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Abstract

Context — Backed by global climate change mitigation efforts, the drive towards electromobility has
manifested itself in a rush for lithium, a mineral crucial for battery technologies. In the so-called
“Lithium Triangle” (Bolivia, Chile, Argentina), hopes of leveraging the region’s resource endowment
for economic development are complicated by an increasing awareness of lithium mining’s negative
ramifications, spurring protests by local Indigenous populations that are once again feeling by-passed

and threatened by extractive projects.

Purpose — This thesis investigates the externalities of lithium mining projects in terms of
environmental justice. The movement has been adapted by Latin American scholars, incorporating

Indigenous struggles and decolonial thinking, and thereby constitutes a particularly insightful tool.

Methodology — A multiple case study including all three triangle states, both primary and secondary
data collection techniques are utilized to arrive at a holistic understanding that takes into account

structural and subjective factors.

Findings — Fundamentally, the local impacts of lithium mining are found to be four-fold, affecting
environmental, economic and sociocultural aspects, while failing to uphold the special rights of
Indigenous peoples. In terms of environmental justice, though not in all cases, lithium mining in the
triangle states entails distributional, procedural and recognitional injustices, in addition to threatening
community capabilities. From a decolonial perspective, it becomes apparent that lithium mining
under the current neo-extractivist rationale is neither compatible with relational ways of life nor

contributes to plurality and the construction of otherness.

Implications — The relevance of this study’s findings is highly dependent on the audience’s
perspective, but overwhelmingly point to a need for action regarding extraction technologies,

safeguarding human rights, and ultimately a change of course in climate strategy.

Keywords — Lithium, Environmental Justice, Indigenous Peoples, Human Rights, Transition,

Electromobility, Decolonization, Bolivia, Chile, Argentina
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Chapter I: Introduction

.1 General Context

The consequences of climate change arguably pose the biggest challenge of our times (McNultt,
2013). In response, governments around the world are joining forces to foster a “green transition”,
aiming to decarbonize our energy and transport sectors, our cities, and our daily lives (UNFCCC,
1997). On the road to sustainable transport, passenger electric vehicles (EVs) powered by lithium-ion
batteries (LIB) are a key driver, resulting in a global mining boom that has manifested lithium’s role
as a strategic resource (Kavanagh et al., 2018). Likewise, global production capacity for LIBs is
growing rapidly, exemplified by Tesla’s Gigafactory in Nevada (Bustos-Gallardo et al., 2021). The
soft-silvery metal is predominantly found below salt lakes in what is now known as the “Lithium
Triangle”, a desert area at the trijunction of Bolivia, Chile and Argentina (Barandiardn, 2019).
Lithium offers a relatively clean slate, seeking to break with the region’s history of particularly
polluting mining that has taken a devastating toll on both its people and its landscape (Farthing &
Fabricant, 2018). In addition to the green rhetoric, the international press has painted economic
development visions for the chronically underdeveloped region, with Forbes Magazine coining it the
“Saudi Arabia of Lithium” (2008). Albeit relatively scarcely populated, the “triangle” is home to
several Indigenous populations with ancestral ties to the territory. Contrary to the favorable image of
lithium-powered EVs, local Indigenous communities have begun to mobilize against the mineral’s
exploitation, lamenting environmental degradation and irresponsible conduct by mining companies

with a disregard for human rights (Puente & Argento, 2015; Reuters, 2019a).
1.2 Problem Statement

Due to lithium’s abundance in the area, the “triangle” has become a real-life playing field of global
climate change mitigation efforts, pointing to a disconnect between sustainability strategies agreed
upon by international policymakers and its ramifications on the ground. For one, the various
consequences of lithium mining are not very well understood at this point, and unknown to a large
majority that sees EVs as a holistically beneficial solution. However, growing unrest and discontent
among local Indigenous communities, coupled with a forecasted steep rise in lithium demand, call
for close scrutiny. Matters are complicated further by the persisting marginalization of Indigenous
populations in the Latin American context, with historical roots that date back to the colonial period
(Alvarez & Coolsaet, 2020).



1.3 What has been done?

Research interest on lithium mining has proliferated in recent years, with a range of studies focusing
on environmental (e.g. Bustos-Gallardo et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2019) and social (e.g. Agusdinata et
al., 2018; Egbue, 2012) issues in the triangle region. Furthermore, the political and legal dimensions
have been investigated (e.g. Abelvik-Lawson, 2019; Marchegiani et al., 2020; Rossi, 2019). These
studies have pointed to environmental externalities of lithium mining, as well as a general disregard
for the internationally and nationally recognized rights of local Indigenous communities by both state
and firm actors. While the presence of mining projects can mean additional sources of income and
improvements in local infrastructure, we have also seen social ramifications that range from

community division to the loss of livelihoods and cultural heritage.
1.4 What is missing?

Having gained a basic understanding of the historic circumstances and prevalent issues in each
context, the environmental justice literature was identified as a particularly helpful tool for its bottom-
up and people-centered approach. Publications that apply this perspective to lithium mining are
extremely few (Romero et al., 2012). Moreover, Latin American scholars have advanced the concept
past its initial emphasis on distribution, procedure and recognition, incorporating decolonial literature
with a strong base in regional Indigenous struggles (Rodriguez, 2021). At the time of this study, there

have been no decolonial perspectives on lithium mining published, to the best of my knowledge.
1.5 Purpose of Study & Research Questions

As a direct outcome of the above, this study aims to address the impacts of lithium mining operations
in the “triangle” in terms of environmental justice, while also attempting to offer a perspective based
on decolonization and Indigenous environmental justice. Incorporating all three “triangle” states, it
looks at the current state of affairs on the Bolivian Salar de Uyuni, Chilean Salar de Atacama, and
Argentine Salar de Olaroz and Salinas Grandes. Based on a combination of critical realist and social
constructionist philosophical assumptions, it thereby seeks to lay bare both structural factors as well
as the subjective realm, which are assumed to co-contribute to the observed issues. The findings are
relevant for a diverse set of audiences, such as academics, policymakers, private companies, and civil

society.



Accordingly, this thesis aims to answer the following two research questions:

RQ 1: What are the impacts of lithium mining operations on Indigenous communities in the “Lithium

Triangle” in terms of the four tenets of Environmental Justice?

RQ2: What is the outcome of assessing lithium mining operations in the “triangle states” from an

Indigenous and Decolonial Environmental Justice perspective?
1.6 Overview of Thesis

Having introduced the general topic and the research questions guiding this study, the remainder of
this thesis is organized as follows. Chapter Il gives a broad overview of the background conditions,
starting with a brief historic account of Indigenous peoples in Latin America and the special rights
protecting them today. Subsequently, lithium’s role in the low-carbon transition is addressed, and the
so-called “Lithium Triangle” is presented in more depth. Finally, the problematic nature of
extractivism in the region and its impact on Indigenous peoples is explained, setting the stage for the
chosen theoretical model of environmental justice. Chapter 111 introduces the environmental justice
literature, starting with its initial emphasis on distribution, procedure and recognition. It then moves
on to a reimagined emphasis on community capabilities before introducing Latin American
reconceptualizations of the concept, based on decolonization and Indigenous epistemologies. This
chapter also features a literature review on environmental justice applications, determining the current
state of research in the “Lithium Triangle”. Chapter IV presents the chosen methodology, a multiple
case study, while also developing the assessment model that will guide the following chapters.
Chapter V presents findings in terms of the various externalities of lithium mining in the triangle
states, grouped into environmental, economic, sociocultural and human rights impacts. Chapter VI
then discusses these impacts and how they relate to different understandings of environmental
(in)justice (distribution, procedure, recognition, capabilities) before offering a perspective based on
decolonization and Indigenous environmental justice. Chapter VII summarizes the thesis by
presenting conclusions and answering the research questions. A quick note on limitations precedes a

section on implications for future research, as well as recommendations for different stakeholders.



Chapter I1: Background

11.1 Indigenous peoples in Latin America

11.1.1 Definitions & Historical Struggle

The term “Indigenous peoples” refers to a diverse group of peoples that is spread across the world,
generally defined as the descendants of those who inhabited a geographical region at the time when
people of different cultures or ethnic origins arrived (United Nations, n.d.-b). Other denominations
include Native populations, Aboriginal people, and First Nations. Due to the vast diversity of cultures
that classify as “Indigenous Peoples”, the United Nations has adopted an understanding of the term
based on self-identification and a historical continuity with pre-colonial societies (ibid.). The
condition as non-dominant sectors of society, determined to preserve ancestral territories and an
ethnic identity as a basis of their continued existence (Daes, 2008, p. 9), is consistent across
definitions, pointing to an inherent struggle that has characterized Indigenous societies since the

colonial period.

In this regard, the case of Indigenous peoples in Latin America is a tale of exploitation and
subordination symbolic for this struggle. Characterized by slavery, exploitative labor systems like the
encomienda, and segregation during the colonial period, discrimination and marginalization
continued throughout the continent after independence, reducing the Indigenous population to a
fraction of what it was before the arrival of European settlers (Diaz Polanco, 1997). An exploitative
project of this magnitude has dire consequences on many levels; a 1957 survey found that four in five
Paraguayans thought that “Indians were animals”, irrespective of the fact that almost all Paraguayans
are of Indigenous descent (Galeano, 1973, p. 42). While a comprehensive account of the hardships
endured by the Latin American Indigenous populations would go greatly beyond the scope of this
thesis as well as its purpose, it should be noted that it is argued to play a significant role to this day.
In this regard, Indigenous communities have been disproportionately impacted by neoliberalism,
constituting the poorest and most politically disenfranchised groups in a struggle to remain engaged
in traditional productive activities (Wickstrom, 2008a). In response, the past decades have seen a
proliferation of Indigenous rights movements, resulting in widespread acknowledgements of the

pluralist make-up of most contemporary Latin American societies (Schlosberg & Carruthers, 2010).

Indigenous peoples exhibit a distinctive and profound relationship with their lands, territories and

resources (Barelli, 2012, p. 1; see also Barros, 1997). This relationship is often seen to be at the core



of Indigenous societies, with consequences for “social, cultural, spiritual, economic and political
dimensions” (Barelli, 2012, p. 1). Such Indigenous cosmovisions are said to be at odds with the
contemporary developmental paradigm, in which nature often takes on the role of an exploitable
resource in the quest for never-ending growth (ibid.). Moreover, Indigenous peoples have been
identified among the most vulnerable human communities to climate change (Sandoval-Rivera,
2020). This vulnerability has been attributed to the combination of Indigenous peoples’ dependence
upon and close relationship with the environment with a complex set of background injustices, such
as colonial practices of resource exploitation, relocation, land appropriation and persistent economic
exploitation (Figueroa, 2011). As a major instrument for confronting these issues, Indigenous rights
play a significant role as communities strive for the recognition of their identities, ways of life and

rights to traditional lands, territories and resources (United Nations, n.d.-b).

11.1.2 Indigenous Rights

The special rights of Indigenous Peoples are recognized by a number of international as well as
national legal standards. Fundamentally, Indigenous peoples’ right to be different is protected by the
1948 Universal Declaration on Human Rights (UDHR) (Coolsaet & Néron, 2021). More
specifically, the two most important international legal instruments concerning the special rights of
Indigenous Peoples are the International Labor Organization’s Convention No. 169 (ILO 169)
and the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). This subsection will
introduce both of these instruments before zooming in on national legislation in the triangle states.
Here, the decision was made to focus on recognized international instruments, as these also form the
basis of any further tools of guiding nature, such as the UN Framework, UN Guiding Principles, or
OECD Guidelines.

11.1.2.1 1LO 169 & UNDRIP

ILO 169, drafted in 1989, is the only international instrument concerning Indigenous peoples that
produces legally binding obligations and is still open to ratification (Barelli, 2012, p. 6). However, it
has been argued that the contribution of ILO 169 goes well beyond the ratifications, having been
highly influential in the conception of other international human rights instruments and movements
(ibid.). It guarantees “Indigenous and Tribal peoples” (ILO, 1989) the right to free, prior and informed
consultation “in good faith” (ibid., Art. 6). While this was an important concept at the time and still
carries weight in the present, it is important to note that ILO 169 does not grant Indigenous peoples

the right of refusal on projects in their communities (Farthing & Fabricant, 2018). Nevertheless, it



posits that consultations should be conducted with a view to finding appropriate solutions, and that

Indigenous peoples should have a realistic chance of affecting the outcome (Barelli, 2012).

