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Abstract 

Using an activist-orientated dataset (the EJAtlas) of place-based mining resistances, we conduct a 

statistical analysis of 346 mining conflicts around the world to better understand patterns and 

conditions associated with activist perceptions of environmental justice (EJ) in mining conflicts. Our 

study uses a large set of variables, including location, project and conflict characteristics, impacts 

and resistance attributes. The results show that controlling for other factors, conflict intensity, timing 

of mobilisation, the centrality of the company in the network, conflict events, project status and the 

presence of international financial organisations are significant correlates of perceived EJ success. 

We find that mobilising during the prevention stage, and high-intensity reactions, as well as the 

ability to halt a project, are positively associated with perceived EJ success. In turn, the intensity of 

the mobilisation relates to immediate potential socio-economic and environmental impacts, and the 

presence of excluded and marginalised groups, whereas stopping a project relates to the timing of 

mobilisation and institutional contexts. We discuss these findings in the light of the literature on 

political ecology and social movements. We hope that our analysis will help those who seek 

evidence-based support for EJ activism and prompt further inquiry on mining politics in the world. 
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1. Introduction 

Mineral extraction is a major issue in the global sustainability debate. With the world economy 

demanding increasingly more energy and materials (Krausmann et al., 2009; Paulick and 

Machacek, 2017; Schaffartzik et al., 2016, 2014; Steinberger et al., 2010), companies are bound 

to venture further into vulnerable areas in search of resources.  This is bound to ignite a number of 

conflicts between mining companies and local communities (Bebbington et al., 2008a; Conde, 

2017). Negative environmental and social impacts from mining activities, such as deforestation, 

biodiversity loss, high water consumption, groundwater contamination, and population migration, 

are well documented (Hota and Behera, 2015; Pegg, 2006; Urkidi, 2010). Irreversible changes to 

ecosystems and the resulting loss of livelihood, culture, and even lives compromise some 

fundamental human rights and create discontent and conflict within communities (Martinez-Alier, 

2014, 2001). 

Looking at these struggles, the environmental justice (EJ) discourse—which initially focused on 

harms distributed unequally on racial grounds and did not directly refer to mining per se—appears 

to have gradually gained acceptance in anti-extractivist movements (Middeldorp et al., 2016; 

Rodríguez-Labajos and Özkaynak, 2017; Wan, 2014). Collective claims around EJ are generally 

centred around equity in the distribution of burdens and benefits, recognition of different worldviews 

and experiences, including those of local and indigenous groups, and participation in decision-

making processes on local development (Rodríguez-Labajos and Özkaynak, 2017; Schlosberg, 

2013; Urkidi and Walter, 2011).These arguments constitute the inseparable components of EJ and 

are also vital for resistances to contextualise the mining debate properly. States and mining 

companies, in turn, react to such claims in different ways depending on the context; they either 

enable various regulatory and legislative changes including moratoriums (Walter and Urkidi, 2017) 

or resort to increased use of repressive measures and the criminalisation of protest (Aguilar-

González et al., 2018; Jenkins and Yakovleva, 2006). Either way, mining struggles play a significant 

role in strengthening the visibility of governments’ and companies’ actual or potential environmental 

liabilities in legislative and governance settings (Kroger, 2020). 

An examination of existing databases and maps of mining conflicts reveals that different 

circumstances at different stages of the conflicts led activists to perceive EJ achievements and 

failures differently (OCMAL, 2016; Temper et al., 2015). Well-known halted mining projects include 

initiatives for uranium mining in Gabon, gold mining in Wirikuta Hill, Mexico and coal mining in the 

Almorzadero Paramo, Colombia, to name a few. When the activists involved in these cases were 

asked whether they considered this an EJ success, their responses greatly varied, from a clear 

‘yes’ or ‘no’, to ‘I am not sure’. This diverging perception is not new in the EJ debate. While the 

famous Warren County case was celebrated as a successful milestone by the EJ movement in the 

US, a toxic waste landfill opposed by neighbouring counties was eventually built and claims to 

redress this pervasive injustice remained unaddressed for decades (Pezzullo, 2001). Assessments 

of environmental resistance actions that transcend case-specific contexts that take a more nuanced 

look at what constitutes an EJ ‘success’ or ‘failure’ for resisting groups are needed (Giugni et al., 
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1999; Malin et al., 2019). Given that deciding on a unanimous definition of an EJ ‘success’ is 

challenging, one option is to assess the past experiences of activists and try to empirically ascertain 

what their senses of justice and injustice might refer to (Baxi, 2016; Svarstad and Benjaminsen, 

2020). 

It is against this background that this study sets out to understand the patterns and conditions 

associated with how activists perceive EJ successes or failures at a specific moment in time in 

mining conflicts. The empirical evidence was compiled from 346 mining cases worldwide as 

reported in the EJAtlas (www.ejatlas.org), where every one out of five cases was perceived as 

having achieved EJ. Econometric regressions revealed that, in particular, conflict intensity and 

project status were significant correlates of perceived EJ success; we thus sought to understand 

the factors associated with greater conflict intensity and a mining project being stopped by looking 

at them separately and in more detail. We hope that our analysis will help those who seek evidence-

based support for EJ activism and prompt further inquiry on mining politics in the world.  

The next section of the paper provides a brief account of the political ecology and social movements 

literature related to mining. It reviews issues that come to the fore when profiling mining struggles 

from an EJ perspective. Section 3 then sets the stage for the rest of the paper by explaining the 

materials and methods used in the analysis. Section 4 presents the results. The chapter then 

proceeds in Section 5 with a discussion of the results in light of the EJ and mining literature. The 

final section concludes the paper. 

