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Lithium Extraction and Hydropower
Development in Bolivia: Climate
Mitigation versus Indigenous
Environmental Justice

Evan Melendez

Abstract: Located at the heart of the Amazonian-Andean
geobiological interface, Bolivia is uniquely situated with
an ecologically diverse landscape, a politically active
Indigenous population, and natural resources that attract
foreign interest. As climate change mitigation gains
international traction, Bolivia’s potential to provide
lithium globally and hydropower regionally has prompted
exploitation of the land by the Bolivian government. In
a nation where the Indigenous majority has defined the
rights of Mother Earth in its Constitution, the destructive
nature of these projects calls attention to the novel issue
of justifying environmental degradation with a promise to
save the world from climate change. By examining primary
and secondary sources, this paper explores the friction
between development for sustainability and Indigenous
environmental justice in Bolivia. In my investigation,
I question whether investing in renewables that cause
environmental degradation is inherently contradictory
in the context of Bolivian Indigenous tradition. I
consistently find that the methods of development and
consultation for these projects are flawed. I suggest that a
framework of temporal environmental justice is needed to
fully understand this friction between environmental and
climate justice.

Keywords: Bolivia, Vivir Bien, Indigenous Environmental Justice,
Lithium, Hydropower
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Introduction

Throughout the 20th century, extractivist Western
corporations and organizations pushed an exploitative neoliberal
agenda in Bolivia, capitalizing on lenient oil and gas policies
to the detriment of the Bolivian people (Hindery 2013, 27-
62). Together with a lack of rural Indigenous representation
in government and the absence of a unified left-wing party,
popular dissent manifested itself in the foundation of the political
party Movimento al Socialismo (Movement Toward Socialism,
hereafter referred to as MAS) at the turn of the century (Zuazo
2010).

The MAS called for a rejection of neoliberal policy and
advocated for Indigenous representation in government. With the
2005 election of Indigenous Aymara MAS leader President Evo
Morales, the Indigenous majority finally saw itself recognized
at the highest branch of Bolivian power. Morales oversaw the
implementation of a new constitution in 2009 that incorporated
measures for Indigenous protection and beliefs: for the first
time, Mother Earth and the importance of Indigenous cultures
were recognized in the most fundamental document of the nation,
paving the way for the legal declaration of the rights of Mother
Earth itself (Asamblea Legislativa 2010). The nation was retitled
“El Estado Plurinacional de Bolivia,” or the Plurinational State of
Bolivia, to recognize its diverse Indigenous composition and the
rights of its people (Constitucion Politica del Estado 2009). The
previously foreign-occupied oil and gas industry was nationalized,
leading to increases in state revenue that were subsequently set
aside for social spending (Zissis 2006; Bonifaz and Lefebvre
2014). Under Morales from 2006 to 2019, Bolivia’s poverty rate
was reduced from 60% to less than 35% with extreme poverty
decreasing from 37.7% to 15.2% (Arauz et al. 2019).

In the wake of Bolivia’s commitment to the rights of
Mother Earth, the Asamblea Legislativa passed the Framework
Law of Mother Earth and Integral Development for Living Well
in 2012, which federally recognized the Andean Indigenous
concept of Vivir Bien. Called sumaq kawsay in Quechua or
suma gamania in Aymara, Vivir Bien is a complex and evolving
vision that places the Andean Pachamama, or Mother Earth, at
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the center of its worldview rather than humanity. It embraces
complementarity, rejects colonialism and exploitation as a
requisite for progress, and views humans as “mediators” of
nature. Importantly, the Pachamama, and therefore Vivir Bien,
is grounded in local interpretations of Mother Earth, embracing
local self-determination as a form of decolonization (Asamblea
Legislativa 2012; Solon 2018).