Although international human rights treaties do not explicitly refer to FPIC (free, prior and informed
consent) or Indigenous rights, it has been argued that several UN bodies, namely the Committee on
the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights,
as well as the Human Rights Committee, have continuously developed interpretations that link their
generic provisions to Indigenous peoples’ cultural attachment to their land (ibid.). While this can

generally be seen as constructive, it also led to uncertainty about the exact legal obligations.

UNDRIP, adopted in 2007, attempts to resolve this uncertainty. Importantly, as a UN declaration, it
does so without producing legally binding obligations, but nevertheless “represents the dynamic
development of international legal norms and reflect[s] the commitment of states to move in certain
directions” (United Nations, n.d.-a), carrying moral force. UNDRIP’s cornerstone is Article 3,
granting Indigenous peoples the right to self-determination concerning their political status as well as
economic, social and cultural development (UNDRIP, 2007). Furthermore, provisions are included
in regard to FPIC. However, there is still substantial discussion on whether or not UNDRIP grants
Indigenous peoples a definitive right to veto developmental projects on their land. In practice, the
Inter-American Court of Human Rights has adopted a flexible approach, meaning that while
Indigenous communities do not have a definitive right to veto, states are obliged to obtain consent
when a particular project is likely to have a serious impact on the cultures and lives of Indigenous
peoples (Barelli, 2012).

11.1.2.2 National Legislation in Triangle States

11.1.2.2.1 Bolivia

The Andean west of Bolivia is home to the two most prevalent Indigenous ethnic groups of the
country, namely the Aymara and Quechua-speaking Indigenous peoples (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019). On
the national level, around half of the country’s population is made up of 36 recognized Indigenous
ethnicities (ibid.). Nevertheless, historically, Bolivia poses no exception to the exploitation of
Indigenous peoples, who were completely excluded from decision making until after the 1952
revolution, when they were recognized simply as campesinos (Wickstrom, 2008a). During the 1990s,
constitutional reforms included the acknowledgement of the multicultural nature of the population

(ibid.). The legislative landscape in Bolivia has developed significantly in recent years and today, the
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country is seen as one of the nations most engaged in protecting the rights of Indigenous peoples
(Abelvik-Lawson, 2019).

Bolivia ratified ILO 169 in 1991, and incorporated UNDRIP into national legislation with the
approval of Law No. 3760 in November 2007 (IWGIA, 2020). Moreover, Bolivia officially adopted
the status of a plurinational state in its reformed constitution in 2009, acknowledging, among other
rights, the territorial autonomy of Indigenous peoples (Rodriguez & Inturias, 2018). In this regard,
the city of Charagua has become the country’s first Indigenous autonomous municipality in 2015
(Postero, 2015). Importantly, resources are recognized as the property of the Bolivian people by the
2009 constitution, formally guaranteeing consultation to communities before resources are exploited
in their territory (Hancock et al., 2018). Furthermore, the “sustainable use and development of natural
resources” is assured, which must be used to benefit the nation as a whole (Heredia et al., 2020, p.
232; Revette, 2017). This understanding to use natural resources responsibly is argued to be the
central foundation of Bolivia’s neoextractivist policies, confirming the sole control of the state
(Abelvik-Lawson, 2019). Bolivia also became the first nation in world history to grant rights to nature
with the passing of the Law of Mother Earth in 2012. However, critics lament that a lack of

guantifiable targets impede application in any substantial way (Farthing & Fabricant, 2018).

While Bolivia has arguably undertaken the most extensive measures in terms of Indigenous rights,
lithium mining is also central to Bolivian development visions. The inherent conflict present in this
is mirrored by the opaque legal situation. For instance, in addition to extensive legislation on
Indigenous rights and consultation regarding development projects, Bolivia also passed a mining law
in 2014. This law provides a framework for consultations, which are to be done in a maximum of
three meetings and carried out in the place closest to the mining location. Importantly, such
consultation is not granted for projects in exploration or prospecting phases. Thus, the law is in breach
of Bolivia’s own domestic UNDRIP law, according to which consultations require as many meetings
as necessary in a location that is convenient for community members to attend (Abelvik-Lawson,
2019). Because of issues like this, experts have pointed to the populist character of the (on paper)
advanced legal framework in the country, alluding to the disregard of Indigenous rights when these
come into conflict with state interests (e.g. CEDLA, 2019).
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11.1.2.2.2 Chile

Chile ratified ILO 169 in 2008 and voted in favor of UNDRIP in 2007. Additionally, Chile passed
Law 19,253, also known as the “Indigenous Law” in 1993 for the promotion, protection and
development of Indigenous peoples. However, there have been calls for amendment of the Indigenous
law, as bringing it into line with the international standards mentioned above would require reform.
This has not yet happened (IWGIA, 2020). Major recent developments in this regard include the
constitutional reform process commenced in 2016 under then-president Michele Bachelet, of which
one element was to be Indigenous peoples’ consultation. With the election of neoliberal Sebastian
Pifiera in 2018, this process has stalled, yielding no constitutional reform with regard to Indigenous
issues (ibid.). In fact, the Pifiera administration proposed a number of measures to weaken the 1993
Indigenous law, which were in clear contradiction of ILO 169 and UNDRIP, despite Chile’s
respective ratification and assent. Meanwhile, there have been continuous issues surrounding
consultation and consent with development projects on Indigenous territories (see chapter I11). A new
opportunity is provided by the forthcoming rewriting of the Constitution, in which Indigenous peoples
were granted 17 out of the 155 seats (Reuters, 2020). It remains to be seen whether this will

materialize in significant advancements in regard to territorial and consultation rights.
11.1.2.2.3 Argentina

In modern-day Argentina, Indigenous peoples make up about 2% of the population, but most of the
Indigenous population is concentrated in the Andean north and Patagonian south (Abelvik-Lawson,
2019). Kolla, Atacama and Wichi peoples, among others, live in the province of Jujuy, which has the

highest concentration of Indigenous households in the country (ibid.).

Indigenous peoples in Argentina hold a number of constitutional rights at the federal level as well as
in several provincial states (IWGIA, 2020). Argentina ratified ILO 169 in 2000 and voted in favor of
UNDRIP. There is some confusion in regard to land rights of Indigenous populations. While a 1994
constitutional change paved the way for the conferment of land rights, this was not fully implemented,
and has been deemed of direct significance for the application of ILO 169 (more on this later)
(Marchegiani et al., 2020). While the incoming administration has demonstrated a desire to grant
Indigenous peoples collective property titles to their land, it has also continuously engaged in the

promotion of extractive activities (IWGIA, 2020).
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Meanwhile, the International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs has called for a need to debate the
continually postponed Argentine law on Indigenous communal ownership as envisaged by Article 75
of the constitution, as a necessary step for Indigenous peoples to overcome evictions, land claims,
and the advancement of neo-extractivist projects onto their territories (IWGIA, 2020). Currently, a
number of draft bills through which Indigenous communal ownership could be implemented are being
debated in Parliament, yet consensus is regarded as unlikely, since there is a clear conflict of interest
between allocating territory to Indigenous communities and economic benefits arising from extractive

projects (ibid.).
11.2 Lithium

11.2.1 General information

Lithium is a soft-silvery metal with a low melting point and the lowest density of all metals (United
Nations, 2020). It does not occur as a metal in nature, but always bound with one or more other
elements or compounds. Total world resources are estimated at 62 million tons (ibid.). The two
common forms of exploitation proven economically feasible are either from hard rock or brine
deposits, with hard rock mining roughly twice as expensive as mining from brine. The latter is found
in interior saline drainage basins, commonly referred to as salt flats or salars. However, not all
lithium-containing salars are economically fit for exploitation, as lithium concentration varies
considerably. In an additional step, the mined concentrates are chemically treated in refineries, where
they are turned into lithium hydroxide or lithium carbonate. Lithium has long found application in
industries as diverse as aerospace, medicine, and ceramic manufacturing. However, demand is now
mainly driven by its use in rechargeable batteries, such as consumer electronic goods, but also high-

power storage applications like batteries for electric vehicles (EVS) (IEA, 2021).

11.2.2 Lithium’s role in the Low-Carbon Transition

The global quest for sustainability in an effort to mitigate climate change has arguably become the
most ubiquitous debate of our time. It features prominently in policy priority areas across the globe,
with the scientific community overwhelmingly pointing towards the need to take measures now and
further strengthen political commitments (Rockstrom et al., 2017). At present, global efforts are
governed by the 2015 Paris Agreement, a legally binding international treaty which aims to keep
temperatures at a maximum of 2 degrees above pre-industrial levels (UNFCCC, 2020). Meanwhile,

estimates of the weight of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from transport rise continuously, not
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least due to increasing demand from developing and emerging economies (United Nations, 2020). At
this stage, emissions from transport are to be lowered by transitioning to EVs, which are argued to
have the potential to significantly reduce the carbon intensity of car transport (Agusdinata et al.,
2018). In line with this, the UNFCCC has called for at least 20 per cent of all road transport vehicles
globally to be electrically driven by as soon as 2030 (2015).
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Fig. 1: Demand for lithium carbonate per subsector, comparison of 2012 to 2025 projections;

the blue part concerns electric vehicles (Source: CEDLA, 2018)

Accordingly, governments around the world are deploying policies to incentivize the production and
purchase of EVs, as well as the development of charging infrastructure (United Nations, 2020). EVs
will become the main driver of demand for lithium, as illustrated by figure 1, with global demand
increasing by over 1000% until 2050 (BHRRC, 2020). As its extraction history is unknown among a
broad public, lithium offers a “clean slate” in its communication as a green technology (Barandiaran,
2019). As recent as 2019, three chemists were awarded the Nobel Prize in Chemistry for their
contributions in developing the LIB (NobelPrize.org, 2019), further underlining the international
community’s support for and hope in the technology. Although the global market is currently
characterized by an oversupply, experts expect a supply crunch within the next decade due to the
projected increase in demand (Riofrancos, 2020). This in turn is dependent on a number of other

factors, such as whether or not lithium will be recycled from discarded batteries.
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11.2.3 The “Lithium Triangle” — Institutional Organization

The so-called Lithium Triangle is a geographical area at the trijunction of Bolivia, Chile and
Argentina. Together, the three states combine for well over 50 per cent (estimates vary substantially)
of global lithium reserves, representing a highly valuable resource endowment for each of the
countries (United Nations, 2020). While Bolivia holds the single largest reserve of the world’s lithium
resources with the Salar de Uyuni, estimates on Bolivian lithium reserves vary significantly, and have
been subject to contestation because of their political weight in the country (Zuleta, 2020). Contained
in the form of brine, deposits in the triangle stand out both because of the abundance of lithium and
the relatively low cost of extraction (Barandiaran, 2019). Importantly, each of the three countries’
policies and idiosyncrasies towards mining, and lithium in particular, completely differs from the
others (Heredia et al., 2020).

11.2.3.1 Bolivia

From a foreign investor’s point of view, Bolivia arguably exhibits the most difficult terrain for
investments related to lithium mining. For one, lithium is considered a strategic resource, reserving
extraction, industrialization and commercialization rights exclusively to the state (Heredia et al.,
2020). Apart from this, there are several additional hurdles to Bolivian lithium extraction, ranging
from a lack of infrastructure, lower concentrations of lithium and potassium in brine, heavy
precipitation, weak rule of law, and a lack of legal security (CEDLA, 2018; Hancock et al., 2018;
Lunde Seefeldt, 2020). The state’s reluctance to open up mining to foreign interests is arguably linked
to the mining industry’s past in the country, and a desire to move away from exploitative extraction
models. For example, the silver mines of Potosi, which have been exploited for over 500 years,
claimed around 8 million lives since their opening by Spanish colonizers, and are regarded as one of
the deadliest atrocities in human history (Hancock et al., 2018). Experiences like this contribute to a
political sensitivity around lithium mining, and serve as the core of the contemporary Bolivian
national imaginary, symbolized by the election of Evo Morales in 2005 (Revette, 2017). Morales is
considered a revolutionary by many Bolivians, who has shifted the balance of power away from Euro-
descendent elites (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019).
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MAS government (Source: Poveda, 2020)

Bolivia is determined to leverage its lithium resources for domestic economic and social
development, with a clear emphasis on state ownership (Barandiaran, 2019). The MAS government
(Movimiento al Socialismo) proposed a model to supersede the historic economic model based on
primary exports in favor of a “pluralization” of the economy. This model is in large parts based on
the revenue from export commodities like gas, which are then used for social programs and the
diversification of other sectors (see figure 2). In the long term, lithium is supposed to replace the role
of gas in this model (Poveda, 2020).