 

2. Mining Struggles and EJ 

 

When the first  EJ studies emerged in the 1980s, they aimed to draw attention to the ethical and 

political issues related to ‘who gets what, why and how much’ in cases of environmental hazards 

(Bullard, 1994). Systematic examination showed that the poor, people of colour and indigenous 

communities were disproportionately exposed to toxic waste, hazardous materials and pollution 

(Brulle and Pellow, 2006; Mohai and Saha, 2007). Quantitative methods helped prove the unequal 

enforcement of environmental protection laws in these communities (Anderton and Bullard, 1995; 

Gilbert and Chakraborty, 2011). Theorising efforts soon expanded from distributional concerns to 

an interest in representing diverse views in decision-making (Schlosberg, 2004). Activists and 

involved communities subsequently helped spread the EJ discourse horizontally across a broad 

range of issues—such as water, energy, food, transport, land use and climate—in multiple 

geographies outside the US and at various scales beyond the local, at regional, national and global 

levels (Schlosberg, 2013; Walker, 2012). This expansion in scope boosted interest in highlighting 

injustices in mining and studying anti-extractivist movements more closely (Ali, 2009; Keeling and 

Sandlos, 2009; Solomon et al., 2008). The sub-sections below situate the global intensification of 

mining conflicts seeking EJ at the interplay between political ecology (Bridge, 2008; Perreault, 

2013a; Perreault et al., 2015) and social movement theories (Bebbington et al., 2008a) 
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2.1 EJ and the political ecology of mining conflicts 

 

Mining conflicts represent well the broad set of concerns generated by the scale of human 

intervention in the environment. Records from mining resistances revealed that conflicts occurred 

at various stages of a mining project: prior to extraction, when land and water is taken (Perreault, 

2013b); during material extraction or mineral processing, when adverse ecological, socio-cultural 

impacts and health impacts are felt (A. J. Bebbington and Bury, 2009; Padel and Das, 2010); or 

with regards to extraction waste management, as is the case in tailing dams (Grandhi, 2015). The 

interdisciplinary field of political ecology tries to illuminate the root causes of these conflicts and 

community claims by looking at the relationships among extractive industries, the environment, and 

livelihoods. A critical account coming out of political ecology research is that the nature of socio-

environmental impacts and risks involved in extraction are heavily contested in mining conflicts, 

translating them into struggles over values, power and knowledge (Gavin Bridge, 2004; Martinez-

Alier et al., 2010). Studies in the political ecology field also examine differences between 

communities that do and do not mobilise and point to a rich set of process and project-related 

features that lead to conflicts. In this context, Conde (2017) offers an extensive review of the articles 

and reports that shed light on why and how communities resist extractive projects. Accordingly, 

most case studies draw attention to distributional concerns over impacts (Bisht and Gerber, 2017; 

Muradian et al., 2003), as well as risks and vulnerabilities (Anderson, 2001; Wisner et al., 2004). 

However, local communities do not react to perceived environmental impacts or lack of monetary 

compensation alone. Lack of representation and participation in decisions concerning their 

development path also matters. Therefore, as Bridge (2004) notes, the problem is not always one 

of ‘cleaner production’ or ‘environmental standards’ but recognition of rights.  

 

Additionally, Conde and Le Billon (2017), again based on a systematic literature review, identified 

factors that affect the likelihood that local communities will resist mining projects. Accordingly, 

evidence from case studies suggests that dependence on mining companies, political 

marginalisation and trust in institutions tend to reduce the likelihood of resistance. Large 

environmental impacts, lack of participation, extra-local alliances, distrust in the state, and 

extractive companies tend to increase. Likewise, in an earlier comparative study of four cases from 

the US and Canada, Ali (2009) had asked why indigenous communities support environmental 

causes in some cases of mining development but not in others. He showed that the quality of past 

relationships with government and industry made a difference in successful negotiations, leading 

him to propose that the underlying issue had less to do with environmental concerns and more with 

sovereignty when native lands were involved. 

 

There are also some quantitative studies assessing the determinants of social conflicts in the 

mining sector. Haslam and Tanimoune (2016), for instance, articulate three overarching groups of 

causes for mining-related social conflicts in Latin America; namely, firm and property characteristics 

(which affect firm behaviour and externalities), socio-economic characteristics of the nearby 
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population (which affect distributional concerns) and socio-environmental characteristics (which 

affect livelihood concerns). Their statistical analysis confirmed the validity of distributional and 

livelihood concerns in the case study literature, generalising the problem in Latin America as the 

frequent overlap of agriculture and mining, with the growing scarcity of agricultural opportunities 

exacerbating the tension between mining firms and nearby communities. The authors found that 

the probability of social conflict increased with the perception of an increased likelihood of negative 

local externalities (health, environment, culture) for nearby populations. While poverty remained a 

key variable to consider when analysing the prevalence of anti-mining protests, the relationship 

between poverty and mining activities is complicated and by no means linear (Gamu et al., 2015).  

 

Other studies have focused on the behaviour and corporate strategies of mining firms in conflictual 

situations (de los Reyes, 2017; Haslam et al., 2018; Taylor, 2000) and the role of international 

financial organisations in preventing conflicts (Boyce and Pastor, 1998). In particular, Franks et al. 

(2014) draw attention to a growing understanding that unmitigated environmental and social risks 

can negatively influence the financial success of large-scale mining, as conflict translates such 

risks into business costs. In this context, Haslam et al. (2018), based on a statistical analysis of 

known social conflicts in Latin America, finds that the ability of a company to manage distributional 

claims is a critical differentiating factor in avoiding or reducing social conflict.  

