “Indigenous Peoples are culturally distinct societies and com-
munities. Although they make up 5% of the global population, they
account for about 15% of the extreme poor.” See the Indigenous Peo-
ple Policy by the World Bank. Available at: http://www.worldbank.
org/en/topic/indigenouspeoples.
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stopped altogether.!! This hints to the successes and also
the difficulties of the environmental justice movements in
contributing to improve the sustainability of the economy.
Along these lines, in the next section we provide a preview
of the results presented by the articles in this special feature.

The contributions to this special feature

This special feature brings together selected papers pre-
sented at the Political Ecology ENTITLE conference called
‘Undisciplined Environments’ in Stockholm, March 2016'2
along with others. Each paper engages with the EJAtlas,
from a variety of different locational, conceptual, theoretical
approaches. They include contributions from a wide range of
countries and regions: Sri Lanka, the former socialist coun-
tries of South Eastern Europe, Central America, Venezuela
and the Andean countries, Spain, Brazil and China, covering
over 742 individual conflict case studies (see Fig. 2). Some
focus on a single issue (like waste incinerators in China or
cement kilns in Spain), while other on diverse activities
within a defined territorial space. The special feature con-
tains also two thematic transversal articles, comparing the
same issue (hydropower; wind mills) across conflicts in dif-
ferent countries, a general overview conceptual article, and
one about resistance-centered perspective on transformation.
According to the different ways authors use the EJAtlas,
we have classified and ordered the contributions as follow:

1. Overview and conceptual framework (Scheidel et al.
2018, this feature);

2. Transversal articles: worldwide conflicts related to wind
energy (Avila 2018, this feature) and hydropower (Del
Bene et al. 2018, this feature);

3. Regions: Andean countries (Perez-Rincén et al. 2017,
this feature), Central America (Navas et al. 2018, this
feature), ex-Yugoslavia (§piric’ 2017, this feature);

4. Countries: Venezuela (Teran-Mantovani 2018, this fea-
ture), Sri Lanka (Camisani 2018, this feature), Brazil
(Da Rocha et al. 2017, this feature);

5. Single issues in one country: cement kilns in Spain (Her-
rero and Vilella 2018, this feature) and waste incinera-
tion in China (Johnson et al. 2018, this feature);

6. Resistance-centered perspective on transformation
(Temper et al. 2018, this feature).

1" According to the Latin American Observatory of Mining Conflicts
“There are U.S. $ 30 billion worth of investments in mining that are
at this moment paralyzed as a consequence of popular resistance to
mining in Latin America” http://www.conflictosmineros.net/conte
nidos/3-latinoamerica/14886-la-resistencia-a-lamineria-en-america-
latina-tiene-paralizados-us-30-mil-millones.

12 http://www.politicalecology.eu/news/item/entitleconference.
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Overview and conceptual framework

The overview article by Scheidel et al. presents a concep-
tual framework that systematizes the thinking around the
primary theses of the special issue—that ecological distri-
bution conflicts arise from the growth and changes in the
social metabolism, and that they can have an important role
for sustainability, because they relentlessly bring to light
conflicting values over the environment as well as unsus-
tainable resource uses affecting people and the planet. The
article traces the linkages between patterns of (unsustain-
able) social metabolism, the emergence of ecological dis-
tribution conflicts, and the rise of environmental justice
movements, born out of such conflicts, which become key
actors in politicizing such unsustainable resource uses, and
ultimately can become potential important agents in sustain-
ability transitions.

Transversal articles: wind energy and hydropower

Avila collects information and analyzes features of 20 wind
energy conflicts from around the world building on her
knowledge of such conflicts in the Isthmus of Tehuantepec
in Mexico (Avila 2017). She looks at emerging discourses
against wind power that are going beyond defense of land-
scape to challenge the ecological modernization paradigm
that dominates in the low-carbon transition. Interesting

confluences arise in some of the cases between an “environ-
mentalism of the poor” against land grabbing by wind power
companies and conservationist concerns about birdlife.

Del Bene et al. analyze a large sample of 220 hydropower
related conflicts across the globe. The authors emphasize the
need to integrate knowledge co-produced between academ-
ics and activists, in order to make visible those impacts of
large-scale dam development that often remain unassessed:
i.e., the forms of repression, criminalization and violence
that protesters may face. They show that such impacts are
more frequently found when indigenous groups are involved
in the protests. Furthermore, they caution against equating
renewable energy provision with sustainable energy provi-
sion and argue that the repression of the opposition against
unwanted energy infrastructures serves not only to curb
and silence specific protest actions, but to delegitimize and
undermine differing understandings of sustainability, epis-
temologies, and world-views.