Declaring resource extraction in the Salar de Uyuni a national priority in 2008, the construction of a
pilot plant, as well as the establishment of what would later turn into the GNRE (Gerencia Nacional
de Recursos Evaporiticos) was agreed upon (CEDLA, 2014). Initially a section of COMIBOL
(Corporacion Minera de Bolivia), the GNRE was superseded by YLB (Yacimientos de Litio
Bolivianos) under the newly established Ministry of Energy in 2017 (YLB, 2020). YLB is the state
corporation in charge of developing lithium operations today. The lithium project was envisioned by
the Morales government to be carried out in three phases (CEDLA, 2014). Phase | concerned the
production of 40 tons per month of lithium carbonate, as well as 1,000 tons per month of potassium
chloride, a marketable side product in the production process. This goal was supposed to be reached
by means of two pilot plants by the end of 2011. The second phase envisioned the design and
construction of several industrial plants, fully financed, operated and commercialized by the state.
Full operating capacity was to be attained by 2016. Finally, the third phase targeted the production of
lithium batteries within Bolivia by the end of 2013 (CEDLA, 2014).
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According to a 2018 report, the initial pilot phase has not concluded yet, with a total sales volume of
24 tons of lithium carbonate at the time (CEDLA, 2018). Furthermore, there have been difficulties
regarding quality, as sold lithium did not reach purity standards needed for battery production
(CEDLA, 2019). Consequently, it can be said that the three-phase-plan did not materialize as
envisioned. Facing a lack of technological infrastructure, there have been several attempts to
cooperate with foreign firms. As the state is committed to retain control of any project through a 51%
stake, this has proven difficult, with “resource nationalism” posing a serious concern for foreign
investors (Lunde Seefeldt, 2020). Recently, YLB entered into an agreement with German ACI
Systems for lithium industrialization in the Salar de Uyuni, but this was finally repealed by the
Bolivian government after protests sparked in the city of Potosi (Heredia et al., 2020). As political
unrest led to the ousting of long-time president Evo Morales in late 2019, the future of Bolivia’s
lithium became uncertain (Lunde Seefeldt, 2020). After an interim administration oversaw elections,
former minister of economy and public finance Luis Arce (MAS) won the presidency in late 2020. It
Is expected that he will continue the industrialization strategy of seeking partnerships with foreign
firms, in which the Bolivian state will hold a majority stake (Poveda, 2020). Meanwhile, as low prices
put an economic model based around lithium exports in jeopardy, critics additionally point to a

deepening of the primary export model over the last decade (ibid.).
11.2.3.2 Chile

Lithium production in Latin America began in Chile and Argentina, with mining of mineral-rich salt
flats in the triangle region starting in the 1980s (Barandiaran, 2019). Chile has been dominating the
South American lithium market, accounting for about 40% of global production. This is partly due to
its favorable circumstances both for extraction and commercialization, a desert high up in the
mountains with little rainfall and relative proximity to ports (Lunde Seefeldt, 2020). Nevertheless,

another crucial factor is the country’s investment climate (Rossi, 2019).

While most resources are privately owned in Chile, lithium presents somewhat of a special case,
deemed a strategic resource by a 1979 decree (Barandiardn, 2019; Lunde Seefeldt, 2020).
Theoretically, this means that it is non-susceptible to mining concessions, but exceptions have been
made for the Atacama region (Heredia et al., 2020). Here, Chile’s lithium model involves direct
partnerships with Codelco (Corporacion Nacional del Cobre), the state mining company, as well as
Corfo (Corporacion de Fomento de la Produccion de Chile), the national economic development

agency (Lunde Seefeldt, 2020). In this regard, licenses can be granted for either exploration or
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extraction. For decades, the Chilean state has given such extracting licenses to two firms: SQM
(Sociedad Quimica y Minera de Chile) and American firm Rockwood Lithium, which was acquired
by Albemarle in 2015 (Albemarle, 2014; Lunde Seefeldt, 2020). Figure 3 shows the mining locations
of both firms in the Salar de Atacama, as well as a number of nearby communities. Further exploring
and extracting licenses were granted to other foreign companies (Balch, 2020), and contract
extensions were given to SQM and Albemarle through 2030 and 2044, respectively, signaling a
potential expansion of the lithium industry that still operates under the limits of a declared strategic
resource (Lunde Seefeldt, 2020). This thesis will focus on the operations of SQM and Albemarle, the

only industrial-scale exploitation projects in the country.
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Figure 3: The Antofagasta region, showing the extraction sites of SQM and Rockwood
(now Albemarle) in the Salar de Atacama (Source: Babidge & Bolados, 2018)

Chile’s relatively favorable investment climate is built on several controversial policy circumstances,
such as those in relation to water and land. In this regard, the country’s military dictatorship under
Augusto Pinochet enacted a Water Code in 1981, which led to the commodification and privatization
of water resources in a free market without state intervention (Romero et al., 2012). Water licenses
were both legally and illegally claimed by private companies, with large negative effects on

landscapes and local communities (ibid.). Finally, it is important to acknowledge the role the highly
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centralized organization of the Chilean state plays, as contracts are negotiated between companies

and the national government, without direct involvement of regional administrations (ibid.).

11.2.3.3 Argentina

Other salars producing battery grade lithium are located in Argentina, primarily Hombre Muerto and
Olaroz-Cauchari (Heredia et al., 2020). For this thesis, | will focus on the proceedings surrounding
the Olaroz-Cauchari and Salinas Grandes salt flats, as they provide especially interesting cases for
analyzing participation, recognition, and Indigenous mobilization. Figure 4 shows the location of

these, as well as a number of surrounding communities.
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Figure 4: Map showing the Olaroz-Cauchari and Salinas Grandes salt flats in the

Argentine province of Jujuy (Source: Abelvik-Lawson, 2019)

The general legal framework surrounding Argentine lithium exploitation is affected by the country’s
federal organization, as regulations and policies concerning mining vary between provinces (Lunde
Seefeldt, 2020). For instance, significant lithium reserves are located in the provinces of Jujuy and
Salta. Jujuy has declared lithium a strategic mineral, which entails special procedures like the
UGAMP (Unidad de Gestion Ambiental Mineral Provincial), a meeting that grants participation
rights to a variety of stakeholders (Heredia et al., 2020; Lunde Seefeldt, 2020). Furthermore,

environmental impact assessments (EIAs) must be carried out whenever any activity may have
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significant impacts on the environment or local population’s quality of life, with detailed

requirements found at the provincial level (Marchegiani et al., 2020).

Another important factor are national regulations regarding foreign investment, conditioned by the
current government’s political orientation. The Kirchner administrations, first Néstor and later his
wife Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner, who governed the country from 2003 to 2015, employed
policies ranging from export taxes to import controls. After the election of neoliberal Macri in 2015,
many of these policies were overturned, which manifested in a sixty per cent increase in lithium
production and a tenfold increase in lithium investments (Lunde Seefeldt, 2020). In fact, Argentina
has received more lithium-related investment than Chile or Bolivia since the election of Macri (ibid.).
The strategy has been to partner with large foreign companies to boost extraction and production,
leading to a proliferation of players becoming active in Argentina. On the Olaroz-Cauchari salt flat,
important firms include Sales de Jujuy and Minera Exar. However, aggressive foreign investment
initiatives have also led to widespread social protest throughout the country, which observers have
ascribed to a persistent disconnect between the Argentine state and populi (Rossi, 2019). In October
2019, Alberto Fernandez won the presidency with running mate Cristina Fernandez de Kircher
(Lunde Seefeldt, 2020).

11.3 Extractivism and Indigenous Peoples

11.3.1 Extractivism and Development in the Region

The concept of extractivism in the region traces back to the conquest and colonization of Latin
America at the dawn of European capitalism (Svampa, 2019). As described by Eduardo Galeano in
his seminal book Open Veins of Latin America (1973), the colonies’ economic structure was
centralized around the export sector, where profit and power were concentrated. A region historically
tied to and heavily dependent on extractive industries, the early 2000s saw a widespread rise of
progressive governments throughout the continent, promising a social turn by leveraging a price spike
of commodities abundant on the continent (Farthing & Fabricant, 2018). The previously mentioned
Morales government in Bolivia, as well as the sequential Kirchner administrations in Argentina
belong to this so-called “pink tide”. In Chile, Largos (2000-2006) and Bachelet (2006-2010; 2014-
2018) can be associated with the movement. As a result of this commodity boom, pink tide
governments granted state-led extractivism a central role in economic strategies. While public

investment increased visibly improved standards of living, a common point of criticism is the
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dependence on a few volatile commodities (Farthing & Fabricant, 2018). For instance, as gas prices

fell, the repercussions were immediately felt throughout Bolivian society (Poveda, 2020).

The new wave of extractivism at the beginning of the 215 century is argued to have taken on new
dimensions, both in scale and scope, as well as in terms of political and symbolic aspects, and was
subsequently coined neo-extractivism (Svampa, 2019). In this regard, the political turn away from
neoliberalism and towards neo-extractivism, based on the large-scale export of primary goods,
economic growth and the expansion of consumption, signaled the passage of the Washington
Consensus in favor of a “Commodities Consensus” on the continent (Svampa, 2013). Although right
wing administrations have returned in full force throughout many parts of the region, it has been
argued that there has actually been “very little difference between conservative and progressive
governments in relation to extractivism over the past 15 years” (Farthing & Fabricant, 2018, p. 8).
Accordingly, lithium extraction is envisioned as a central avenue by all three triangle states in the

present, even as political orientation between them differs significantly (Rossi, 2019).

11.3.2 Indigenous Peoples and Lithium Mining

Indigenous territories cover approximately 24% of the land worldwide, but contain 80% of the
world’s biodiversity (Yap & Watene, 2019). The “misfortune” is that Indigenous lands also host a
number of natural resources vital for the functioning of our contemporary societies and market
systems. As a result, Indigenous communities have repeatedly had to face large-scale mining,
agricultural and development projects on their territories, which has in turn led to a myriad of conflicts
across the planet (Schlosberg & Carruthers, 2010). It is important to consider that in all three country
contexts (pre-MAS Bolivia), government institutions and corporate actors have been dominated by
criollo elites (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019). The case of lithium mining, therefore, has an all-too-familiar
ring to it, in essence another conflict between Indigenous peoples and extractive industries. The
paradox in this case is that mining operations can point to an international discourse of climate change

mitigation, with inherent sentiments of social justice.

The “Lithium Triangle” is among the poorest regions in all three country contexts (Hancock et al.,
2018; Heredia et al., 2020). As access to basic standards of living is not guaranteed throughout the
rural and remote areas, human rights issues tend to become more tangible in such situations (Heredia
et al., 2020). As such, the presence of mining activities in the area has raised a number of concerns
ranging from the environmental to the social sphere, which are analyzed in this thesis. Consequently,

the presence of lithium mining projects in Indigenous territories raises questions about their

21



legitimacy, environmental sustainability, inclusiveness, the distribution of benefits, and the wider
patterns of marginalization that are reflected in these conflicts. Against this background, the

environmental justice literature is identified as a particularly useful tool.
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Chapter Il1: Theoretical Framework — Environmental Justice

Originating from a dispute over a toxic waste landfill siting decision in an African American
community in 1982, environmental justice (EJ) evolved into a larger scale movement that has found
application in a wide variety of national contexts and industries, as well as strong resonance in the
activist, academic and political world (Murdock, 2021). EJ grew out of an increasing awareness of
the unequal distribution of environmental degradation along class, racial, cultural and gender divides
(Alvarez & Coolsaet, 2020). The movement derives its potency from recognizing that social and
environmental issues are inseparable, co-causally related, and always in a context that requires
political interpretation (Figueroa, 2011). Simply put, the concept of EJ is able to frame social issues

as environmental issues (ibid.).

In its now nearly forty years of existence, EJ has evolved significantly and has been subject to
reconceptualization and ongoing development. In the following, this progress is laid out. | should
note that what is provided here is a description of the chronological evolution of the concept from a
theoretical stance, acknowledging calls to approach EJ not only as a concept stemming from a U.S.
movement that has migrated abroad, but one that should be seen within its particular geographical,
social and political context (Carruthers, 2008b). In other words, EJ “exceeds both chronologically
and ideologically the timescape and temporal origin of the term itself” (Murdock, 2021, p. 6). The
story that such movements originated in the industrialized North is likely to stem from who the
storyteller is, disregarding that similar mobilizations have appeared in their own forms long before a
particular concept was coined by academia (Carruthers, 2008b). Keeping this in mind, I will give an
account of EJ’s theoretical origins before moving on to reconceptualized versions of the concept that

are specifically relevant to Indigenous struggles in the Latin American context.
I11.1 Distribution, Procedure, Recognition

At its outset in the United States, EJ focused on how harm and benefits are distributed and
experienced, based on lived experience (Kaswan, 2021). In particular, race was found to be the most
important variable for hazardous waste facilities and uncontrolled toxic waste sites being placed in
particular communities (Murdock, 2021). These communities were disproportionally experiencing
the negative externalities of such facilities, without having contributed to the caused pollution in a
corresponding proportion. The resulting initial dimension of EJ, distributive justice, thus focuses on

the fair distribution of environmental costs and benefits, the allocation of material goods, such as
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resources, income, and wealth, or on the distribution of social standing (Menton et al., 2020, p. 1624).
Importantly, the focus is on both costs and benefits. Distributive injustices can occur irrespective of
intent (ibid.). It should further be acknowledged that the focus on disproportionate harms or benefits
leaves room for interpretation, and therefore has provoked discussions about utilitarianism, equality,

as well as deviations from strict equality (see e.g. Kaswan, 2021).