 

2.2 Perceived EJ success for mobilised communities 

 

The literature on social movements and collective mobilisation is insightful and relevant in 

discussing successful strategies in EJ movements and comprehending factors that affect 

mobilisation (Bosi et al., 2016; Giugni et al., 1999; Giugni et al., 1998, Porta and Diani, 2006; 

Roortes, 1999, Silva et al., 2018) . As Tilly (1999) notes, on theoretical grounds, the study of the 

outcomes and consequences of social movements is complex. It requires the analysis of movement 

interaction and dynamics in terms of movement claims, movement actions, and outside events and 

influences. On this last point, Avcı and Fernández-Salvador (2016), for instance, discuss how 

territorial dynamics, in terms of fragmentation and identity construction, led to divergent trajectories 

in two mining conflicts in Ecuador. Likewise, Doyle (2002) shows how the green movements in 

Australia and the Philippines were ideologically distinct and pursued vastly different campaigns 

against the same mining corporation. Accordingly, environmental protests in the North are usually 

post-materialist, and social movements follow strategic directions that may be understood to be 

post-structural—they are dispersed, amorphous, decentered, particularistic, contextual—and are 

dominated by appeals-to-elites tactics—they are always non-violent and usually reformist (Doherty 

and Doyle, 2006). In turn, social and environmental protests in the South are more confrontational 

and visible. There is a more apparent distinction between the powerful and the powerless, which 

manifests itself in a direct, violent conflict between the state’s military, police, and multi-national 

security forces versus a green army (Bisht and Gerber, 2017; Kroger, 2020). 
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Therefore, a critical topic that the theory of social movements has focused on has been mobilisation 

strategies and tactics such as litigation and civil disobedience, conflict-related events, and conflict 

resolution (Rauschmayer and Wittmer, 2006). It is established that events that occur along the 

conflict pathway—such as corruption, violence or legislative changes—are significant in 

determining EJ outcomes (Le Billon, 2012; Pellegrini, 2011). A recent study by Hess and Satcher 

(2019) looked in particular at the conditions for successful EJ mobilisations using a dataset of 50 

cases in the US and high and low remediation as the outcome. They found that building coalitions 

(local and state government coalitions, federal government attention, national NGO support) is 

central to successful EJ mobilisations; a perspective that is also consistent with the broader social 

movement literature. The authors also examined the importance of political opportunity structures, 

such as having a proposed project versus an existing one and the absence of industry counter-

mobilisations and found both conditions to be relevant. The literature on social movements indeed 

suggests that it is easier to block a proposed project than to gain political support for cleaning up 

an existing one (Walsh et al. 1997; Kemberling and Roberts, 2009). Thus, as Bosi (2007) also 

underlines, timing of involvement and mobilisation matters in social movements for the outcome.  

 

However, the idea of success in an environmental struggle is more complex and challenging to 

address than initially appears. In particular, it is difficult to achieve unanimous agreement on what 

EJ success means, as it combines changes in material conditions of the localities and people’s 

perceptions. In this respect, Le Billon and Duffy (2018) suggest that thinking through new forms of 

politically engaged materialism and connecting with peace and conflict studies offer researchers 

new avenues to better link affected communities’ subjectivities and material conditions. In this 

nuanced setting, from a social movements perspective, the appeal of anti-extractivist movements 

to EJ discourse as a master frame is sensible. Not only because the injustice message resonates 

well with people in the larger society concerned with environment and inequality, but also the EJ 

movement historically recognizes the multiplicity and diversity of the meanings of justice. According 

to Taylor (2000), this later point helps us explain why EJ has grown so fast as an environmental 

discourse and became a useful mobilizing tool in mining protests. Svarstad and Benjaminsen 

(2020), in this context, refer to the importance of taking an empirically grounded approach and 

studying senses of justice—what people consider just and unjust on an environmental intervention 

and in particular governance settings—among affected groups, independent of theoretical views of 

the situation or grand narratives produced by powerful actors. Acknowledging the fact that 

vulnerable groups in environmental conflicts often face with knowledge production that turns out to 

be contrary to their interests and values, they further argue that there cannot be justice in an 

environmental conflict unless affected parties possess the opportunity to assess their situation.  

 

We posit that understanding conditions surrounding perceptions of mobilised communities trying to 

advance EJ sheds light on the notion of EJ success and help to bridge the material and subjective 

aspects of the outcomes of mining conflicts. Nevertheless, cross-national studies that use 

quantitative methods to gauge activist perceptions of EJ outcomes in terms of success and failure 
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are still rare in the context of mining conflicts. As Malin et al. (2019) note, more systematic research 

is required to understand how mining interacts with communities and EJ and how procedural equity 

plays out in these spaces. An analytical interpretation of achievements reported by activists in 

mining resistance movements would surely provide evidence-based support in this direction. Such 

a discussion would also contribute to the conceptual EJ debate in mining and help activists, 

scholars and policymakers discuss what can be done to mediate mining conflicts better, strengthen 

the resistance against disruptive mining practices and improve perceived EJ. 

 

3. Materials and Methods 

 

We retrieved the empirical evidence for this study from the EJAtlas, which compiles systematic 

information on ecological distribution conflicts as provided by academics, civil society groups, and 

individuals interested in supporting the efforts of EJ resistance movements (Martinez-Alier et al., 

2016; Temper et al., 2015). Our dataset was constructed in August 2014 in the EJOLT project 

lifetime (2011-2015) with 346 mining conflicts related to the extraction, processing, and transport 

of minerals as well as to waste management in place-specific, large-scale mining projects. We 

undertook several analyses that highlighted qualitative aspects of these conflicts (Özkaynak and 

Rodríguez-Labajos, 2017; Rodríguez-Labajos and Özkaynak, 2017) and network effects in these 

struggles (Aydın et al., 2017). The present analysis completes this dataset’s examination by 

exploring the angle of the perception of EJ success. 

The dataset is activist-oriented, and the information obtained covers an area of political relevance, 

especially for South America, Africa, and Europe. The concentration of conflicts in Latin America is 

consistent with the wave of movements that mobilised in response to intensified investments by 

the mining industry from the early 2000s (Urkidi and Walter, 2011). We are aware that the coverage 

is not exhaustive; more conflicts from India and China could have been included, for instance. As 

explained in more detail in the results section, we included special provisions in the analysis and 

tested possible biases. 