Despite the MAS’s initial legislative flurry to protect
Indigenous rights and the environment during the Morales
administration, the current MAS-controlled government is moving
forward with environmentally destructive projects on Indigenous
land, dismissing protections that it itself implemented (World
Energy Council 2016). In efforts to capitalize on the global push
to mitigate the effects of climate change (European Commission
2019; Zhan et al. 2020; IEA 2021), Bolivia has sharpened its focus
to two locally destructive projects: exploiting largely untapped
lithium reserves to become a global exporter of the high-demand
rechargeable battery material, and accessing renewable energy
potential from hydroelectric dams to establish itself as the “energy
heart of South America” (Estado Plurinacional, Ministerio de
Comunicacion 2018). Moreover, with Bolivia’s ties with the
United States weakening under the MAS, China has moved in
to sponsor and benefit from these Bolivian projects, aiming to
monopolize its lithium exports and infrastructure contracts
(Achtenberg 2017a).

Even as Bolivia begins to move away from its previous
economic dependence on hydrocarbon extraction, exploitative
practices on Indigenous land continue. However, these projects
are now carried out in the name of global sustainability. This
research questions how we adjudicate environmental justice in a
situation where development for a sustainable future comes into
conflict with local environmental protection. This is accomplished
by examining case studies of lithium extraction in Salar de Uyuni
and hydroelectric dam construction on the Beni River.

To explore this topic, I will analyze the environmental
and social impacts of lithium extraction in Salar de Uyuni within
the context of the growing global demand for lithium. Then, I
will analyze the environmental, social, and economic impacts of
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the Chepete-El Bala dam project within the context of Bolivia’s
aspirations for regional energy leadership. Lastly, I will scrutinize
these case studies in the context of Bolivian law, Vivir Bien, and
standard lenses of environmental justice.

Case 1 Background: Bolivia’s Lithium Problem

The global economy is on a path towards environmental
sustainability, both due to a growing public concern for the
damaging effects of climate change as well as corporate and
governmental security concerns. Demand for lithium-ion
batteries, the rechargeable energy storage method widely used
in phones and other portable devices, is projected to increase
rapidly over the next several decades (Wanger 2011) as they
become synonymous with electric cars, solar panels, and the
decarbonization of the global economy. This has led to speculation
in the lithium extraction industry, which must develop alongside
these technologies. While lithium deposits can be found across the
globe, the current center of lithium extraction is shared between
Chile, Bolivia, and Argentina in an area dubbed the “Lithium
Triangle,” which together holds over 50% of the world’s observed
lithium resources (United States Geological Survey 2022). While
Bolivia does not currently dominate the export of lithium from
this region, it contains what is estimated to be the largest lithium
deposit in the world, Salar de Uyuni.

Lithium Extraction and its Environmental Challenges

The general method for extracting lithium from salt flats,
or salars, is to pump water into the flat and release the lithium
in the form of brine into large evaporation pools where the water
evaporates naturally, leaving lithium and other salts behind. The
lithium is then isolated in a processing plant for ultimate use in
battery products. Concern about the destructive nature of these
practices arises in part from the large space that evaporation pools
take up due to their on-site placement, permanently altering the
landscape. Waste products from this method would increase soil
alkalinity and affect agriculture and biodiversity around the salar,
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and cleanup methods are not yet fully developed. This process is
expected to be used for up to 60% of lithium production in Salar
de Uyuni (Abelvik-Lawson 2019, 233-234). The evaporation
component of this process requires about 500,000 gallons of water
per ton of lithium, exacerbating the pressure on human water
usage in the desert landscape and diverting immense amounts of
water from subsistence-based agriculture in the Salar de Uyuni
basin (Early 2020; Katwala 2018).

Foreign Interest in Lithium Development

Salar de Uyuni is at the center of interest for the future of
the lithium industry due to its pristine condition. As Bolivia lacks
large domestic extraction companies, it has formed contracts with
foreign corporations in anticipation of the rise in global demand
for lithium. However, Bolivia has committed to cooperating
only with foreign corporations that will manufacture lithium
into products within the country itself to maximize Bolivia’s
economic benefit (Stone 2020). Bolivia has taken on multiple
such opportunities with China, including a $2.3 billion lithium
contract with Chinese mining company Xinjiang TBEA signed
in 2019, and another $1 billion contract in 2023 with Chinese
company CATL, firmly establishing Chinese influence over
Bolivian lithium aspirations (Ramos 2019; Ramos 2023).