Regions: Andean countries, Central America
and ex-Yugoslavia

The article by Perez-Rincén et al. argues that the patterns of
ecological conflicts in the Andean countries can be explained
by the structural shifts of the economies and the concomi-
tant changes in their metabolic profiles. Since the 1990s,
these countries went through a strong re-primarization
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process—the extraction of materials has multiplied by a
factor of four while there has been a shift from agrarian
extraction (biotic) to mineral extraction (abiotic) of metals
and fossil fuels, mostly for export, intensifying environmen-
tal pressures and conflicts. The authors have been the main
contributors to the EJAtlas from Colombia, and their sample
includes 240 ecological distribution conflicts from Colom-
bia, Ecuador, Peru and Bolivia.

Navas et al. comparative analysis of violence documented
in the countries from Guatemala to Panama, is based on
95 cases of environmental conflicts recorded in the EJAt-
las in Central America, added mostly by Navas herself in
cooperation with local activists and experts. In discussing
the many ways how violence against protesters and affected
communities can manifest, Navas et al. show why it is nec-
essary to discuss not only visible but also invisible forms of
violence within environmental conflicts, and more broadly,
sustainability studies. Their focus is not only on assassina-
tions and open repression against activists (of which there
are many cases) but also on the “slow murders” caused in
some countries by the nematicide dibromochloropropane
(DBCP) and the lack of redress for the men and women
affected by illness. Theoretically, they propose the concept
of multidimensional violence.

§piric”s paper takes a historical and comparative regional
lens, examining the occurrence and characteristics of 74 eco-
logical distribution conflicts and the evolution of environ-
mental movements in five ex-Yugoslav countries: Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, Montenegro, and Serbia,
through three distinct phases in the region’s history, i.e., the
periods of Socialism (1945-1990), Transition (1991-2003),
and EU accession (2004—present). Each of these histori-
cal periods are characterized by different socio-metabolic,
political and institutional profiles. épirié tracks the evolu-
tion of an increasing environmental consciousness, from
demands for monetary compensation during socialist times
in response to polluting state-owned industries and mines
to movements in the current phase who “embrace broader
questions about centralized power, commodification, crony
capitalism, land ownership, water quality and other socio-
environmental issues,” and struggles which now include for
instance saving a local park from real estate development
(EJAtlas 2014a).

Countries: Venezuela, Sri Lanka and Brazil

At the country level, Teran-Mantovani demonstrates for Ven-
ezuela how the specific metabolism associated with oil rents
has led to the rise of a petro-state that has been able until
the present to isolate the impact of ecological devastation
related to fossil fuel extraction to a discrete area in the coun-
try and largely pacify resistance through the redistribution
of oil rents in social welfare programs. He describes how
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the Bolivarian government quells dissent related to envi-
ronmental injustices through the mechanisms of assimila-
tion (appeasement), violence, and degradation, which refers
to the erosion, deterioration and wearing out of livelihood
and the bodies of the dwellers in a specific territory so that
they can barely survive, much less resist. Meanwhile as the
state-led extractivist model is breaking down, a new mining
commodity frontier South of the Orinoco river is leading to
the entry of militarized and armed groups into these areas
and new forms of conflictivity.

Camisani’s contribution describes environmental jus-
tice conflicts in Sri Lanka, from an analysis of 26 cases of
environmental conflict drawing on knowledge from local
environmental groups, mainly the Centre for Environmen-
tal Justice/Friends of the Earth Sri Lanka. The country’s
economy is not driven by the exports of primary raw mate-
rials. This is in contrast to the Andean countries (analyzed
by Perez-Rincon et al. and Teran Mantovani 2017, this fea-
ture). The repertoire of contention of environmentalism in
Sri Lanka is very much informed by local culture and reli-
gion. She describes forms of resistance including ‘Dharma
Yatra’—a ‘peaceful silent pilgrimage’ and ‘Tree Ordination’,
which is the practice of recognizing the sacred nature of
trees by wrapping them in traditional monks’ robes to stop
deforestation.

The case report by Da Rocha et al. reflect on their experi-
ence developing the FIOCRUZ Brazilian Atlas of Environ-
mental Justice and Health, a precursor and significant source
of inspiration for the EJAtlas. This Brazilian atlas (driven for
many years by Tania Pacheco and Marcelo Firpo Porto) is
mainly focused on health and environmental injustices, with
over 600 cases. The authors argue that such inventories and
maps serve as important tools to fight injustice and racism,
as they increase the visibility of populations whose lives
are threatened (Porto et al. 2017). They also point to how
sharing of experiences can inspire those who are reticent to
engage, turn local struggles into national and international
concerns and enable rethinking of strategies and mobiliza-
tions based on the cases of success in other contexts.