Table 1 lists the main variables used in analysing the cases. To create the variable of interest, EJ, 

we made use of the question ‘Do you think the case represents an accomplishment in terms of EJ?’ 

There were three possible answers: ‘Yes’, ‘I'm not sure' and 'No'. We created a dummy variable, 

which took the value of 1 if the response was 'Yes' when compared to the 'No' and 'Not sure' 

options; this was used as one of the dependent variables. We then created a second dummy 

variable to compare a 'No' response to the other options ('Yes' and 'I'm not sure'). Relevant issues 

in framing a mining conflict then include location characteristics, such as the income level of the 

country where the mining activity takes place; project-related aspects, such as type of mineral 

commodity extracted, the presence of international financial organisations; health and 

environmental impacts on society as well as features of the mobilisation movement and the 

outcome of the conflict. 

Table 1: Variable descriptions 
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Conflict outcome   

Perception of EJ success success (Yes vs No and Not sure) and Failure (No vs Yes and Not sure) 

Location characteristics   

Region continental categories 

Country country codes 

Population type  rural, semi-urban, urban 

Income level of the country low, lower-middle, upper-middle, high 

Project characteristics   

Commodity type and group base metals, precious metals, energy, construction 

Project status proposed, planned, in operation, stopped 

Centrality of companies in the network relative importance of the company's node in the network of companies 

Presence of international financial organisations involvement of financial and non-financial international organizations 

Features of the resistance   

Timing of mobilisation latent, preventive, in reaction, mobilisation for reparations 

Mobilised groups local people, economic actors, organisations, excluded/marginalised 

Conflict-related events positive, negative 

Impacts   

Socio-economic impacts displacement, violence, loss of livelihood, social problems, etc. 

Health impacts disease, malnutrition, death, health problems, etc. 

Ecological impacts pollution, erosion, desertification, biodiversity loss, etc. 

Potential vs. observed impacts   

Long-term vs. immediate impacts   

Conflict characteristics   

Intensity of conflict high, medium, low, latent 

Conflict along the production chain access, extraction, process, waste 

*All data is from the EJOLT database (www.ejatlas.org) except for countries' income levels, where we used the World Bank 

(2013) country classification system. 

Location characteristics available in the data consist of the country where the mining takes place 

and whether it is an urban or rural location. To classify income levels of countries in four categories 

from low to high, we refer to the World Bank (2013) country classification system.  

For project characteristics, data allows us to differentiate between commodity types, and we 

classify them under four headings as precious (e.g., gold and silver) and base metals (e.g., copper), 

and minerals used for energy generation (e.g., coal and uranium) and construction (e.g., sand and 

limestone). Also available is the project's status, whether proposed, in the planning phase, 

operational, or stopped, when reported in the EJAtlas.  Given the complex network of businesses 

involved in mining conflicts, it was also essential to have a measure describing how central a mining 

company involved in a conflict was in its network. One such measure in the literature is eigenvector 

centrality, which shows the relative importance of a company in a network by looking at the number 

of connections the company has and taking into account the importance of these connections 

(called nodes). A node connected to a more central node in the network has a higher eigenvector 

centrality than a node connected to a less central one, even if the two have the same number of 

connections (Iacobucci et al., 2018; see Aydın et al., 2017 for the network analysis of the same 
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data). Along with the network of businesses, international financial organizations' involvement is 

also noted in the data set. 

Features of the resistance are categorized under three headings: timing of mobilization, mobilized 

groups and conflict-related events. The timing of mobilization indicates the stage of the project 

when the mobilization has started. While some projects faced no visible organising—the so-called 

latent—at the time of reporting, when a resistance arose, it could have happened before the mining 

activity starts as preventive, in reaction to it, or after the adverse consequences for reparations. 

Mobilizing social actors are under four overlapping categories based on their proximity to the area 

(local people), role in the resistance (economic actors, such as farmers, local scientists and 

professionals, artisanal miners, fishermen, landless peasants, pastoralists and informal workers), 

organization (local and international civil society organisations, social movements, political parties, 

trade unions and religious groups) and exclusion/marginalisation (indigenous, traditional 

communities, women, informal workers and those who experience ethnic or racial discrimination). 

Conflict-related events reported in the EJAtlas are assessed as negative (such as unfavourable 

legislative changes, corruption, repression, displacement, violence, or deaths) and as positive 

(such as the enforcement of existing regulations, increased participation, compensation payments, 

environmental improvements and rehabilitation, favourable court decisions) checking the context 

of the event. Conflicts were then classified as positive- or negative-dominant depending on whether 

positive or negatives events dominated (see Table S1 in the supplementary information).    

Impacts most frequently reported in the EJAtlas were categorised as ecological, socio-economic 

or health-related impacts, both within a risk framework (potential versus observed or documented 

impacts) and a time framework (immediate versus long-term impacts) (see Table S2 for details of 

the classification in the supplementary information). In terms of conflict characteristics, elements of 

mobilisation and resistance were used to assign a degree of intensity to each mining conflict in the 

EJAtlas at the time of reporting.  

In the original data form, the following definitions were used as guidelines to ascertain degree of 

intensity: high (widespread resistance, mass mobilisation, violence, arrests); medium (street 

protests, visible mobilisation); low (some local organising); latent (no visible organising at the time).  

Finally, the data indicates the stage of the production chain where conflicts are born. These are 

classified as early on during access to resources, extraction, processing, or waste.  

To understand the main factors related to perceived EJ success, we first analyzed a large set of 

variables (as depicted in Table 1 and also Table S3 in the Supplementary Information). Findings 

from the econometric regressions signalled that conflict intensity and project status, in particular, 

were significant correlates of perceived EJ success. We then tried to understand factors associated 

with higher conflict intensity and halting a disruptive project by looking at them separately and in 

more detail. All multivariate statistical analyses that used probit models were carried out with the 

STATA 11 software. Summary statistics are provided and discussed in the following sections, while 

details of headings in the original database are provided in the Supplementary Information section. 
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4. Results 

4.1 Characterisation of mining conflicts  

While each conflict reported in the dataset is unique with its history, geographical setting, and 

circumstances, looking at them all together offered an opportunity to identify patterns across 

localities in resistance movements and environmental concerns.  