EJ thinking has since moved past its initial focus on distributional inequalities and incorporated other
pillars to deliver a more holistic approach. In this regard, Schlosberg’s work was particularly
instrumental in developing an integrated framework. Based on different conceptualizations of justice,
such as Fraser’s (2007) three-dimensional approach, as well as an examination of different EJ
movements throughout the world, Schlosberg (2004) established what would become the three tenets
of EJ, adding concerns about procedure and recognition. Thereby, demands for the recognition of
cultural identity and for full democratic rights are argued to be integral parts of justice, and cannot be

separated from distributional issues (Schlosberg, 2004).

Procedural justice, thus, is concerned with the ability of certain groups to participate in and influence
decision-making processes (Marion Suiseeya, 2021). Historically, decisions that transform the
environment have most commonly been made by actors who enjoy the benefits rather than the
burdens of such decisions (Menton et al., 2020). Central to the pillar of procedural justice is the
conviction that impacted communities should have a say in decisions about activities with significant
human welfare effects (ibid.). While in Europe, public participation in environmental decisions is
regulated by the 1998 Aarhus Convention (European Commission, n.d.), Indigenous peoples in the
triangle states are protected by ILO 169 and related instruments, as laid out in chapter Il. It should be
noted that procedural justice may not always lead to better environmental outcomes (Marion
Suiseeya, 2021). Power dynamics play an essential role in procedural justice concerns, as
asymmetries in power are seen to be at the root of environmental injustices (ibid.). In the case at hand,
there are substantial power asymmetries between Indigenous communities and the multinational
corporations and state enterprises behind lithium mining projects (chapters V & VI1). Scholars have
linked marginalization in decision-making processes to an underlying institutionalization of patterns
of disrespect and disesteem (Menton et al., 2020). In consequence, approaches to EJ based on
procedural justice aim to address the political displacement of affected communities, which can have

social, economic, and environmental consequences (Marion Suiseeya, 2021).
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Finally, recognitional justice is concerned with “the way in which we accommodate and respect
different people, their cultural practices, their identities and their knowledge systems, but is also
relevant to issues of self-respect and self-worth” (Coolsaet & Néron, 2021, p. 52). Recognitional
justice defines the conditions of a just society in terms of recognizing the personal dignity of all
individuals (Menton et al., 2020). However, recognition not only refers to individual rights to self-
recognition and self-determination as protected by the UDHR, but also to the recognition of collective
identities, including environmental concerns (Coolsaet & Néron, 2021; Menton et al., 2020).
Environmental policies are generally driven by culturally specific ideas of what ought to be protected.
In other words, meanings and values assigned to nature are always culturally defined (Coolsaet &
Néron, 2021). If this is driven by dominant worldviews without taking into account the meanings
assigned to the environment by local populations, recognitional injustices arise. Coolsaet & Nerdn
(2021) have identified two opposing ways in which recognitional injustices have played out
historically. For one, people who should be treated equally have been treated differently in a systemic
way, resulting in the particular injustice. Secondly, the differences of some people have been rendered
invisible, as supposedly universal solutions are applied in the name of the environment. As is argued
later on, both of these play a role in the examined cases of lithium mining, as Indigenous communities
struggle to access participation rights guaranteed by national and international legislation, with direct

implications on a deeper, territorial struggle for cultural preservation.
I11.2 Capabilities Justice

Established shortly after and now commonly recognized as the fourth tenet of EJ, the capability-
approach conceptualizes well-being in terms of people’s capabilities, and thereby provides a way of
understanding harm, as well as why that harm is unjust (Holland, 2021). Schlosberg & Carruthers
(2010) base their model on the work of Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum (2006), who have
developed theories on the capacities necessary for people to function fully in the lives they choose
for themselves. Well-being in this context has a multi-dimensional definition, encompassing “the
multiple worthwhile goals and achievements a person is capable of” (Holland, 2021, p. 66).
Ecosystems highly influence human capabilities, as they directly provide resources and so-called
ecosystem services, broadly defined as the benefits that people get from the environment.
Consequently, they play an important role in the realization of people’s lives, and any damage done
to ecosystems will have direct repercussions on the capabilities of people that depend on them
(Holland, 2021).
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Capabilities justice, therefore, is concerned with the protection of the ecosystem services necessary
for enabling people to live their lives in accordance with established capability theories. The
capability approach is able to “simultaneously address a number of related and interconnected issues,
such as inequality, cultural disrespect, and participatory and democratic rights” (Schlosberg &
Carruthers, 2010, p. 17). Schlosberg & Carruthers have argued for application at the community level,
especially for Indigenous struggles in both the Global North and South (2010). In accordance, the
fight for autonomy, land, respect, or political voice by Indigenous activists can be classified as a fight

for the capabilities necessary for their communities to function fully (ibid., p. 18).
111.3 Indigenous & Decolonial Environmental Justice

This section concerns two closely related approaches to EJ, namely Indigenous EJ and Latin
American Decolonial EJ. In Indigenous EJ, ideas like kinship and reciprocity, which constitute one
facet of how some Indigenous peoples understand their connections to non-humans and the
environment, play a key role (Whyte, 2021). Kinship concerns the qualities of certain relationships,
among which reciprocity is one such quality (ibid.). This is fundamental in conceptualizing
Indigenous peoples’ connection to the environment, understood as relationships of reciprocity with
surrounding ecosystems, with consequences for what constitutes justice in this context. The so-called
living world is understood primarily as a set of relationships from which certain responsibilities arise,
a stark contrast to Western perceptions of seeing the environment as a collection of exploitable
resources (ibid.). What follows is an understanding of environmental injustices as an “assault on
kinship relations™, as reciprocal relationships with the environment are seriously disturbed (ibid., p.
270). Indigenous EJ sees capitalism, colonialism, and industrialization as facilitating disruptions of

kinship, and proposes that solutions must actively support kinship relations (ibid.).

Closely related, the EJ movement in Latin America proposes that the “battle of indigenous peoples
[...]1s [less] for the re-distribution of harms and benefits in the use of the environment, [...][but][...]
for the right to live well, in accordance with their own identities, cultural imaginings and ways of
knowing the world” (Rodriguez, 2021, p. 87). Here, environmental concerns are embedded in social
justice struggles (Carruthers, 2008b), closely aligning movements for greater EJ to decolonial
thinking (Rodriguez, 2021). Decolonial theory establishes a difference between colonialism and
coloniality, and explains social and environmental injustices as arising from the persistence of the
latter (Alvarez & Coolsaet, 2020; Rodriguez & Inturias, 2018). Coloniality refers to the diversity of
practices that derive from the matrix of power created by colonialism, which continue to unfold within
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contemporary, post-colonial societies (Alvarez & Coolsaet, 2020; Quijano, 2000). Instead of arguing
for abstract forms of marginalization that bear similarities to the colonial period, this stream of writers
argues for the real presence and continuity of the “Colony in the Republic”, though with dynamism
and historicity (Fernandez, 2018, p. 200). The hierarchical oppression in coloniality is maintained
through mechanisms operating at three levels, namely power, knowledge, and the self (or ways of
being) (Rodriguez, 2021). Decoloniality, then, refers to efforts of breaking these hierarchies of
difference, “re-humanizing” communities (Alvarez & Coolsaet, 2020, p. 53). Decolonial theory was
first incorporated into the regional EJ literature by Escobar, Leff, and others (Rodriguez & Inturias,
2018). According to Escobar, theory is always place-bound (2008); Latin American decolonial EJ
can thus be understood as a direct response to the unique conditions prevalent in the region. The
resulting battle for EJ from a decolonial perspective amounts to a politics of difference, moving
beyond the mere search for inclusion in dominant world systems toward a genuine construction of
otherness (Rodriguez, 2021).

Incorporated in EJ, it has implications for the previously introduced tenets. For instance, a fair and
equitable distribution of environmental benefits or harms can face two problems: (1) a misrecognition
of other ways of life incompatible with capitalist modes of production and anthropogenic
understandings of justice, and (2) a disregard for the fact that even the requests of minority groups
may be the expression of desires captured by coloniality (Alvarez & Coolsaet, 2020). While there is
a close tie between Indigenous struggles and community capabilities, the Latin American decolonial
EJ movement aims to push the boundaries further, positioning the struggle within a wider context of

anti-modernity and self-determination (Rodriguez & Inturias, 2018).
111.4 Justification

Parallel to the substantive and theoretical development of EJ, there has been a proliferation of other
concepts that focus on similar issues through different approaches, e.g. ecological justice, climate
justice and energy justice. While there are clear areas of overlap, this has also led to competition
among the different concepts. For instance, there have been calls to abandon environmental and
climate justice in favor of energy justice, which is argued to be more strategically impactful (Jenkins,
2018). EJ, in turn, is criticized for failing to have a pervasive impact beyond the activist level, being
US-centric, and due to its increasingly multi-faceted and dynamic nature, for lacking content that can
be readily applied in the policy area (ibid.). Others, again, have called for the three movements to

integrate in a new framework, namely that of a “just transition”, based on the three tenets of
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distribution, procedure and restoration (McCauley & Heffron, 2018). While | acknowledge these
criticisms, | argue that EJ still constitutes the most useful theoretical approach for the case at hand,
due to the organic emergence of Latin American EJ in connection with Indigenous struggles in a
postcolonial context, enabling it to capture factors that other concepts are bound to overlook.
Furthermore, I argue that criticisms of EJ in regard to its potential unacceptance as a result of its “anti-
establishment past” (e.g. Jenkins, 2018) are misguided. Apart from being problematic due to their
resemblance to the historical exclusion of periphery voices (e.g. Tickner, 2003), they also negate the
immense pool of knowledge for sustainable development found in these contexts (e.g. Sandoval-
Rivera, 2020). To quote Escobar (2020, p. 45):

[T]hose who defend place, territory, and the Earth are neither romantics nor “infantile”.
They represent the cutting edge of thought, for they are attuned to the Earth and to justice,
and they understand the central issue of our historical moment.

Finally, and perhaps most convincingly, the case for EJ can be made in response to Jenkins’ (2018)
criticism that the movement is concerned primarily with effects on people. While the environmental
consequences of lithium mining play a major role in this thesis, and need to be explored further, the
focus is unquestionably on the impacts on human lives. As such, EJ can help illustrate what is
happening in affected communities on the ground, and therefore constitutes the most appropriate

framework for the case.
I11.5 Literature Review

Having laid out the theoretical origins, evolution, tenets and relevant reconfigurations of EJ, this
section looks at how the concept has been applied. First, | will briefly illustrate the application of EJ
in Latin America, also presenting a case that exemplifies the struggle of Indigenous peoples in the
region. This is by no means a complete list, as doing so would go well beyond the scope of this section
and even of this thesis, but more aimed at giving the reader an idea of the multitude of situations that
EJ has been applied to. Secondly, environmental injustices in the context of the low-carbon transition,
the central theme of this thesis, are reviewed. Finally, | review the literature that has applied EJ to the
specific case of the “Lithium Triangle”, which will ultimately shape the design of this research. Each

section will present several key takeaways.
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111.5.1 Environmental Justice in Latin America

Academic applications and discussions of EJ in Latin America are extensive. In this regard,
Carruthers’ 2008 edited publication Environmental Justice in Latin America — Problems, Promise,
and Practice (2008a) offers a broad collection of this work. By providing a range of examples from
Mexico (Carruthers, 2008c; Moore, 2008; Wickstrom, 2008b; Zebich-Knos, 2008), Brazil (Wolford,
2008), Puerto Rico (McCaffrey, 2008), and other countries, both the prevalence of environmental
injustices across the continent and the applicability of the concept across a wide range of issues are
highlighted. However, the continent has also seen cases that expose the apparent limitations of EJ, as
a particular context may make it difficult to adopt a discourse based on EJ. One example in this regard
is given by the Pefioles case in Mexico. Here, mobilizations did not adapt a narrative based on EJ, as
no laws had been broken, and the circumstances complicated deploying a race- or class-based
discourse (Diez & Rodriguez, 2008).