Single issues in one country: cement kilns in Spain
and waste incineration in China

Herrero and Vilella show how waste is increasingly being
used as an alternative to conventional fossil fuels in cement
kilns worldwide over the past 20 years, deemed as recycling
or waste valorization and supported by big environmental
groups and key European institutions. The article aims at
characterizing the emerging movement against this practice
in Spain and explores its main four discursive dimensions in
relation to the concept of environmental justice. They under-
line the important dimension of justice as putting forward
political alternatives: “solutions to co-incineration consist of
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a systemic change of the economy and its dominant culture,
particularly in relation to mass production and consumption
patterns. This systemic change is captured by the concept of
Zero Waste.”

Johnson et al. explore the conflictivity around waste
incineration in China. Among the eleven conflictive cases
already reported in the EJAtlas, they focus on one. They
show how this case is notable because it transcended the
local arena to raise bigger questions about environmental
justice, particularly in relation to public participation in
siting decisions, after villagers exposed fraudulent public
consultation in the environmental impact assessment. The
rural-urban environmental network that emerged out of this
conflict is an emblematic example of a new form of organ-
ized movement in China that supports “strong sustainability”
and can go far beyond environmental issues in challenging
multiple forms of domination. Further research based on the
EJAtlas could discuss, for example, why in China there are
300 waste incinerators, while in India just an handful, and
how many are conflictive, and why (Demaria and Schindler
2015).

Resistance-centered perspective on transformation

Finally, the article by Temper et al. presents a resistance-
centered perspective on transformation, delving deeper into
the question of how EJ movements contest and transform dif-
ferent forms of hegemonic power and under what conditions
alternatives emerge from conflicts. Drawing from a conflict
transformation approach and three grounded initiatives, the
authors lay out a conceptual framework for understanding
transformations that is multi-dimensional, multi-scalar and
intersectional. They contend that radical alternatives are a
form of resistance and that, a radical and resistance-centered
perspective on transformation, in contrast to a transition
approach focused on artifacts and technologies, needs to pay
attention to the creation and replication of new subjectivi-
ties, power relations, values and institutions.

The collected papers, based on a comparative perspective,
shed light on the commonalities and differences of environ-
mentalism across locations, as well as the shape of an incipi-
ent global movement for environmental justice, uncovering
its potentialities and its prefigurative politics (Martinez-Alier
et al. 2016).

Conclusions: contributions
to the sustainability science research agenda
from a political ecology perspective

This Special Feature marks the advances of an important line
of research integrating ecological economics and political
ecology for the study of environmental conflicts worldwide.

The relevance of studying environmental conflicts for bet-
ter understanding transitions towards sustainable futures
has been recognized by two major research grants that sup-
port the EJAtlas: the European Research Council (ERC)
Advanced Grant “EnvJustice” (2016-2021) and the Interna-
tional Social Science Council sponsored Acknowl-EJ project
(2016-2019). Recently a study published in the The Lancet
(Landrigan et al. 2017) affirmed that disease caused by pol-
lution is most prevalent among ethnic minorities and the
marginalized. The study holds up the EJAtlas as an example
of an initiative that aims to investigate, document and map
information related to such environmental injustices, point-
ing out (in the language of the EJ movement in the US of the
1980s) how these initiatives “provide powerful leverage to
the disproportionately exposed communities—the poor and
the vulnerable—who are struggling to reduce their exposure
and their inequitable burden of pollution related disease”
(p- 29). If we understand sustainability to imply not only
sustainability of the natural environment but healthy lives
and communities for all, it is becoming increasingly clear
that sustainability initiatives need to more fully address the
social inequalities leading to these outcomes. This is what
political ecology is all about, and we believe it needs to be
placed at the center of sustainability science.