A great majority of the conflicts in our dataset were related to precious (39%) and base metals 

(36%); the rest involved minerals used for energy generation (18%) and construction (7%). Almost 

85% occurred in rural and semi-urban areas. An overwhelming majority of cases (91%) were 

extraction-driven, and more than half (56%) incorporated access-related considerations. Again, in 

almost half of the cases (42%), waste was an issue. As seen in Figure 1a, projects considered in 

the study were either in the proposal or planning stages, under construction, or stopped—although 

most of them are still operational. In terms of the timing of mobilisation, as shown in Figure 1b, 

while many of the resistance movements were initiated as preventive measures before project 

construction, a significant proportion was in reaction to project implementation, when construction 

began. In contrast, some others mobilised afterward in order to secure reparations. 

Figure 1: Project status (a) and timing of mobilisation (b), N= 346 

 

Compared to latent and low-intensity conflicts, high and medium intensity conflicts—visible, 

widespread, mass mobilization—seem to be greater in number in mining terrains. Note that here 

no mobilisation does not necessarily mean there is no conflict, as described by the literature on 

slow violence (Nixon, 2011).  

Who are the social actors involved in mining conflicts? Looking at the types of mobilised groups, 

what is observed is very much in line with case studies that point to numerous local communities, 

civil society organisations and economic actors (Bustos et al., 2014). In the present study, local 

EJOs, social movements, political parties, international EJOs, trade unions and religious groups 

were involved in 97% of the cases. In 78%, economic actors played a key role. Case studies have 
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already underlined the relevance of economic actors at the local level; what is at stake in many 

instances is alternative visions and development strategies. There is also a significant 64% 

representing excluded people. 

Companies associated with the conflicts reported in our dataset are naturally relevant actors. 

Looking at these companies' networking behaviour, average degree centrality was 1.64 for the 600 

companies reported with a maximum value 19, which points to a rather strong network of corporate 

relationships in the mining industry. Another potentially important actor on the list is international 

financial organisations, since they can also potentially affect conflict outcomes (Boyce and Pastor, 

1998). In the EJAtlas, international financial institutions were present in around 10% of the cases, 

which is not surprising given that it was the World Bank Group and other international financial 

institutions that encouraged countries to commit to extractive industry growth as a development 

strategy in the 1990s (Bebbington et al., 2008a). 

Complaints against mining activities are various and complex, yet there are many commonalities 

across cases as well. As shown in Figure 2, potential environmental impacts were reported more 

frequently—in three-fourths of the cases—than observed impacts, indicating that risk is a critical 

element of global environmental injustice. Meanwhile, immediate impacts were reported more 

frequently than long-term impacts, except when they concerned the environment. Among 

immediate impacts, water issues—water pollution and decreasing water levels, groundwater 

pollution or depletion, soil contamination and food insecurity—constituted one of the major 

environmental complaints (45% observed and 44% potential). Health impacts were reported less, 

appearing in one-third of the cases, but this figure climbed to 58% when the impact was potential 

and immediate. In many instances, adverse health effects and risks were related to air and water 

contamination, cyanide use and uranium extraction. At the same time, human rights violations, 

displacement, land dispossession, and the loss of landscape and traditional practices were 

frequently reported socio-economic impacts. 

Figure 2: Impacts (percentage of conflicts in the relevant categories), N=346 
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The present study also showed that what might be considered positive measures such as enforcing 

existing regulations, boosting participation, and paying compensation (43%, 34%, and 30%, 

respectively), were not infrequent. However, negative factors such as corruption, criminalising 

activists, repression, and displacement were also prevalent (32%, 29%, 27%, and 26% 

respectively). Ultimately, positive events were dominant in 65% of the conflicts. 

Analysis of the 346 cases in terms of reported complaints consistently revealed the regularity of 

ecological and socio-economic damages that threaten local people's livelihoods on a daily basis, 

including adverse health effects and cultural losses, and other harms that manifest in various other 

ways. Indeed, when activists were asked if they thought EJ had been served, the answer was 'Yes' 

in 20.5% of the cases (Table 2).  

 

Table 2: EJ perception and conflict intensity (N=346) 

EJ perception Ratio (%) 

Conflict 

intensity 

 

Ratio (%) 

EJ success 21 High 30 

Not sure 33 Medium 45 

EJ failure 46 Low 19 

  Latent 6 

 

These results illustrate that mining is a locally disruptive activity with varying EJ consequences. 

The fact that similar patterns arise in geographically discrete areas reinforces the idea that in terms 

of global environmental injustice, mining conflicts constitute an important platform to study EJ 

perceptions towards identifying patterns of generalisable validity and better knowing and 

understanding the conditions of perceived success (Rootes, 1999; Walker, 2012).  

4.2 Factors associated with perceived EJ success in mining conflicts 

In one out of every five cases in the dataset, the perception was that justice had been achieved. 

Which conditions are associated with this perception? Results of our multivariate analysis are 

presented in the first two columns of Table 3. Column 1 displays the results of probit estimation, 

where the dependent variable is a dummy that takes the value of 1 if EJ is 'Yes'. In Column 2, the 

dependent variable is a dummy that compares the 'No' response to the other options (namely, to 

'Yes' and 'Not sure'). Table 3 presents only the results for variables that are significant in at least 

one of the regressions (see Table S4 for estimated coefficients).  

The estimation results show that controlling for other factors, conflict intensity, timing of 

mobilisation, the centrality of the company in the network, conflict events, project status and the 

presence of international financial organisations are significant correlates of perceived EJ success. 