MAS Protection and Rejection

By incorporating the Andean Pachamama into its 2009
Constitution, the MAS paved the way for further inclusion of
Indigenous environmental practices by subsequently bringing
the Indigenous concept of Vivir Bien into the federal political
sphere. However, the MAS’s support of neo-extractivist methods
for economic growth has led to controversial laws, including
one in 2014 that restricts the ability of mining cooperatives to
make contracts with private companies and criminalizes protests
against mining activity (Achtenberg 2014; Sempértegui 2014;
Estado Plurinacional, Ministerio de Planificacion 2014). The
MAS’s dual embrace of Indigenous protections and defense of
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extractivism sets the stage for a clash over the lithium industry
and raises questions about public consultation and transparency
(Revette 2016; Abelvik-Lawson 2019, 306).

Consultation and Local Repression

To understand the Salar de Uyuni project’s impact
on Indigenous locals, it is essential to examine Bolivian
environmental policy in practice. The 2014 mining law removes
consultation from the exploration stage, positioning itself at odds
with the Bolivian Constitution (Estado Plurinacional, Ministerio
de Mineria 2014; Constitucién Politica del Estado 2009). The
2014 law also establishes the method of consultation as giving
information rather than involving communities in decision-
making, falling short of the MAS’s promise of Indigenous
protections in line with Vivir Bien. Furthermore, interviews with
various Indigenous Quechua communities and lithium workers
near active projects in Salar de Uyuni demonstrate that, even
under the 2014 law, there is a lack of information. One miner from
Colchani, a community neighboring the salar, states “We don’t
know about it — zero. We don’t have any kind of explanation,”
while another community member does not recall the presentation
of any information (Abelvik-Lawson 2019, 253-255). The lack of
use of the term “consultation” in official documents regarding
the development of evaporation pools and substitution with the
term “socialization” should also be noted. These socializations
are intended to “create an environment of mutual trust” between
the state lithium company and local communities, though there
is no official definition for socialization and instances of these
socializations have not proven to be adequately informative to
local communities (Abelvik-Lawson 2019, 258; Villca 2022).
Intentional selectivity about which groups are consulted or
“socialized” with and the government’s interaction exclusively
with supporters of the MAS rather than representative communities
suggests that MAS officials would rather press forward with
extraction than address local concerns (Sehlke 2017).

Not only is the MAS government negligent in consultation
with Indigenous locals, but it has also given itself permission
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to actively stifle disagreement with its policies. Fear of further
criticism of the Bolivian state has led to restrictions on foreign
journalists (Abelvik-Lawson 2019, 263). In addition, the 2014
law authorizes the criminal prosecution of people who “impede
or intend to impede” mining functions, extending penalties to
“authors, material and intellectual property, or accomplices” and
gives the government broader power to suppress protests against
the Bolivian mining industry. This disproportionately affects the
ability of Indigenous communities to make decisions on mining
that affects their traditional land. Coupled with historical Chinese
disregard for environmental protections, the Chinese-Bolivian
partnership threatens to further fortify these repressive extraction
practices in Bolivia, undermining the anti-colonial and anti-
exploitative ideals of Vivir Bien (Achtenberg 2017a).

Indigenous and Federal Property

Salar de Uyuni resides in the largest native territory
in the country, where land is legally owned by the Indigenous
people and the region’s population is largely Quechua and
Aymara. However, Salar de Uyuni itself has been designated as
a Fiscal Reserve to be set aside for mining exploration, deemed
to be an “independent area” where Indigenous claims over the
salar are unrecognized. Its independent status means the federal
government receives royalties from lithium extraction instead
of the local municipalities (Sanchez-Lopez 2021). This further
exacerbates the unfair compensation of local communities, leading
to Indigenous dismay over lithium extraction and denial of self-
governance. The MAS’s response is summed up by a common
reply from Bolivian state-owned extraction companies to local
complaints: “it belongs to you, to the state, and you should not
be against the state” (Schilling-Vacaflor 2016). The combination
of lack of consultation, repression of criticism, and overlapping
territorial designations entails that full Indigenous participation
in decision-making remains unencouraged.