Meanwhile, the triangle states have seen their own share of environmental injustices, which have in
turn been studied under this concept. In Argentina, a high voltage line through the Quebrada de
Huamahuaca, a gold mine in Patagonia, as well as a paper mill near the border with Uruguay
(Reboratti, 2008) have triggered distributional and procedural concerns. In Bolivia, the 2000 “water
war”, as well as the 2003 “gas war” have been studied as cases of environmental injustices, namely
in relation to struggles over participation in decision-making and distribution (Perreault, 2008). The
topic of water rights and water access is a common issue not only in Latin American EJ literature in
general, but also highly relevant for the case of lithium. Likewise, the Mapuche of central Chile have
suffered from displacement due to exploitative development projects and being stripped of their water
by private corporations, backed by public authorities who disenfranchise Mapuche leaders with so-
called anti-terrorism laws (Wickstrom, 2008b). These struggles have been analyzed in terms of
community capabilities, finding that government actions seem to exert a clear preference for
neoliberal economic development, while EJ struggles of Mapuche leaders are strongly based on a

community-capabilities approach to justice and development (Schlosberg & Carruthers, 2010).

Several of the mentioned empirical cases point to disproportionate negative effects on Indigenous
communities, who generally make up the poorest and most politically disenfranchised sectors of
society, triggering concerns of distributional injustices in addition to underlying social
marginalization. To work within the system in which decisions regarding their wellbeing are taken,

they are forced to assert convincing claims based on dominant cultural values (Wickstrom, 2008b),
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which in turn can be linked to issues of recognition. This is true for cases in Mexico, Bolivia, Chile,
and elsewhere. Consequently, EJ has not been achieved by a mere inclusion in resource-management
schemes, pointing to a need to move beyond an understanding of EJ that is based solely on
redistributive measures. From an Indigenous perspective, the provided cases underline the notion that
the struggle for EJ in Latin America is often also a struggle against modernity, and for a life in

accordance with own values.

111.5.2 Environmental Justice in the Low-Carbon Transition

Moving on to the main theme of this study, projects functioning under discourses of sustainable
development take a unique place in the policy spectrum by tying local “host” communities together
with global strategies for climate change mitigation (Outka, 2012). Over the past three decades,
numerous studies have examined this terrain between green development and EJ (as well as related
concepts). Some of the most prevalent examples in this regard are those arising in connection with
renewable energy sources, which are argued to have the most ubiquitous potential for development:
wind energy, photovoltaic solar energy, and biomass (ibid.). The prevalence of issues is apparent in
the geographical diversity of cases, ranging from procedural injustices in Indian solar energy projects
to environmental racism in connection with biomass sites in the U.S. (Outka, 2012; Yenneti & Day,
2015). Meanwhile, the construction of wind farms has triggered EJ concerns in Spain, Mexico,
Sweden, Colombia, Hawaii, and elsewhere (e.g. Barney, 2021; Hassler, 2015; Lawrence, 2014;
Outka, 2012; Ramirez, 2020; Zografos & Martinez-Alier, 2009).

The effects of climate change threaten the poorest members of society disproportionately (Outka,
2012). A direct consequence of this has been the implicit assumption that measures combating global
warming trends must also be of social value for these sectors of society, which in turn led to social
conflicts that arise from such projects often being overlooked in global political discourse (Sovacool,
2021). The research introduced above has shown that this is far from a reasonable assumption,

yielding two overarching findings:

(1) While the concepts of sustainable development and social justice are indeed closely
intertwined, in practice the two objectives are not always simultaneously attainable (Okereke
& Ehresman, 2015).

(2) Even as a vast number of justice concerns have emerged from conflicts over measures

implemented under the rationale of sustainable development, these have not reached the scope
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to effectively challenge the neoliberal paradigm under which such approaches tend to function
(ibid.).

The overall tension between neoliberalism and relational ways of living with the environment, as
studied in renewable energy projects from e.g. Chile and Mexico (Ramirez, 2020; Wickstrom,
2008b), has implications for the present study. It provides an important facete of lithium extraction,
which can be expected to hold up even in situations where extractivism functions under a “post-

neoliberal” discourse, as in the case of Bolivia.

111.5.3 Environmental Justice in the “Lithium Triangle”

With lithium taking a central role in future scenarios of sustainable development, research interest in
the topic has proliferated in recent years (e.g. Dorn, 2020; Gobel, 2013; Gundermann & Gobel,
2018Db; Hancock et al., 2018; Heredia et al., 2020). An important strand of research in this regard
concerns the direct environmental impacts of lithium mining in the area (e.g. Agusdinata et al., 2018;
Bustos-Gallardo et al., 2021). Liu et al. (2019) have provided a crucial study by analyzing
spatiotemporal patterns in the Atacama Desert, establishing a connection to mining operations. These
environmental impacts in turn have important consequences on a social level (Egbue, 2012;
Enrriquez, 2019; Liu & Agusdinata, 2020). Nevertheless, the social dimension has been subject to far
less research and is therefore also less understood (Agusdinata et al., 2018). Furthermore, the topic
has been approached from a political perspective, highlighting the role of neoliberalism,
neoextractivism and resource governance in relation to lithium (Komi, 2017; Lunde Seefeldt, 2020;
Quinteros-Condoretty et al., 2020; Revette, 2017; Sanchez-Lopez, 2019). From a legal perspective,
the difficulty of enforcing international human rights law and an apparent “deficit of legislation” is
directly tied to social and environmental impacts, creating a problematic dynamic between
neoliberalism and international legislation (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019; Marchegiani et al., 2020; Rossi,
2019; Salazar Bravo, 2019; Smith, 2020). Finally, historical and territorial circumstances of

Indigenous communities have been tied to particular community responses (Dorn, 2021).

While all of these dimensions directly relate to EJ and its tenets and propositions, publications that
explicitly establish this connection have been surprisingly few. In this regard, Romero et al. (2012)
frame the socioenvironmental impacts of lithium mining in the Atacama Desert in terms of EJ, but
do so without establishing a proper connection to the tenets or theoretical particularities the theory
offers. Operations in Jujuy (Northern Argentina) have been related to the initial three tenets of

distribution, procedure and recognition as part of a Master thesis (van der Veen, 2017), but this
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analysis did not incorporate context-specific conceptualizations of EJ such as the Indigenous or
decolonial movements introduced above. Based on Escobar’s principle of place-bound theory (2008),
| argue that confining EJ research within the original three tenets will overlook important subjective
and structural factors. Consequently, this study synthesizes information that thus far exists in relative
isolation, aiming for holistic integration with the tools of EJ. The scarcity of research that (1) takes
into account operations in all three countries, as well as (2) socio-specific conceptualizations of EJ,
thus sets the objective of this thesis.
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Chapter 1VV: Methodology

Having familiarized the reader both with the background context of this study, as well as the chosen

theoretical framework, this chapter will present methodological considerations that guide this thesis.
IVV.1 Philosophy of Science

Before deciding on a paradigm, some terminology needs to be defined. Preceding any study,
researchers have a number of (often implicit) assumptions about the nature of reality and science.
Ontology reflects the first of these assumptions, the way the social world is seen to be and what can
be assumed about the social phenomena that make up the world (Matthews & Ross, 2010).
Epistemology, then, is concerned with the study of the nature of knowledge, i.e., how things can be
known (ibid.). Different philosophies of science have different ontological and epistemological
assumptions, which is in turn reflected in their methodology and methods (Scotland, 2012).
Methodology is concerned with the why, what, from where, when, and how data is collected and
analyzed, while methods are the specific techniques and procedures used (ibid.). Ensuring coherence
between these dimensions is considered instrumental for appropriate research designs, the overall

quality of research, and probability of impact (Sovacool et al., 2018).

Positivism’s ontological position is realism, meaning that reality exists independent of the researcher.
Its epistemological assumption is that of objectivism, convinced that an absolute knowledge can be
discovered (Scotland, 2012). Positivism has its origin in the natural sciences and offers descriptive
and factual statements. Critics have lamented that methods developed for phenomena in the natural
world are not always readily transferable to social studies (Scotland, 2012), which led to the
emergence of the interpretive paradigm, the two often considered opposites. Interpretivism
prioritizes peoples’ subjective interpretations and understandings of social phenomena and their own
actions; reality is subjective and multiple realities may exist (Matthews & Ross, 2010; Sovacool et
al., 2018). Whereas positivism aims at generalizability, interpretivism emphasizes depth and

contextual knowledge.

Departing from these fundamental opposites, critical realism is based on the premise that reality
exists independently of one’s awareness of it and is constructed in discourse (Das, 2015). Thus,
critical realists’ ontological assumption is that of a stratified reality, consisting of the actual, the

empirical, and the real, wherein “the real constitutes structures, the actual is socially defined, and the
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empirical is constituted by the researcher” (ibid., p.40). Social constructionists, in turn, are
concerned with grasping how social actors construct meaning of events through shared understanding
and practices, sharing the view of interpretivism that meaning is created and negotiated by human
actors (Crotty, 1998). Common methods include interviews, discourse analysis, and participant

observation (Martinez, 2020).

Returning to the present study, endorsing a philosophy of science has significant consequences for
reaching an understanding of environmental problems (see e.g. Martinez, 2020). In EJ research, most
studies do not take a clear stance on epistemological questions (Das, 2015). However, critical realist
and social constructionist approaches are argued to be particularly useful in explaining environmental
issues (ibid.). On the one hand, critical inquiry begins with conceptions of power, inequality and
injustice, seeking to expose forms of oppression (Charmaz, 2017). It is concerned with understanding
how events are caused by the underlying social forces and mechanisms (Saunders et al., 2019).
Denzin has referred to critical inquiry as “ethically responsible activist research”, due to its social
justice commitment that focuses inquiry on research with the potential to make a difference in the
lives of socially oppressed people (2017, p. 9). Social constructionist approaches, on the other hand,
focus on the meanings given to particular phenomena, and may explain environmental issues by an

inherent conflict in non-compatible subjective understandings of social constructs (Martinez, 2020).

An issue arises when dealing with multidimensional phenomena like the one of this study, which can
partially explain the increased popularity of pragmatic approaches (Holden & Lynch, 2004).
Personally, | view both the subjective realities and non-observable underlying social mechanisms as
key to understanding the issues at hand, in line with social constructionist and critical realist
philosophies. While somewhat unconventional, Bogna et al. argue that an integration of these two
paradigms can lead to a richer analysis and more insightful understanding of causalities (2020); Fig.
5 provides a visual model of this integration. Ontologically, this allows for further exploring
ontologies of research subjects, relating them to structures and mechanisms. From an epistemic point
of view, knowledge can be generated from social interactions as well as from the search for
underlying structures that contribute to this observable knowledge (ibid.). Consequently, | deploy a
methodology that is coherent with these philosophical stances, a case study, drawing on both

dimensions in its analysis.

34



Domain of the ‘empirical’
Research paradigm of

‘Constructivism’

Activities and experiences
occur In social settings

|
v

Realities as experienced by

individuals in their social world |
\
\

“
Discourse, Domain of the ‘actual’
actionsand __ Mutually constructed

o
observations meanings and assoclated

occurrences \‘

k EVENTS>/

N

Time, culture, context
|

Conditions

Mechanisms

‘\

NS
Structures

Domain of the ‘real’ Resea.r.c i parad_igm ot
‘Critical Realism’

Figure 5: Linking critical realism and constructivism (Source: Bogna et al., 2020)

V.2 Preliminary Literature Review

I have conducted a narrative literature review in order to identify both the current state of research,
as well as gaps in research on EJ in the “Lithium Triangle”. Not to be confused with narrative inquiry,
narrative reviews are a type of literature review, providing an “exploratory evaluation of the literature
or a subset of literature in a particular area” (Sovacool et al., 2018, p. 22). In doing so, they are
particularly useful when seeking to synthesize evidence from a variety of perspectives (ibid.). This is

especially relevant when the research focus is multidimensional, as questions in EJ inevitably are.