To check the robustness of the results, estimation was repeated by excluding insignificant 

variables; the results did not change. Estimating regressions by excluding the two countries that 

had the highest number of cases (42 and 40, respectively) in the data, one at a time, did not 

substantially modify the results either. 



13 
 

 

 

 

 

Table 3: Determinants of EJ, conflict intensity and conflict outcome 

(probit analysis results) 

  

Variables EJ-Yes (1) EJ-No (2) Intensity (3) Stopped (4) 

Centrality  13.03 * 4.59  4.29  -36.13 ** 

   of comp. (7.43)  (6.19)  (6.51)  (15.81)  

High/med.  0.81 ** -0.28      

   intensity (0.35)  (0.20)      

Stopped 2.33 *** -1.14 ***     

 (0.27)  (0.22)      

Health imp.:  0.34  0.03  0.02  -0.45 ** 

   imm.-pot. (0.27)  (0.20)  (0.20)  (0.21)  

Env. imp.:  -0.39  -0.1  0.55 * 0.23  

   imm.-pot. (0.37)  (0.26)  (0.29)  (0.31)  

Soc. imp.:  -0.04  -0.34  0.61 *** -0.05  

   imm.-pot. (0.29)  (0.22)  (0.23)  (0.24)  

Soc. imp.:  -0.1  0.14  -0.64 *** 0.22  

   lt-pot. (0.25)  (0.19)  (0.20)  (0.20)  

Health imp.:  -0.11  0.42 * 0.81 *** 0.05  

   lt-obs. (0.30)  (0.22)  (0.25)  (0.29)  

Soc. imp.:  -0.28  -0.1  0.19  -0.38 * 

   imm.-obs. (0.28)  (0.20)  (0.21)  (0.22)  

Soc. imp.:  -0.21  0.21  -0.39 * 0.28  

   lt-obs. (0.30)  (0.21)  (0.21)  (0.23)  

Precious  0.6 * -0.16  0.12  -0.12  

   comm. (0.33)  (0.22)  (0.23)  (0.25)  

Preventive 0.94 *** -0.79 *** 0.33 * 0.36 * 

 (0.27)  (0.19)  (0.20)  (0.22)  

Low  -0.44  0.84 ** -0.21  ---  

   income (0.63)  (0.42)  (0.41)  ---  

Middle-low  0.16  0.28  0.36  -0.01  

   income (0.40)  (0.28)  (0.32)  (0.29)  

Middle-high -0.16  0.18  -0.61 ** 0.13  

   income (0.33)  (0.26)  (0.27)  (0.25)  

Access 0  -0.13  0.13  0.03  

 (0.21)  (0.17)  (0.18)  (0.18)  

Waste -0.33  0.07  0.38 ** -0.07  

 (0.21)  (0.16)  (0.18)  (0.18)  

Negative  -0.65 *** 0.51 *** 0.16  -0.67 *** 

   pathways (0.24)  (0.18)  (0.19)  (0.21)  

Excluded -0.09  -0.01  0.81 *** 0.09  

   -marg. (0.24)  (0.19)  (0.18)  (0.20)  

Economic  0.08  -0.18  0.38 * 0.15  

   actors (0.27)  (0.21)  (0.22)  (0.25)  

Local  0.25  0.31  -1.33 ** 0.2  

     people (0.59)  (0.48)  (0.59)  (0.54)  

Internat.  0.97 *** 0.1  -0.05  0.16  

   fin. inst. (0.35)  (0.27)  (0.32)  (0.34)  

N 344  344  344  318  

Pseudo-R2 0.51  0.28  0.21  0.15  
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Note: Probit results. Standard errors in parentheses. *, **, *** for significance at 10%, 5% and 1%, respectively. Table reports coefficients for 

variables that are statistically significant in at least one of the analyses. Full results are in Supplementary Table S4. 

The value of the variable 'stopped' was 0 for all low-income countries, hence left out of the probit regression. Centrality of companies 

measured by average eigenvalue. Abbreviations: centr-centrality; imp-impact; imm-immediate; pot-potential; env-environmental; soc-

socioeconomic; lt-long-term; obs-observed; marg-marginalized. 

 

First, higher intensity reactions seem to correlate with the perception of EJ outcomes—the more 

widespread and visible the mobilisation, the higher the reported perception of EJ achievement. 

Moreover, timing of mobilisation efforts was positively correlated with perceived EJ success and 

negatively correlated with the likelihood of perceived EJ failure when such efforts had a preventive 

function and were initiated before the operation started. This association may indicate a causal 

relationship in that mobilising for prevention helps stop hazardous projects before it is too late. 

However, it may also result from simultaneous causality in that efforts are launched earlier when 

EJ success seems more likely. Furthermore, the finding that the perception of EJ success is more 

likely with precious commodities provides some evidence for causality from early mobilisation to 

EJ success, as most gold mining conflicts erupt during the exploration stage. This is when residents 

realise that the gold mine will threaten their precious resources—land and water, especially in open-

cast mining (Avcı, 2017).The conflict grows while impacts become potentially threatening, resulting 

in either halting of the project or improving the technology. 

Another key positive correlate of EJ success perception is the halting of a project. As would be 

expected, when this occurs, reports of EJ success are more likely and EJ failure less likely. Lastly, 

some company and financing characteristics were found to correlate with perceptions of EJ 

success. For one, controlling for other factors, respondents were more likely to say 'Yes' for EJ 

success the more central the company node was in the network. For another, having international 

financial organisations involved in a project resulted in higher reported EJ success rates.  

The analysis also revealed that reports of EJ failure were more common in the face of observed 

long-term health impacts. Perceptions of EJ failure were also more likely in low-income countries 

in the database, where not a single project has been stopped. In line with this finding, when negative 

events occur in such countries, respondents were less likely to think EJ had been achieved. Given 

that conflict intensity and stopped projects are significant correlates of perceived EJ success, the 

next two sub-sections further investigate the factors associated with them. 