Lack of Indigenous Benefits

125
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Article 403 of the 2009 Constitution declares the right “to
participat[e] in benefits from the exploitation of natural resources
in [Indigenous] territories,” solidifying the issue of Indigenous
compensation in law (Constitucion Politica del Estado 2009).
Though it may characterize the industry’s nationalization as a
form of local benefits from state-owned companies, it does not
constitute a real replacement (Schilling-Vacaflor 2016). There is
still partial local support for lithium extraction in Salar de Uyuni,
stemming from a hope for increased investment and economic
benefit for the community. As the leader of a local salt gatherer and
quinoa farmers’ group said, “We know that Bolivia can become
the Saudi Arabia of lithium. We are poor, but we are not stupid
peasants. The lithium may be Bolivia’s, but it is also our property”
(Romero 2009). However, it is unclear whether a large number
of jobs will be generated and whether they will actually go to
the local population (Sehlke 2017). Compounded with the state’s
claim to royalties from the Salar de Uyuni, what local benefits
may come from lithium extraction is anything but certain. It
appears that the MAS is not adequately recognizing the concerns
of local Indigenous communities despite its supposed embrace
of Vivir Bien, and, as a result, these projects are proceeding in a
manner that harms these communities.

Lithium and “Harmony with the Environment”

Lithium extraction brings up a classic environmentalist
dilemma by pitting economic development against environmental
protection. However, it also introduces the novel issue of
justifying environmental degradation and indigenous repression
with the urgent push to move away from fossil fuels in the context
of climate change. As China capitalizes on anti-United States
sentiment in Bolivia by involving itself in the growing Bolivian
lithium industry, the industry in Bolivia promises to mitigate the
worst effects of climate change and bring great economic benefits
to the country by continuing to involve an exploitative foreign
partner. The environmental destruction from mining operations,
pollution from lithium extraction, and intensive water usage that
accompany these benefits blur the line between environmental
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justice and climate justice, where one is supported at the expense
of the other.

The MAS government’s focus on advancing its Salar de
Uyuni project has resulted in the abandonment of Indigenous
protection in exchange for streamlined lithium extraction,
leading to a clash between renewable energy investment and
environmental degradation that strains existing interpretations of
environmental justice.

Case 2 Background: Bolivia’s Hydroelectric Problem

Both the construction and use of hydroelectric dams are
well documented to be detrimental to local communities and
environments despite their production of renewable energy.
Hydroelectric projects affect much more land than the area
immediately surrounding the structure: hundreds to thousands of
square kilometers of land upstream from the dam are completely
flooded, irreparably harming the environment and potentially
displacing communities living in the area (United States,
Department of Energy 2021; Fearnside 1989; UCSUSA 2013).
As of 2019, hydroelectric energy made up 30% of Bolivia’s total
energy production, and over 70% of renewable energy production
(Punys et al. 2019). Bolivia has speculated on the potential of
hydroelectric dams on its Beni River since 1958, specifically the
Chepete Gorge and El Bala Gorge regions in the north of the
department of La Paz (Layme 2016). The Chepete-El Bala project
has been projected to impact high-biodiversity areas in the region
(Berton 2016). President Morales revived the half-century-old
plans by declaring the plan a national priority in 2007, threatening
to flood over 770 km? of land (ENDE 2016; Geodata 2016) and
displace over 5000 Indigenous people, including the Mosetén,
Tsimané, Esse Ejja, Leco, Tacana, and Uchupiamona. Indigenous
anger over the project’s revival is tangible, as seen in 2016 when
a Chepete-El Bala geographic exploration study was repelled by
Indigenous protest (Tamayo 2021).