Coolsaet’s edited volume Environmental Justice: Key Issues (2021) served as a starting point and
overview both for the history of EJ, as well as for more recent and specific conceptualizations of the
concept. From there, 1 moved on to academic literature in the form of published articles, both to
advance my understanding of EJ and to get a clearer grasp on how the concept has been applied in
Latin America, other cases of transformation technologies, and the “Lithium Triangle”.
Consequently, the review is structured like a funnel, providing first an overview of the subject matter
before moving on to explore the specific research area in more depth (Matthews & Ross, 2010).
Although this review generally followed a convenience sample, it was nonetheless iterative and
rigorous in selecting literature. Studies could be concerned with any (or any combination) of the three
countries, but research needed to be situated within this geographical context. Selected papers had to

make an explicit mention of EJ, if they were to be taken into account in determining research gaps.
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Reviewed articles were constantly coded in NVivo, yielding a wide input on relevant concepts across

publications.
IVV.3 Research Design

Fundamentally, this research follows a multiple-method, qualitative approach to answer the research
questions. Qualitative methods are primarily concerned with subjective understandings, and used to
obtain a complex, detailed comprehension of a given issue, which may not be easily quantifiable
(Creswell, 2007). My research is inductive in the sense that | observe a given case, namely that of the
externalities of lithium mining operations in Bolivia, Chile and Argentina, and then move from my
findings to a theoretical assessment. Creswell (2007, p. 73) defines case study research as a qualitative
approach in which the investigator explores a bounded system (or multiple) over time, collecting
detailed, in-depth data through multiple sources of information. The present case actually consists of
multiple cases, involving various unconnected operations across three countries. By including several
cases, the goal is usually to draw a comparison through detailed understanding of each individual
case (ibid.). While comparisons between countries may be addressed throughout this paper, this is by
no means the goal of the study, instead aiming to provide a holistic understanding of the ramifications
of lithium mining in Latin America. Consequently, the chosen system boundaries are rather broad,
encompassing proceedings in three countries. Moreover, it is not the intent of this thesis to provide a
detailed account of the events surrounding individual operations, as doing so would go beyond the

scope of this thesis, but to synthesize information from a number of cases into a more general idea.

Welch et al. (2011) distinguish four methods of theorizing from case studies. This thesis aims to both
arrive at an understanding of affected actors’ subjective experiences, as well as attempt to explain the
causal mechanisms that have given rise to the issues at hand. Interpretive sensemaking engages in a
subjective search for meaning and looks to understand actors’ subjective experiences. Contextualized
explanation, on the other hand, aims at an explanation in the form of causal mechanisms, integrating
contextual structures (Welch et al., 2011). Drawing on both of these approaches is thus coherent with,

and a direct consequence of, the philosophical considerations laid out above.
IV.4 Research Strategy

To conduct a study of this type, research would typically draw on primary data collection methods
like interviews, direct observation, and document analysis (Sovacool et al., 2018). While relying more

heavily on primary data would arguably lead to a more detailed understanding, the ongoing situation

36



surrounding the Covid-19 pandemic at the time of writing made relying exclusively on primary data
collection methods unfeasible. Due to travel restrictions, it was not possible to conduct fieldwork in
the focal region. Instead, this part of the study was moved online to the extent possible. Unfortunately,
obtaining contacts and conducting interviews proved difficult, especially with affected communities.
Therefore, the decision was made to conduct interviews when possible, but to rely more heavily on

secondary data, and to ascribe conducted interviews a supportive weight.

IVV.5 Data collection Methods

IV.5.1 Primary data

1V.5.1.1 Semi-structured Interviews

Sovacool et al. see interviews as an appropriate method of qualitative data collection, allowing to
access “individual stories, understandings, explanations and meanings” (2018, p. 29). As opposed to
surveys, they allow for follow-up and probing questions. Nevertheless, interviews also come with a
number of difficulties. For one, stakeholder interviews raise the challenge of assessing interviewee’s
views and statements in connection with those of the organization they represent (ibid.). In the case
at hand, this plays a significant role, e.g. in the interview with a public servant. Moreover, the
qualitative nature of interviews makes it difficult to code answers. However, | argue that this is a
general feature of qualitative data, and therefore no different from the majority of other sources taken
into account. 1 would also like to acknowledge the risk of bias, meaning that interviewers may ask
questions in a way that lean towards eliciting a desirable answer, which | have tried to avoid to the
best of my abilities. Finally, there is a debate regarding sample size in qualitative interviews (ibid.).
For this study, interviewee selection was purposive in nature and aimed for a variety of perspectives
on the studied phenomenon. However, there is little guidance on what constitutes a “sufficient”
number of interviewees. While stakeholder interviews and direct engagement with involved actors
would have arguably played a much larger role in case “proper” (non-remote) fieldwork had been
possible, this facet ultimately took on a lesser role. This is mostly due to the faced difficulties in
obtaining contacts, especially on the community level, and a relatively low response rate to interview

requests from experts (ca. 50%).

Over a five-month span, | conducted seven semi-structured interviews with experts, a government
employee, and a community member. Interviews were semi-structured in the sense that a number of

questions were prepared, but these questions led to discussions and follow-up questions about
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particular experiences. Questions and themes discussed concerned different facets of the research
topic, depending on the interviewee (e.g. current state of lithium operations, environmental impacts,
social impacts, development visions, etc.). Appendix 1 provides an anonymized overview of
interviewees along with background, country, date, length, and means of communication. Interviews
were recorded (with prior permission) and subsequently transcribed in the intelligent verbatim
method, meaning that although interviews were transcribed word for word, pauses, laughter, or “ums”
and “ohs” were omitted (Hickley, n.d.). Six interviews were conducted and transcribed in Spanish,
while one was conducted in German. The transcription was then coded in NVivo, incorporating it
with the rest of obtained data. Interviews were not translated, instead opting to preserve the original
version. They were carried out in an ad-hoc manner, meaning that there was no period specifically

allocated for interviews a priori, but opportunities were taken when they arose.

On a final note, contact information of several interviewees was obtained by means of snowball, or
chain referral sampling. Snowball sampling is a method that yields a study sample through referrals
made by people who “know of others who possess some characteristics that are of research interest”
(Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981, p. 141). This proved useful for the present study and difficulties faced

due to the pandemic.

IV.5.2 Secondary data
IV.5.2.1 Academic Literature

Academic literature constitutes the main source of information for the present study. Here, | mainly
relied on peer-reviewed journal articles, but also incorporated PhD theses or book chapters, where
appropriate. The majority of these inputs were found through Google Scholar and the online catalogue
of the CBS Library. A significant number of additional documents were identified through citations,
with individual relevance assessed based on my own judgement. Importantly, the literature
incorporated in this section serves a different purpose than in the preliminary literature review, the
emphasis being on literature as a source of specific impacts (e.g. studies on environmental impacts of

lithium mining) as opposed to identifying gaps or guiding research.

1VV.5.2.2 Reports from Civil Society Organizations

A number of CSOs are involved in and have been covering several aspects of lithium operations in
the area. These entities are usually concerned with different aspects of the issue, apart from having a

strong regional focus. After following several online events and activist discourse on social media, |
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developed an understanding of the principal organizations in this regard. Since some of them are
closely affiliated with regional activism, | acknowledge the risk of bias in reports. However, all data
that was incorporated in the thesis that did not originate from peer-reviewed academic findings was

triangulated in order to minimize this risk.

1VV.5.2.3 Reports from Governments, 10s

Government reports on lithium operations and e.g. guidelines for community participation were
incorporated for assessing both the institutional set-up of mining operations, as well as a source of
empirical material in the three country contexts. Likewise, a number of international organizations

have published reports covering lithium mining (e.g. UNCTAD).

1V.5.2.4 Webinars

In addition to the sources mentioned above, | attended several webinars. Due to the difficulties in
conducting interviews, webinars provided a genuine alternative for collecting information and
sentiments from various perspectives. More specifically, webinars featured speakers from academia,
non-profit research foundations, community organizations, Indigenous activists, former employees
of lithium firms, and others. The background of the webinar’s organizing entity arguably plays a role
in who will be invited to speak and how a given issue is portrayed. Therefore, when possible, data

and accounts collected from webinars were triangulated with other sources.

Appendix 2 provides an overview of the attended webinars, including organizer(s), title, date, keynote
speakers, and keynote speaker backgrounds. These webinars were held both in English and Spanish,
depending on the webinar. While I did not transcribe the individual keynotes, I took notes mainly in
the form of bullet points. Following the different keynotes, speakers usually engaged in a Q&A
session with audience members. These discussions were incorporated in the data as well.
Subsequently, | coded my notes in NVivo in order to add the obtained information to the rest of data

for triangulation and analysis.

1V.5.2.5 Newspaper articles (online)

Newspaper articles were taken into account as sources for empirical data and for picking up narratives
related to specific operations. Besides international news agencies or national newspapers from the

area, there are smaller-scale news agencies which specialize in covering few topics, like the issues
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surrounding lithium mining in their region. An example in this regard is Chululo, a local newspaper

from San Pedro de Atacama.

1VV.5.2.6 Company publications

Involved firms have published a number of corporate responsibility and sustainability reports, in
which they address concerns regarding their mining operations, such as environmental pollution or
community engagement. | have searched web presences of several companies active in the region in

order to understand how the issue is portrayed from their side.

1VV.5.2.7 Other online resources

Several other online resources were taken into account. The two most important ones that need to be
mentioned in this regard are the Environmental Justice Atlas (Temper et al., 2015) and the Business

and Human Rights Resource Centre (BHRRC; https://www.business-humanrights.org/).
V.6 Analysis

Conducting a study of this kind in the rather limited time frame of one semester, | see the processes
of qualitative data collection, data analysis and report writing as interrelated and at times occurring
simultaneously. For this reason, the analytical rationale for this thesis largely corresponds to
Creswell’s Data Analysis Spiral, which imagines the researcher to move in analytic circles as opposed
to fixed, linear approaches (2007). This model starts with a dataset and ends with an account, with

the researcher touching on several facets of analysis in between.

The first of these concerns data management, which in my case was significantly facilitated by the
use of NVivo, a software program for qualitative data analysis. Next, researchers engage in what
Creswell describes as “getting a sense of the whole database” (ibid., p. 150), essentially a process of
repeated reading and memoing, which leads to an initial establishment of general circumstances and
proceedings. This stage is closely intertwined with the next, namely description, classification and
interpretation. During this phase, coding (reducing data into meaningful segments and categories)
represents the essence of qualitative data formation. The resulting data was continuously triangulated
with other sources. Here, triangulation was used both in the traditional sense, meaning that data is
verified and potential biases reduced by using multiple sources, as well as in the constructivist sense,
where data triangulation yields several perspectives on a given phenomenon (Salkind, 2010). While

it is usual to end up with a relatively large number of codes, these are aggregated to identify major
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themes that are then discussed in the study. In practice, this means repeated reviewing of codes and
of potential links between codes. In my case, code names were assigned by myself, as opposed to
using in vivo codes. A first step in this was identifying specific impacts, which are laid out in the
following chapter. This stage also included developing a timeline, in order to better comprehend the
political and institutional antecedents to lithium mining and the current state of operations, as well as
(to a certain extent) understanding the cultural background of local Indigenous communities.
Subsequently, researchers “step back™ in the process of interpretation, forming larger meanings of
what is observed from coded data (Creswell, 2007). In a return to the philosophical stance
underpinning this study, emphasis is given to subjective meanings and perspectives, as well as
structural factors (the real) underlying the actual and the empirical. This interpretive phase involved
further coding, considering how the themes extracted from the case relate to the theoretical concepts
discussed in the EJ literature. The final phase concerns presentation, which is done in text and tabular

form in this thesis (see below).
V.7 Assessment Procedure

Case Input: Impacts

Theoretical Input:

a b. C d

Environmental Justice

[. Distribution
Perspective:

[I. Procedure Decolonial &
Indigenous

. Recognition EnVironmental
Justice

IV. Capabilities

Figure 6.1: Assessment model

Figure 6.1 illustrates the assessment model designed for the present study. As such, it will guide the
remainder of this thesis, serving as a basis for the coming chapters. The left column features

theoretical input, namely the original three tenets of EJ, along with the added fourth tenet of
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community capabilities (numbers | to 1V). The top row, on the other hand, is reserved for specific

impacts, determined from an in-depth study of the case(s) (see above).