4.3 Factors associated with higher conflict intensity 

In mining, medium and high-intensity conflicts were common (75% of cases in the sample). Our 

analysis revealed that immediate potential impacts—both socio-economic and environmental—

were significant positive correlates of mining conflict intensity (Column 3 of Table 3). Conflict 

intensity was also observed to be correlated with impacts. Controlling for other factors, the 

relationship between potential or observed long-term socio-economic impacts (e.g., loss of 

traditional knowledge/practices, loss of landscape and sense of place) and conflict intensity seems 

to be statistically significant, but negative. In general, conflicts that lead to long-term socio-

economic impacts are more likely to be latent and low intensity. Moreover, waste-related conflicts 
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were more likely to be high in intensity; again, this directly concerns communal livelihoods (e.g., 

water pollution and land dispossession) and lives (e.g., health impacts).  

The presence of economic actors and marginalised groups was positively correlated with the 

intensity of conflicts. The presence of locals in general, however, seems to be associated with lower 

conflict intensity. Results related to national income levels were ambiguous; high or medium 

intensity events were less likely in middle-high income countries compared to high-income 

countries, yet no other differences were observed in the other categories. This is in line with the 

fact that well-resourced groups have greater capacity to launch mass mobilisation campaigns 

against mining to block major projects. 

4.4 Correlates of a mining project being stopped 

Analysis of project status—i.e., whether the project has been stopped—revealed few significant 

covariates. As seen in Column 4 of Table 3, the stopping of a project is significantly correlated with 

the resistance being launched in the preventive stage, meaning when the project is in the design 

or planning process. This is also in line with the finding that once immediate socio-economic 

impacts are observed and felt, being able to stop a mining project seems less likely. While this may 

be because it is much easier for projects to be cancelled in their early stages—if mobilisation starts 

when the project is still in its proposal and/or planning stage—reverse causality remains to be 

investigated in future work. Stopping a disruptive project is likely related to some other factors that 

are not well-captured here, such as the rule of law in the country. Indeed, we find that project being 

stopped is negatively correlated with factors such as corruption, repression, criminalisation and 

violent targeting of activists and displacement. We also observed that projects were less likely to 

be halted when a company node in the network was important.  

5. Discussion 

Our investigation revealed three interlinked associations of interests with regards to mining 

resistance movements. They refer, first, to the factors related to perceived EJ success, and in turn, 

to the correlates of conflict intensity and a mining project being stopped. Our first finding was the 

association of perceived EJ success with timing of mobilisation, conflict intensity, conflict events, 

project status, international financial organisations' presence, and the centrality of the company in 

the network. Timing of mobilisation, in particular, seems crucial for perceived EJ success in mining 

conflicts. Presumably, it is easier to alter a mining project during the prevention stage, before the 

operation starts. This is in line with research findings which places political opportunity structure as 

a mediating factor between social movements and their success (Giugni, 1998). By forcefully 

resisting at an early stage, the peasants in Bergama, Turkey, for instance, were able to force 

international mining companies to make a number of salient technological changes before 

operations began, thus limiting the likelihood of environmental risk posed by cyanide leaching 

(Çoban, 2004; Özen and Özen, 2009).  

While it is important to initiate mobilisation efforts early on, our analysis also asserts that visible 

and mass mobilisation against mining is worth the effort since conflict intensity is an important 
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predictor of perceived EJ success. This result is an input into the social movements literature 

discussing the effectiveness of different forms of protests and contentious action (Giugni et al., 

1999; Goodwin and Jasper, 2015, Silva et al., 2018). Giugni (1998) and Bosi (2007), for instance, 

points that the use by social movements of disruptive tactics seems to increase potential for change 

as it exerts pressure on policy and institutions, but as underlined by Kroger (2020), specific linking 

of particular struggles with their respective outcomes is still needed. 

Our initial analysis also resonates with some other empirical insights gained from the literature. As 

discussed in Section 2, the literature dealing with community resistance pay systematic attention 

to the interaction of movement dynamics and actions with outside events. In our analysis, while 

mobilising during the prevention stage, and high-intensity reactions are part of movement dynamics 

and actions, company and financing characteristics are significant outside events in correlation with 

perceptions of EJ success (Boyce and Pastor, 1998; Haslam et al., 2018).  

In particular, the importance of company characteristics in perceived EJ success is insightful. When 

well-known, well-connected international companies or organisations with headquarters based, for 

instance, in Australia, Canada, Switzerland or the UK, are involved in conflicts, both local 

governments and the companies involved tend to be more responsive. They try to compensate for 

some losses to keep the operation going (Boyce and Pastor, 1998). This finding is also in line with 

Conde and Le Billon (2017), indicating that mid-tier or junior companies might not have the 

experience or resources to deal with potential resistance negotiation with local communities. All in 

all, it seems that although complaints against mining activities are complex and diverse, they are 

ultimately linked to the project and how it is governed.  

At this junction, our second finding point to the critical connection of conflict intensity with potential 

immediate impacts. Communities get mobilised intensely especially when impacts of socio-

economic and environmental type are immediate and potentially threatening their daily lives, for 

instance, if their water resources or land are at risk. This finding parallels the remarks made through 

case studies in the mining and EJ literature (Bebbington et al., 2008b). Communities are aware of 

the threats related to health and the environment in the case of gold mining, for instance, because 

cyanide is used in the process (Walter and Martinez-Alier, 2010; Wan, 2014). Adverse reactions to 

perceived risks may also explain why high and medium intensity conflicts were more likely in cases 

where the purpose of mobilisation was prevention, as again highlighted in our analyses. People 

mobilise and their reactions are more forceful when impacts are potentially threatening, just before 

a project becomes operational. We may talk of a causal relation here, as one would not expect the 

impacts to change with the degree of mobilisation. In terms of observed impacts, long-term health 

impacts (e.g. infectious or environment-related diseases and exposure to unknown/uncertain risks) 

also seem to be significant indicators of high and medium intensity conflicts, again in line with 

evidence from case-studies (Urkidi and Walter, 2011). The negative statistically significant 

relationship between potential or observed long-term socio-economic impacts and conflict intensity 

is then an indicator of the difficulties in mobilising action based on long-term socio-economic effects 

because they are relatively harder to visualise. 
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The involvement of minorities or disadvantaged people was again correlated with conflict 

intensity—a finding in line with the post-colonial movements of the South (Doherty and Doyle, 