Energy Leadership through Chepete-El Bala
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Morales’s MAS set its sights on South American
energy leadership through the export of electricity: Bolivia’s
hydroelectric energy generation is key to its goal of exporting at
least 8,000 megawatts (MW) to neighboring countries by 2025
(Achtenberg 2017b; Pagina Siete 2015; Mufioz et al. 2019).
This falls in line with Bolivia’s Agenda Patriotica, a Morales-
era set of goals for 2025 including the role of renewable energy
leadership in both production and export, with the ultimate goal
of providing universal electricity “in the framework of respect for
Mother Earth” (Estado Plurinacional, Ministerio de Planificacion
2013). Bolivia already has the electric volume to provide for its
entire population: instead, its development of hydropower is to
shift the Bolivian grid to renewables and generate a surplus for
export (ENDE 2022). Bolivia’s Vice Minister of Electricity and
Alternative Energies explains that Bolivia strives for renewable
energy in order to reduce dependence on hydrocarbons and
eventually export higher amounts of electricity for profit
(BNamericas 2021).

Continued Work and Influence on Local Organizations

In response to the 2016 protests that repelled project
exploration, Morales denounced those involved as groups
who “want to harm not only La Paz but Bolivia” (Estado
Plurinacional, Viceministerio 2016). Similarly, Vice-President
Alvaro Garcia Linera labeled the protesters as “paid by the
United States to impede the country’s development and who want
the population to suffer from lack of water” (Pagina Siete 2016).
Despite additional constitutional protection for consultation on
projects that impact the quality of the environment, the state
energy company ENDE also dismissed the notion of there being
a requirement for consultation on hydropower projects, citing a
constitutional exception for consultation regarding renewable
projects (Constitucion Politica del Estado 2009; Véliz 2016).
Since the initial protests, there is disagreement among Indigenous
organizations as to whether consultation has occurred in subsequent
exploration plans on the Beni River. La Central de Pueblos
Indigenas de La Paz (CPILAP), an Indigenous organization that
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represents Beni communities, signed an agreement with ENDE in
2021 to begin exploration in exchange for electricity and housing
projects (with a “socialization” like those used to legitimize
lithium extraction) (Chiqui Reporte Rurrenabaque 2021). At
the same time, a separate organization, La Mancomunidad de
Comunidades Indigenas de los Rios Beni, Tuichi, y Quiquibey
(hereafter La Mancomunidad), also meant to represent the
territorial interests of Indigenous Beni communities, denounced
the agreement, citing concerns that it does not constitute prior
consultation (Jarrin 2022; Tamayo 2021). Alex Villca Limaco,
Communication Secretary of La Mancomunidad, has expressed
that CPILAP is aligned with MAS and rejects any pretense of the
agreement’s validity (Tamayo 2021).

I spoke with Villca to clarify the contrasting views of these
two organizations on the Chepete-El Bala project despite the fact
they largely represent the same communities. Villca explains:

The leadership of CPILAP has shown a lot of
sympathy [with the government], because it worked
hard to spread the belief it was a government of the
Indigenous people...saying “if you are with us, if
you support our politics, you will get the help you
want,” in social service projects. So, if you’re not
on their side, it’s difficult to get help. Because of
this, [CPILAP] has maintained its closeness and
companionship with government politicians...
because of this, I imagine it is difficult for this
organization to forcefully express itself and
hold a firm position where it can let Indigenous
rights prevail...and the fact is...they permanently
accompany the current representatives of CPILAP
in all their meetings. So, they have them held and
watched. (Villca 2022)

Villca contrasts CPILAP with La Mancomunidad by pointing
out that La Mancomunidad is not allied with the government
“at any level...La Mancomunidad does not respond to external
influences.” Villcamaintains the view that Indigenous participation

129
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in the Chepete-El Bala project is limited to groups that maintain
positive relations with the MAS government and are reliant on its
support. Demanding exploration contracts in exchange for basic
needs highlights the contradictory nature of generating renewable
energy while stripping Indigenous communities of environmental
self-determination, as the MAS uses large-scale Vivir Bien as
justification.