The following chapter will lay out these impacts of lithium mining operations as determined by my
research. Combined with the understanding of EJ as a result of the theoretical section and preliminary
literature review, | will then be able to determine which specific impacts have consequences for the
different tenets of EJ. For instance, economic impacts may affect distributional justice. In such cases,
these fields will be marked with an “x” in the figure. Subsequently, every marked field will be
discussed, justifying this assessment and explaining how the observed impact contributes to (or
mitigates) a particular facet of environmental injustice. Taking into account this analysis, 1 will then
discuss the case from a decolonial & Indigenous EJ perspective. Importantly, this model should not
be understood as suggesting that the four tenets combined “result in” decolonial EJ; the discussion of
decolonial EJ is merely based on the prior assessment of the case, which in turn is based on the four
tenets. Finally, I will return to my research questions, and attempt to synthesize the gathered
information into an overall assessment of the situation, based on the detailed descriptions of

individual connections.
1.8 Note on Researcher Bias

Finally, I find it important to point out any potential researcher bias (Creswell, 2007). While | have
tried to remain as impartial as possible, | was initially drawn to this topic by reports of potential
injustices in lithium battery supply chains. Thus, | also went into this research wanting to develop a
better understanding of these injustices. Similarly, although I build this study from an empirical case,
research was guided by a theoretical orientation. Cimini has identified (1) superficial and cursory
engagements with theory, (2) fetishistic applications of theory, and (3) a “pick and mix” approach to
theory application as problematic ways in which theoretical rigor can give way to empirical
prioritization in case studies (2020). To avoid these pitfalls, | aim for a rigorous application of EJ
through an assessment procedure specifically designed for this study, with a strong foundation in the

EJ literature.
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Chapter V: Findings

This section will present findings in terms of the specific impacts of lithium mining operations in the
“triangle”. The presence of lithium mining projects has consequences for “host” locations in different
ways. | have grouped these impacts into four broad categories of environmental, economic, and

sociocultural impacts, as well as human rights concerns.

Case Input: Impacts
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Figure 6.2: Assessment model, case input

This thesis aims to deal with lithium mining operations in three countries, which significantly
complicates a definitive assessment of consequences. Impacts can vary between each of the triangle
states, between each single operation, or even within the same operation. For instance, a mining firm
may agree on different arrangements with two (or more) communities affected by their operations,
meaning that the socioeconomic impacts differ depending on the community studied. The
heterogeneous nature of cultural, social, legal, and even environmental conditions across the region
adds to this complexity. As a consequence, the coming subsections will describe impacts in

connection with specific cases when deemed appropriate, and when gathered data allows for this.
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V.1 Environmental impacts

While the negative impacts of resource extraction have come under increased scrutiny, lithium mining
has been communicated in line with its role in the low-carbon transition, that mining was non-
polluting due its “natural” extraction method of evaporation. Whereas traditional mining heavily
relies on the use of explosives and cyanide, typically leading to far-reaching environmental impacts,
this is not necessary in lithium extraction (CEDLA, 2014). Profiting from an apparent “clean slate”,
its extraction history is largely unknown among the global public (Barandiaran, 2019). Nevertheless,
local communities started voicing concerns after noticing changes in their environment following the
commencement of nearby mining operations (ibid.). As a result, the environmental consequences of
lithium mining have attracted more attention. While scientific studies have picked up these concerns,
it should be noted that we are far from understanding the full range of environmental impacts of
lithium mining, as studies are simply too few at this point in time (Enrriquez, 2019). Furthermore, a
large chunk of environmental studies is done by operating firms under obligatory EIAs in Argentina
or Chile, or by state agencies in the case of Bolivia, which has led to mistrust and uncertainty in
regard to said studies (Barandiaran, 2019; Mortensen & Boddenberg, 2019; Perreault, 2020).

Having said this, direct environmental impacts of lithium mining are primarily twofold. For one,
arguably the biggest environmental concern of mining from brine is its high water-intensity. It has
been estimated that for each ton of lithium, roughly two million liters of water are evaporated (Ahmad,
2020; Puente & Argento, 2015). This is especially alarming when taking into account the
environmental circumstances in which this evaporation takes place. The triangle region is
characterized by an arid mountain desert, resulting in limited water supplies (Lunde Seefeldt, 2020).
The mining industry therefore depends on groundwater resources in one of the world’s driest desert
regions (United Nations, 2020). Adding to this, salars are complex ecosystems, relying on a fragile
balance between salt and fresh water (Lacabana, 2018; Marchegiani et al., 2019). Changes in water
dis- and recharge could throw off this equilibrium and significantly impact surrounding flora and

fauna.

Arguably the most important study in this regard was done by Liu et al. (2019), analyzing satellite
imagery of the Salar de Atacama region over a course of twenty years. The study found that lithium
mining operations have expanded by over 7% p.a. and constitute one of the major stressors to
environmental degradation, manifested by vegetation decline, elevating daytime temperatures,

decreased soil moisture, and an increased drought condition. An alternative explanation for the
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increasing water scarcity has been the growing tourism industry in the region. However, Liu &
Agusdinata (2020) found that water consumed for mining processes was approximately 50 times the
consumption of domestic use, and hundreds of times that of tourists. In the Salar de Atacama, lithium
and other mining projects have consumed 65 percent of the region’s water resources (Ahmad, 2020;
United Nations, 2020). It is because of this that lithium mining has started to be discussed in a
discourse of “water mining” (Interviewee 2; Mortensen & Boddenberg, 2019). While these findings
in terms of water depletion are in line with other studies and community concerns from Argentina
(e.g. Marchegiani et al., 2019), they may not be readily transferable to the case of Bolivia. For one,
the difficulties in Bolivian lithium industrialization laid out above mean that the project has not
reached a scale where the consequences of extensive water use are noticeable (Interviewee 5). In fact,
impacts as a result of water depletion may turn out less severe on the Salar de Uyuni, due to the

greater rainfall in the Potosi region, which helps recharge groundwater (Perreault, 2020).

The second direct impact concerns the use of toxic chemicals used in the refining process. Here, the
production of lithium carbonate and potassium chloride (a by-product) produces 4,000 tons of
chemical waste per day, often dumped on the salar itself (Perreault, 2020). As opposed to the impacts
stemming from intense water use, this aspect may turn out more severe in the Salar de Uyuni, as the
less favorable ratio of lithium to magnesium may necessitate more extensive refinement procedures,
known as the “encalado” method (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019). However, it should be noted that
assessments of the particular environmental consequences of large-scale mining in the Salar de Uyuni

are largely speculative at this point.

The immediate impacts of water depletion and the dumping of toxic chemicals lead to a number of
further concerns. Among these, biodiversity impacts in terms of a loss of flora and fauna have been
among the most prominently discussed. A number of already endangered species, such as vicufias,
guanacos, flamingos, taguas and chinchillas, depend on regional wetlands that are now drying up as
a consequence of water-intensive mining (Gundermann & Goébel, 2018a; Heredia et al., 2020; Lunde
Seefeldt, 2020). Salars in the region harbor a number of lagoons, the water level in which has been
shrinking, in turn leading to increased salinity. As a result, algae populations decrease, and
endangered flamingo species lose their source of alimentation (Agusdinata et al., 2018; Interviewee
2; Mortensen & Boddenberg, 2019). Biologists have identified microbiological organisms as the
functional and structural base of salar ecosystems, with potentially far-reaching consequences in case

of further aridification (Carrere, 2020). Additionally, local farmers have pointed to mysterious
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livestock deaths and a general reduction in grass coverage (Marchegiani et al., 2019). Further
concerns have been raised in regard to the potential contamination of subterranean aquifers, along
with concerns that barrier failures may leak toxic chemicals into the environment and cause water
pollution (Agusdinata et al., 2018; Balch, 2020). Finally, evaporation ponds are exposed to the
elements, which means winds may carry the highly mobile lithium into the environment and affect
human health in nearby communities (Agusdinata et al., 2018). While no scientific studies have dealt
with this in connection with brine, local community members have lamented the sudden occurrence
of “powders” in the air after lithium extraction projects had commenced (Interviewee 1; United
Nations, 2020).

V.2 Economic impacts

Mining can have a significant impact on local, regional, and national economic development (World
Economic Forum, 2016). Lithium is considered no different in this regard, with consequences for
local expectations and development imaginaries (CEDLA, 2014). As a result, communities have
found themselves in the quagmire of concerns for environmental degradation and the potential
economic benefits brought about by lithium mining, leading to internal division (Interviewee 3;
Marchegiani et al., 2019). This is exacerbated by the fact that the “Lithium Triangle” region
constitutes a poor region relative to the national average in all three countries, and employment
opportunities are scarce (Marchegiani et al., 2020). Nevertheless, there is a clear paucity in research
on lithium mining’s economic impacts, which makes definitive assessments difficult (Agusdinata et

al., 2018).

V.2.1 Bolivia

In Bolivia especially, it is difficult to assess what impacts industrial lithium mining could have
economically, given that this is still far from materializing. Potosi is a particularly poor area, with
68,5% of its population living below the poverty line in 2017 (CEDLA, 2019). Historically and
currently tied to mining (the local San Cristdbal mine — extracting zinc, lead and silver — is the largest
in Bolivia), other modes of income include the cultivation of quinoa, tourism, livestock, and salt
production (CEDLA, 2018; Interviewee 5). It has been estimated that a realization of the first two
phases of Bolivia’s three-phase plan would increase regional income by approximately 60% (ibid.).
In terms of direct employment, estimates are that the first two phases would generate roughly 5,000
jobs (CEDLA, 2014). For reference, nearby communities have a total population of approx. 55,000

(CEDLA, 2018). However, a problem arises when speaking of economic benefits for the local
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population in this regard. As of now, the pilot plant (Phase 1) employs almost exclusively workers
from outside areas, who commute to the site for two-week shifts at a time (Perreault, 2020).
Nevertheless, this could change, as further development of the operations may have stimulating

effects on other sectors and create a wider range of opportunities.

The distribution of generated income, on the other hand, has led to a lot of conflict. The Salar de
Uyuni is considered a fiscal reserve by law, which means it is considered an independent area. In
turn, this means that royalties are paid to the departmental government of Potosi, and not to local
municipalities bordering the Salar (Sanchez-Lopez, 2019). Perceived as further contributing to the
unequal development between rural and urban areas, protests sparked in response; the issue can be
considered a potential source of conflict going forward (Perreault, 2020; Sanchez-Lopez, 2019). With
persistent difficulties in lithium industrialization, there is growing concern that developmental
Imaginaries may not materialize. Due to rapid advances in technology, experts have alluded to
Bolivia’s “short window of opportunity”, and have cast serious doubt over the mineral’s potential to
finally overcome the country’s economic model based on primary exports (Hancock et al., 2018;
Poveda, 2020). This desperation is expressed in the sentiment of lithium as “grandma’s last jewel”
(la ultima joya de la abuela), with a local government official insisting: “If we don’t get benefits now,

we won’t get anything.” (Sanchez-Lopez, 2019, p. 26).

V.2.2 Chile

In Chile, the socio-economic impacts of lithium mining can be observed more clearly. In this regard,
lithium mining has meant large economic gains for the state, as well as national and international
firms in the area (Romero et al., 2012). Economic benefits for local populations can be broadly
grouped into those arising from employment opportunities and those that come from arrangements

that firms and local communities have come to.

Both SQM and Albemarle have a number of agreements in place, some with the Consejo de Pueblos
Atacamefios (CPA), others with individual communities. The CPA is a coalition of 18 local, primarily
Indigenous communities. In 2016, Albemarle signed an agreement with the CPA, in which
communities are granted 3.5 per cent of lithium sales, which are then invested by the communities
themselves under a monitoring system (Albemarle, 2019). According to several interviewees that
were directly involved in this process, the agreement has had significant impacts on local livelihoods,
ensuring basic necessities and a higher standard of living (Interviewees 2, 4 ). While communities are

relatively free in how they invest the funds, there have been cases in which funds had disappeared

47



after a relatively short time (Interviewee 4). Nevertheless, interviewees pointed out that it was a matter
of trial and error, and that learning to manage large funds takes time. Similarly, SQM has a number
of agreements of their own. Most recently, the firm arrived at an agreement with the community of
Camar, worth 1700 million Chilean pesos (about two and a half million US dollars) (Carrere, 2020;
Interviewee 2; Tercera, 2020). There have been several other agreements over the years, usually
focused on development projects like building wells, health or educational facilities (Babidge &
Bolados, 2018; Chululo, 2015a).

In terms of employment, the provision of jobs has also been stipulated in agreements between firms
and individual communities or the CPA (Interviewee 4), in addition to regular employment
opportunities. Furthermore, Liu & Agusdinata (2020) found that mining not only provides direct
income through jobs, but also stimulates supporting industries in the area, which leads to further
employment opportunities and indirect incomes from industries such as infrastructure. However, it
was found that the actual share of local laborers in mining and mining-induced industries was limited,
and that the presence of lithium operations mainly attracts a distant workforce. Employment in
agriculture, on the other hand, reduced over a ten-year period, with a decline in in-flows and high

labor move-out, primarily to the capital region of Santiago (ibid.).

Nevertheless, interviewees continuously stressed the importance and relief provided by the lithium
industry during the global pandemic. While the tourism industry came to a complete standstill, local
Indigenous communities could rely on funds obtained from their agreements with lithium firms

(Interviewees 2, 4).