2006). This result echoed the view that governments and companies have little concern or 

understanding of indigenous cultures and put pressure on marginalised groups more easily, which 

leads to increased violence and arrests as these groups continue to stand against mining projects 

(Bryant, 1998; Temper and Martinez-Alier, 2013). As reported by Downing (2002), the mining 

industry is well indicted for tragic and unnecessary forced relocations and violations of human 

rights. The debility of the prevalent business model in mining that relies on a presumed social 

licence to operate but lacks real community participation in the benefits of extraction is amply 

acknowledged (Dunbar et al., 2020). The presence of local people in general, however, seems to 

be a factor that decreases conflict intensity. This may result from difficulties in coordinating and 

mobilising high-intensity action when there are many but unorganised local people acting on their 

own – a distinction made by Doherty and Doyle (2006) and Doyle (2002) with regard to kinds of 

movements in the global North and South. 

The analysis relies on perception of EJ success rather than measurable environmental change 

indicators (e.g., water quality or health) after the struggle. Yet the association of potential impacts 

with intensity and the perception of EJ success shows the ultimate concern of communities for 

protecting their material conditions through mobilisation as underlined by studies on the political 

ecology of mining. This point is reinforced with the last part of the analysis, related to stopping a 

mining project.       

Indeed, our third major finding corroborates that when communities mobilise against projects they 

considered to be disruptive, the capacity to stop them was seen as an EJ success. This finding 

resonates with accounts of successful paralysation of mining projects in Europe that open broader 

societal debates about mining and community livelihood (Avcı, 2017; Velicu and Kaika, 2014). 

Cases that succeeded in halting gold mining projects in the late 1990s in the South (such as 

Tambogrande, Peru and Esquel, in Argentina) had demonstrable effects that inspired other 

mobilised communities. However, on the path to EJ success, the most difficult challenge that mining 

resistance movements face might be to stop a project from being implemented in the first place.  

In our study, the variables associated with the halting of a project were somewhat inconclusive as 

the analysis revealed few significant covariates. Stopping a project was mainly correlated with the 

resistance being launched in the preventive stage. Additionally, projects were less likely to be 

halted when a company node in the network was important. The importance of company networks 

in stopping a project may be because such firms has higher capacity to mediate distributional 

claims and resist radical demands of cancellation thanks to the power imbalance in their favour. 

This result is also in line with what Haslam et al. (2018) finds—Canadian mining firms perform 

slightly better than other foreign non-Canadian firms at avoiding known social conflict and that they 

seem to perform even better in poorer communities. 

The fact that projects being stopped is negatively correlated with adverse conflict events 

emphasises that state-society relations and institutional contexts matter in ensuring that a project 
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is halted and requires further investigation (A. Bebbington and Bury, 2009; Davidson, 2006). If a 

project continues, notwithstanding the subjectivities involved, it is generally true that there are valid 

reasons for complaints, such as physical impacts. In this sense, it is hardly surprising that the 

perception of not having achieved EJ prevails. A negative correlation of EJ success with health 

impacts is often closely linked to the unequal distribution of risks and impacts (Muradian et al., 

2003; Schlosberg, 2004) and to the fact that causality and liability is difficult to establish in observed 

health impacts (Martinez-Alier et al., 1998). The Yanacocha gold mine in Cajamarca, Peru, where 

local people were heavily affected by the toxic contamination caused by the mine is a case in point; 

in such cases, damages cannot be fully compensated (Conde and Le Billon, 2017). 

6. Conclusion 

This paper aimed bring local knowledge and past EJO experiences together, and present evidence-

based support to better understand the conditions correlated with perceived EJ success and failure 

in mining conflicts. The wish to understand conditions for successful mining struggles motivated a 

general research question on the characteristics of a situation associated with activist perceptions 

of EJ success or failure at a specific moment in time in mining conflicts. The notion of EJ success 

has been elusive because of the dynamic nature of EJ struggles. While we admit that the likelihood 

of a permanent EJ success is low, we approximate it from the activists' sense of justice, according 

to their circumstances, as seeking successful stories is a common strategy both for activists and 

policymakers. Our work may guide further attempts to examine achievements towards EJ.  

The statistical approach adopted here offers novel insights from aggregated patterns but loses the 

appreciation of quality and ideas for causality. Such an analytical exercise is an effort that 

complements the work in political ecology and on social movements. While many of the findings 

do not differ from previous insights gained from the existing case-study based literature, the 

quantitative approach allowed to advance knowledge in the field in three ways.  

First, the analysis reinforces the idea that mining conflicts are glocal processes where 

understanding the conditions associated with perceived EJ success is crucial to understanding how 

activism succeeds and improving EJ outcomes. The results clearly illustrate the need to hold a 

global discussion on mining activities' social and environmental impacts and use this powerful 

activist-academic voice in mining-related debates to mediate conflicts on large-scale mining better. 

Second, insights progressively gained in analyzing activist perceptions of EJ success shed new 

light on the importance of conflict intensity and the possibility of stopping a mining project, 

advancing new questions on these matters. Our findings are merely a first analytic step; other 

researchers and scholars should take them as a baseline for further research. Third, our work also 

shows the need for quantitative studies to explore causal mechanisms. No doubt, such debates on 

mining resonate in other anti-extractivist controversies, such as in oil or biomass conflicts. We hope 

that the story of mining conflicts is in many ways representative of the challenges experienced by 

EJ movements as a whole.  
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