Chinese Influence in Bolivian Hydropower

At the international scale of dependency and control,
Morales’s MAS government has allotted China significant
influence beyond lithium extraction, including infrastructure
projects like the development of hydropower. Chinese support
of Bolivia’s goal to become the “energy heart of South America”
manifests itself in massive involvement in hydroelectric projects,
including the contribution of $1.5 billion for the Rositas dam
project (Méndez 2020) and contracts with Chinese state-owned
company Sinohydro to carry out a $240 million civil works
project for the San Jose dam complex (Harris 2014). Poor quality
of construction and discrimination against Bolivian workers
at the San Jose project raise concerns over Chinese dedication
to fostering their “unbreakable” friendship (Camacho 2016).
Instead of direct benefits, China seeks a foothold in Bolivia’s
expanding economy, increasing Bolivian dependency on its
Asian partner as it incurs debt and forfeits regional projects to
foreign companies, running counter to Bolivia’s goal of financial
sovereignty (Achtenberg 2017a). As Chinese corporations use
hydropower to “consolidate [their] dominant position[s] in the
construction market of Bolivia” and promote Chinese presence
in South America, Bolivia’s local communities and environment
suffer the consequences (Zengpeng 2021).

The MAS’s socialist ideals have put ideological distance
between Bolivia and the United States as it moves the country
away from its former neoliberal agenda and relations with
exploitative Western corporations (Haarstad and Andersson
2009; Hindery 2013, 27-62). This drift from the United States’s
influence gave China an opportunity to appeal to the MAS
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and fill the gap left by trade with the United States in a show
of leftist ideological solidarity (Ganchev 2020). However, the
Chinese government contrasts with the Bolivian MAS in that it
is an established expansionary force that is widely recognized
to repress dissent, while the MAS is still in its relative infancy
in a country aspiring to celebrate its plurinational Indigenous
roots. Instead, by presenting itself as an alternative to Western
dominance, it furthers its expansionist agenda by capitalizing on
Bolivian anti-United States sentiment and evading environmental
and human impact management.

Wider Issue of Hydroelectric Dams in Bolivia

Bolivia exported its first 120 MW of electricity to
Argentina in 2022 and is working with Brazil to advance bi-
national dam initiatives. (ENDE 2022). Bolivia hopes to expand
its sale of energy to neighboring countries by adding to its
collection of hydroelectric projects including the proposed
Rositas dam, which is similarly subject to local protest, Chinese
funding, and Indigenous demonization. In 2019, Minister of
Energy Rafael Alarcon called the local Guarani communities
near the proposed project “bad people” and “stingy” to oppose
development after they filed a lawsuit against the government
for violating their constitutional right to consultation (CEDLA
2020; Jemio 2019). The MAS’s new dam proposals and repeated
disregard of Indigenous resistance requires analysis of its failing
implementation of Vivir Bien, and how it contributes to the novel
dilemma of pitting local environmental justice against mitigating
global climate change.

Analysis: Lithium and Hydropower in Terms of Bolivian
Law

The Bolivian government uses vague wording of legal
documents to cut corners in the development of the projects in
Salar de Uyuni and on the Beni River. Regarding consultation,
Article 403 of the 2009 Constitution declares:
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[The State] recognizes the integral character of
original rural Indigenous territory, including
the right to the earth, exclusive use of natural
renewable resources as determined by law;
to previous and informed consultation and to
participation in the benefits from the exploitation
of the non-renewable natural resources on
[Indigenous] territory... (Constitucion Politica
del Estado 2009)

The Beni River projects conflict with this constitutional
protection, as ENDE’s explorational studies and persistence with
the Chepete-El Bala project suggest that the MAS government
does not consider the Beni River as the territory of the people
who live along it.

The constitutional grounds of Indigenous authority over
the Beni River stems from Articles 30 and 403: if the river is
considered renewable, the state acknowledges Indigenous
ownership but there is no explicit right to consultation. If
considered non-renewable, the Constitution protects consultation
of Indigenous people “in good faith” and participation in benefits
regarding projects that affect them (Constitucion Politica del
Estado 2009). My conversation with Alex Villca confirmed this
loophole, and that a company could easily say “‘if I say it’s
renewable, I’m not going to consult you’” (Villca 2022).

Similarly, lithium extraction in Salar de Uyuni
begs the question of whether adequate consultation on the
“exploitation of the non-renewable natural resources” exists
given the government’s opting for “socializations” rather than
“consultations.” This is compounded with the minimal information
that these socializations have distributed. In either case, the
government has decided to exercise a careless interpretation of
its own revolutionary Indigenous-centric Constitution.