In this line the EJAtlas (and similar initiatives) can open
up or reinforce the following research agenda:

Local to global interactions of commodity chains

Socio-environmental conflicts increase because of the
growth and changes in the social metabolism. This process
goes together with the insertion of countries and commu-
nities into the international economy rather than resulting
only from singular patterns of social inequality, what we
may call the international division of nature and labor (with
origins in the sixteenth century, as we explain here below).
The local to global purview of the EJAtlas provides valuable
insight into interactions between global processes and local
social and ecological conditions. The EjAtlas’ socio-met-
abolic and commodity perspective emphasizes the spatial
organization of the economy, elucidating how geographies
of injustice touch down in specific locations. Commodities
go through different phases, from extraction to transport to
manufacture and waste disposal, and conflicts arise in all
phases potentially leading to international networks of grass-
roots environmental justice organizations (as recently shown
by Cardoso 2018, for the case of Colombian coal shipped
to coal fired power plants in The Netherlands and Turkey,
and Temper 2018 for land-grabbing). Such a local to global
scale can ultimately contribute to fostering the integration of
place-placed research insights into the global sustainability
science research and policy agendas (Balvanera et al. 2017).
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Comparative environmentalism in a social
movement perspective

The EJAtlas foregrounds the agency of movements for
sustainability. It provides a new tool for understanding the
agency of such movements across locations in a historical
as well as a comparative perspective, which may shed light
on the commonalities and differences of environmental-
ism across locations, as well as the shape of an incipient
global movement for environmental justice, uncovering its
potentialities and its prefigurative politics. For example, we
may ask about the women leaders in environmental strug-
gles, comparing many cases. We may ask whether envi-
ronmentalist concerns in some countries are more likely to
be expressed in a contentious manner. What is the role of
disruptive protest and how does escalation of protest activi-
ties lead to differing outcomes? How are different languages
of valuation such as livelihood, sacredness, ecological val-
ues, territorial rights or economic compensation deployed?
How is the technical language of Western environmental-
ism (increasingly used for strategic reasons) combined with
arguments about identity and culture, and to what effect?
How do new forms of action appear and are diffused across
time and space as for instance popular consultations in South
America (Walter and Urkidi 2017)? What are the vocabu-
laries and cultural expressions of the global movement for
environmental justice (Martinez-Alier et al. 2014, 2016)
such as banners, slogans, documentaries and songs used in
the various struggles for environmental justice across the
world? These are contributions to a line of study of a perhaps
globalizing environmental justice movement (Temper 2017;
Martinez-Alier et al. 2016).

Proto-environmentalism

The oldest conflicts in the atlas currently are the Ashio mine
conflict in Japan in 1895 (EJAtlas 2014b) and the Rio Tinto
massacre in Huelva, Spain in 1888 (EJAtlas 2018). We may
enquire into the question of when did socio-environmental
conflicts begin (Temper 2017)? In Potosi because of deaths
from the hard working conditions and also from fumes from
the amalgam of silver and mercury (Machado 2014)? The
international division of nature and labor arose already from
the sixteenth century precisely through a racialized coloni-
ality of power and knowledge (Quijano 2000; Grosfoguel
2004)—slavery and other forms of forced labor, world
system of unequal colonial trade of only preciosities at the
beginning and later bulk commodities, land grabbing by
extermination of local population, the new plantations of
cotton and sugar that explain much of the industrial revolu-
tion (cheap inputs), the destruction of livelihoods (with insti-
tutions like the quilombolas and palenques in the Americas
escaping already from modernity, capitalism and “‘economic

@ Springer

growth”). While the social actors would however never have
used words like “ecology”, a historical EJAtlas going back
five centuries would certainly be a worthy research endeavor.
There is a link to be explored between the booming decolo-
niality studies (that is essentially a debate over racism) and
environmental justice research [that emerged out of claims
against ‘environmental racism’ (Bullard 1993)].

Unsettling of research methods and politicization
of sustainability

The EJAtlas represents a trans-disciplinary initiative that
builds upon the combination of activist and academic knowl-
edge and is co-designed and continually co-created together
with advocates, activists, students, citizens, journalists and
communities. It is one experiment in integrating activist
knowledge into new approaches to knowledge creation that
moves beyond the privileging of certified expert perspec-
tives (Temper and del Bene 2016; Martinez-Alier et al.
2011, 2014). Such forms of engaged scholar-activism (Bor-
ras 2016) are proliferating and a truly transformative EJ and
sustainability research agenda calls for recognition of the
epistemologies and ontologies of marginalized voices and
for plural knowledges and support for justice movements.
We advocate methods for research and practice that integrate
new tools for reflexivity, increased experimentation, and due
attention to political as well as scientific rigor.

Finally, we put forward that a focus on environmental
justice offers the possibility to position environmental ques-
tions within a larger critique of unequal social relations and
the capitalist globalization process and increasing social
metabolism they are embedded in. This special issue argues
that the stories of struggle documented in these pages and
the EJAtlas can help point towards practicable paths towards
equitable and sustainable society-nature relationships. Con-
tinued engagement with movement actors can help sustain-
ability science ground its proposals in social and political
realities.
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