In Terms of Vivir Bien

Pachamama 1is rooted in local interpretations of Mother
Earth, where each group has its own interpretation of Vivir Bien
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that developed in its own environment. The fundamental similarity
of these interpretations, according to Uruguayan social ecology
researcher Eduardo Guydnas, is a rejection of globalized Western
development and recognition of the pre-political value of the
nonhuman (Gudynas 2018). Definitions of Vivir Bien differ from
community to community: the government’s application of Vivir
Bien uniformly across the nation attempts to simplify a complex
concept and subsequently tears it apart. Bolivia’s current vision
to facilitate a regional and global transition to sustainability
cannot be justified by Vivir Bien. Instead, Bolivia caters to
foreign aspirations like China’s to profit off the shift toward
sustainability, to the detriment of the Pachamama. Its lithium
projects lie at the center of the global interest in sustainable
technology; its hydroelectric dams aspire to dominate the South
American energy grid. Neither project fits in the realm of Vivir
Bien, as their place in the capitalist global economy contradicts
the local character of the Pachamama.

The MAS opens the door for a global definition of
Pachamama by connecting Mother Earth to climate change in the
2010 Law of Rights of the Mother Earth (Asamblea Legislativa
2010). However, owing to its fundamental variation on the local
level, Vivir Bien cannot be altered at the national level to fit
federal objectives. These changes must occur at the community
level, otherwise, the concept ceases to be Vivir Bien. Therefore,
development of lithium and hydropower neither protects the
Pachamama nor enables Vivir Bien, and instead is yet another
method for foreign powers to exploit Bolivia for materials and
ideological influence.

In Terms of Standard Dimensions of Environmental
Justice

To better understand environmental justice in Bolivia, we
must analyze these issues within the standard justice framework
of participatory, recognition, capabilities, and distributive justice.
Participatory justice addresses whether the state system allows
equitable participation in decision-making, closely tied to the
equitable systems required by procedural justice. While Bolivia’s
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fundamental documents have, since 2009, emphasized the
plurinational and Indigenous character of the nation, its focus on
participation has not maintained legal momentum at the federal
level. Instead, its approach is characterized by popular consultation
without participation in decision-making, and the amplification
of partial representative voices (Estado Plurinacional, Ministerio
de Mineria 2014; Véliz 2016).

Bolivia has made huge strides in facilitating recognition
justice, or mutual confirmation of identity, for its Indigenous
population, as demonstrated by the 2009 Constitution and
its following legislation. However, its recognition of local
sovereignty is still lacking. As David Schlosberg puts it, “a lack
of recognition in the social and political realms, demonstrated
by various forms of insults, degradation, and devaluation at both
the individual and cultural level, inflicts damage to oppressed
individuals in the political and cultural realms” (Schlosberg 2007,
16). The Bolivian government’s designation of Salar de Uyuni as
a Fiscal Reserve and its demonization of protesting Indigenous
groups as enemies of the state show that, despite its revolutionary
framework to recognize the nation’s Indigenous roots, it still
struggles to recognize the legitimacy of local land sovereignty.
The government sees all Bolivian land as its own, rather than that
of the local people.

Capabilities justice examines the foundational social,
environmental, and emotional “qualities that enable individuals
to have a fully functioning life” (Schlosberg 2007). This is closely
linked with participation as a necessary capability to ensure a
fair process, as on the Beni River, locals are only procedurally
represented by an Indigenous organization affiliated with the
government. The Bolivian government also takes advantage of
the local Indigenous lack of capabilities, including the need for
well-paying jobs in Salar de Uyuni and the need for electricity
and housing on Beni River, to bargain for advancing its projects.
As a result of residing in a location that the government deems
expendable, local concerns are deprioritized and the constitutional
Indigenous “right to the earth” becomes inaccessible.

Complications in Distributive Justice
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Bolivia’s aspirations for regional leadership through hydroelectric
dams and global leadership through lithium extraction complicate
the issue of distributive justice, which analyzes justice by looking
at the allocation of social goods (Schlosberg 2007): Indigenous
people at the local level face environmental injustice from these
projects, while marginalized groups at larger scales stand to
benefit from their role in fighting climate change. Most Indigenous
people in Bolivia and marginalized groups around the world are
unaffected by the harmful environmental effects of these projects:
the dimension of distributive justice cannot distinguish these
projects as entirely good or bad. Marginalized groups will face
the greatest existential threats of climate change, from worsening
droughts to intensifying weather events (UN Humanitarian 2021).
By looking at how different groups are impacted differently by
these projects, it becomes clear that there are tangible benefits
from Bolivia’s extraction of lithium and export of renewable
energy for marginalized communities around the world.

Beyond Distributive Justice

Climate change must be addressed as quickly as possible
to keep global temperatures from rising more than 1.5°C above
pre-industrial levels and mitigate the worst effects of climate
change. Decisions made over the next few decades will affect the
descendants of all living species on Earth for millennia. Because
of this, there is an urgent need for a quick transition to renewable
energy and production of battery-grade lithium. The realization of
meaningful global climate justice relies on swift action, and, as a
result, this temporal aspect has been integrated into the narrative
of scientific consensus of an impending climate disaster (IPCC
2018).

This temporal effect in Bolivia fits neatly into what Josie
Sparrow terms antipolitical ecology:

It’s the notion that ecological concerns don’t
connect to, or somehow transcend political
considerations like justice, liberation, or
decolonisation...that we somehow don’t have
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time to worry about how we do it; that anything
is justified in the name of “stopping climate
change.” (Sparrow 2019)

Bolivia’s refoundation fundamentally intertwines politics with
ecology and is therefore incompatible with this antipolitical
ecological approach. However, at the seams of its environmental
initiatives, the rapid transition narrative still has a frightening
effect on Bolivia’s justification of Indigenous rights violations.
Transcension of essential democratic considerations for the sake
of global ecological concerns lends itself to eco-authoritarianism:
this closely resembles the MAS’s unilateral actions and
demonizing rhetoric. However, as stated above, the necessity for
a rapid transition is founded in scientific consensus.

Cases like those in Bolivia will only become more common
as the effects of climate change continue to worsen. This issue,
while sharing the distributive characteristic of allocating certain
groups justice over others, distinguishes itself from established
guidelines since it is not immediately clear how both groups
could benefit. In fact, it directly conflicts with John Rawls’
development of principles of distribution in that neither one path,
nor a combination of the two, can be “reasonably expected to be
to everyone’s advantage” (Rawls 1971, 53). How do we reconcile
the impact of exploiting the environment for a rapid transition
with the goal of ensuring that both local and global communities
are either unharmed or benefit from this process?

Discussion

Mainstream definitions of environmental justice must
develop new principles to navigate this issue, specifically a form
of environmental ethics that deals with the notion of antipolitical
ecology and its friction with the rapid transition. In communities
like those near Salar de Uyuni and the Beni River, where pushing
a rapid transition threatens local environmental justice, we must
consider the short-term impacts of environmental exploitation
when the long-term benefits of climate change mitigation are used
to justify exploitative practices. Then, to discuss the negative
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impacts of temporal pressure on disadvantaged communities, we
must amend the established understanding of distributive justice
to include how perceived urgency influences justice.

Understanding perceived urgency helps further bridge the
disconnect between local and global environmental degradation.
In the context of Bolivia, this may provide a platform for Vivir
Bien to be more effectively implemented at a local level to fulfill
national aspirations and make good on Vivir Bien’s promise as a
pre-political alternative to capitalism. Bolivia’s evolving political
situation has major implications for its lithium-rich neighbors
like Chile that have attempted to enact a constitution that
similarly enshrined environmental and Indigenous rights (Lowy
2022). If Bolivia and the Global South are to play a significant
role in combating climate change, it is imperative to consider
how sweeping recognition of Indigenous rights and subsequent
disregard of their concerns play out in our collective effort to
avoid climate catastrophe.
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