V.2.3 Argentina

Finally, the economic impacts of lithium mining in Argentina can be understood in a similar way as
those in Chile, meaning that they arise either from employment opportunities with mining firms or

direct, monetary or material contributions by firms.

Focusing on two projects in the Olaroz-Cauchari salt flat, a 2019 study found that operating firms
(Sales de Jujuy and Minera Exar) had contracts with neighboring communities stipulating
employment opportunities (Marchegiani et al., 2019). Sales de Jujuy, in particular, had a workforce
that consisted of 65 per cent of Indigenous peoples, paying a monthly salary of 1,000 US dollars,
which is considered above average in the region (Ahmad, 2020). However, this was deemed an

exception rather than a rule (ibid.). In general, employment opportunities in mining firms are highly
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valued by community members, as they also represent access to other benefits like health insurance

and education (Marchegiani et al., 2019).

Likewise, companies have invested direct funds in “developmental” projects, which could be seen as
a form of CSR in community relations. Examples include investments in infrastructure, healthcare
and education, among others (ibid.). There have also been direct payments to communities, e.g. by
Minera Exar to the neighboring communities of Pastos Chicos and Huancar, at 59,000 US$ and
25,000 USS$, respectively (ibid.). A quick comparison with the amounts paid by firms across the
border in Chile puts these sums in perspective.

V.3 Sociocultural impacts

The social impacts of lithium mining on local populations have been scarcely studied (Agusdinata et
al., 2018), but can generally be seen as arising from the environmental and economic implications
laid out above. At this point, the heterogeneity of cases in the “Lithium Triangle” should again be
pointed out. Nevertheless, communities living in the area share common characteristics, and take
advantage of salars in similar ways (Quinteros-Condoretty et al., 2020). Furthermore, main economic
activities are related to agriculture, tourism, handicrafts, and salt production (ibid.). These traditional
forms of income have been joined by mining more or less recently, depending on the context (Liu &
Agusdinata, 2020). Bolivia’s history with mining has been alluded to above, and it will arguably play
a role in the social implications of lithium operations (Interviewee 5). The American anthropologist
Anna Revette argues that these expectations around mining have become entrenched in Bolivian
identity, with cultural significances that are part of everyday language and meaning making (2017).

Due to this crucial difference, | will refer to the national context of the points laid out below.

While lithium mining was initially well-received by communities in the Atacama desert due to
economic benefits (Gundermann & Gdébel, 2018a), growing environmental concerns increasingly
gave rise to a contrasting view. This has resulted in a division within communities between those in
favor of and those against mining (Interviewees 1, 2, 3, 4; Marchegiani et al., 2019, 2020). Nearly all
interviewees have pointed this out, which is consistent with primary data gathered in previous studies.
Essentially, this is a struggle between immediate improvements in economic resources, and a fear of
the area becoming uninhabitable due to environmental degradation (Mortensen & Boddenberg,
2019). Furthermore, there have been conflicts between communities affected by the same project,

arising from one community entering into negotiations without informing another, in hopes of reaping
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higher benefits (Interviewee 2). By actively supporting certain political factions within communities,
it has been alleged that firms play an active role in creating such sociopolitical imbalances, profiting
from needs that are not covered by the state and thereby looking to defuse community organizing
(Carrere, 2020; Chululo, 2015a, 2015b). According to a community member, the negative vision of

mining firms has thus manifested itself, regardless of financial benefits obtained (Interviewee 4).

In terms of social impacts from firm investments and initiatives, developmental impacts remained
rather limited for a long time due to an uncoordinated transfer of funds, like paying for birthday
parties, etc. (Interviewee 3). In addition, one interviewee criticized such investments as a way to lower
tax liability (Interviewee 5). However, with funds being used more strategically over time, there have
been a number of positive social impacts. For instance, community members in Argentina expressed
that a local high school built by a mining firm has provided education and in turn helped reverse
emigration from the community (Marchegiani et al., 2019). Likewise, an interviewee from Chile
pointed out the positive impact on local education (Interviewee 4). Another interviewee indicated
increased travel in communities, with growing ties between populations across the triangle states
(Interviewee 2). Population growth and increased social participation have also been mentioned as a
strong indicator for the improvement of the general situation (ibid.). Still, firm investments were
found to be mainly aimed towards education and social development, putting less emphasis on
fostering economic independence or protecting the cultural heritage of local Indigenous populations
(Liu & Agusdinata, 2020).

Regardless of Bolivia’s mining history, the cultural significance of the Salar de Uyuni has been
pointed out as one of primary factors for opposition to lithium mining (Interviewee 1). The destruction
of this cultural space is linked to losing a long history of relating to and living with the Salar (ibid.).

The same is true for Atacamefio communities in Chile, as put by an Indigenous activist:

The Salar de Atacama is not just some thing. /1t] is important because that’s where life
is, it is where life itself is born. For the Atacamefio, the Salar de Atacama is very

important. (Quote from Webinar, Espindola, 2021)

Likewise, Lacabana points out the cultural significance of water and the regional salars in local
Indigenous cosmovisions (2018). In Chile, the Algarrobo tree, which is of spiritual value for
Indigenous communities in the area, has been dying as a consequence of drying up of groundwaters

(Mortensen & Boddenberg, 2019). Meanwhile, the cultural preservation of Indigenous populations
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has seemingly neither been deemed a priority by operating firms, nor by state actors. According to a
Bolivian economist, there is no established connection between the state’s lithium strategy and the
cultural issues, instead pointing out an increasing mercantilization of Indigenous lives (Interviewee
5). Gundermann & Gobel attribute a special role in this to lithium mining firms, pointing to changing
consumption patterns and impacts on ways of living (2018a). Finally, forced migration and the
abandonment of ancestral settlements because of water scarcity are another important factor, not least
due to territorial cultural ties (Agusdinata et al., 2018; Lacabana, 2018; Romero et al., 2012). This
dispossession of original land users has continuously been legitimized by the state and firms via a
green discourse, combining arguments about the “sustainable” extraction method and those

surrounding lithium’s use in a low-carbon transition (Bustos-Gallardo et al., 2021).

The inevitable consequence of these developments has been increased social organization, especially
in Chile, where lithium operations are most advanced. Here, such movements have grown from local
to national scales (Liu & Agusdinata, 2020). Independent EIAs, as well as FPIC and benefit-sharing
have been identified as key safeguards for self-determination in terms of social, cultural and economic
development (Marchegiani et al., 2020). This is inevitably tied to the special rights of Indigenous

populations, which I will turn my attention to now.
V.4 Human rights concerns

While concerns regarding access to safe drinking water and a safe environment have been discussed
in terms of human rights and lithium mining (e.g. Heredia et al., 2020), the overwhelming focus has
been on due process and granting FPIC (free, prior, and informed consent) rights to affected
populations. With the legal framework in each state laid out in chapter 11, this section will illustrate

some of the problems that have arisen regarding participatory rights.

V.4.1 Bolivia

Starting with the case of Bolivia, the non- compliance with internationally and nationally recognized
human rights instruments arguably present the most paradoxical case among the triangle states. To
begin, it is important to clarify that the Salar du Uyuni is a vast area with very low population density,
which means that not all communities close to it are likely to be affected by industrial scale lithium
exploitation (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019; Interviewee 5). However, analyses showed that there are
communities that rely on the Salar for salt gathering and other livelihood purposes, which establishes

an immediate need for consultation, especially when taking into account the environmental
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consequences of the encalado method (CEDLA, 2014). Regardless, such consultations have been
sorely lacking. To recall, Bolivia is seen as a pioneering country when it comes to the rights of
Indigenous peoples, having ratified and even incorporated all the relevant instruments into national
legislation (see Chapter II). Besides initial “socializations” (understood as informative community
meetings), which the GNRE conducted with a (selected) number of communities, directly affected
communities have not been granted FPIC rights in accordance with legal norms by any means
(Abelvik-Lawson, 2019; Interviewee 1). Likewise, no formal environmental impact analyses have

been conducted prior to the construction of the pilot plant (Sanchez-Lopez, 2019).

Over the years, there have been a number of “explanations” for this lack of implementation. For one,
there is internal contradiction between Bolivia’s mining law and its incorporated UNDRIP law,
leaving uncertainty about community consultation (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019) (see also Chapter I1).
Moreover, the status of the Salar as a fiscal reserve has been used to question the need for prior
consultations (Sanchez-Lopez, 2019). Finally, lithium has been argued to be a “renewable” resource,
and that FPIC is only obligatory in cases of non-renewable resource extraction (Abelvik-Lawson,
2019). Perhaps unsurprisingly, UNDRIP makes no such distinction. Furthermore, Indigenous
organizations have been coopted and their opposition subordinated under a strong nationalist
narrative (Interviewee 1; Sanchez-Lopez, 2019). Protests sparked over a consultation that was carried
out in 2018 in regard to the proposed lithium battery production plant, after already having been

granted governmental approval years before (Perreault, 2020).

The Bolivian lithium project is thus alleged to be in breach of both international and domestic human
rights law (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019). This has led to the general sentiment that the government feels
the right to use resources without consultation, and that ratifications of international legal instruments
are mere formalisms, as expressed in interviews (Interviewees 1, 5). The lithium project, on the other
hand, seems more concerned with environmental licenses as a form of legal compliance as opposed
to empowering communities and ensuring environmental sustainability of the Salar de Uyuni
ecosystem (Sanchez-Lopez, 2019). As phrased during an interview, Bolivia is seen as a pioneering
country in having regulations that are not implemented (un pionero de tener normas que no se

implementa; Interviewee 1).

V.4.2 Chile

The situation in Chile is legally difficult in regard to FPIC rights, mainly because the country ratified

ILO 169 in 2008. This means that at the time when lithium projects were in initial exploration phases,
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consultations were not carried out due to a lack in regulation. For instance, SQM conducted their last
environmental impact study in 2006, before the ratification of ILO 169, and communities were never
consulted regarding any lithium projects involving SQM (Interviewee 2) or other firms (Balcazar,
2021). Later negotiations between firms and communities were conducted without any state
involvement, as these did not present consultations but negotiations between private entities.
Although FPIC rights are clearly determined to be the responsibility of the state, interviewees stressed

how the state had nothing to say in such negotiations (Interviewee 4).

The general sentiment that | inferred from my four interviews with experts and community members
from Chile is a degree of mistrust towards the state. Interviewees actually seemed content that state
representatives had nothing to say in negotiations. Nevertheless, one interviewee did point out the
power imbalances inherent in negotiations, especially when community members depended on
employment provided by firms, which in turn led to them being unable to exercise their rights, e.g.
expressing environmental concerns (Interviewee 4). Arguably, it is in these circumstances that state
actors could play a balancing role, ensuring a level playing field and free interaction. In neoliberal

Chile, this seems to be regarded with much skepticism.

Nevertheless, there have been concrete allegations in terms of human rights, such as in regard to water
rights and access to Indigenous territory (Chululo, 2015a). In 2018, both SQM and Albemarle were
granted substantial extensions of their mining permits without prior consultation with communities.
The CPA brought a legal complaint against the lack of FPIC in regard to these extensions (Reuters,
2019b). To conclude, FPIC rights have not been sufficiently granted by the Chilean state, the bearer
of this responsibility.

V.4.3 Argentina

There appears to be confusion as to whether Indigenous communities must be officially recognized
as landowners in order to have participation rights in Argentina. According to international law,
consultations are necessary when potential operations could have an impact on said communities, not
whether these hold official land titles (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019). A sociolegal analysis conducted by
Abelvik-Lawson pointed out that provincial law in Jujuy does not afford Indigenous communities
special protection measures as laid out by ILO 169, implying a general difficulty for Indigenous

peoples in Argentina to access their rights (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019).
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The Olaroz salt flat hosts operations by firms Sales de Jujuy and Minera Exar. The two companies
have conducted consultations with a number of communities holding land titles and being directly
located within the project area, yet several other communities are also affected by operations due to
their reliance on the same water basin (Marchegiani et al., 2020). Regarding FPIC, the manner in
which consultations were conducted point to serious shortcomings in the terms of being free (F) and
informed (I). According to community members, information was not made available early enough,
which hindered communities in assessing the provided material (ibid.). Moreover, information was
provided in lengthy, technical format, making it difficult to understand for non-experts (Marchegiani
et al., 2019, 2020). This was allegedly also true for Q&A sessions, where community members felt
unable to engage meaningfully, and answers were again given in technical form (Marchegiani et al.,
2019). Crucially, studies regarding potential environmental impacts were all conducted by firms
(ibid.). Based on these conditions, there is serious doubt as to whether consultations were conducted
in a fully informed manner. Furthermore, there are significant power asymmetries inherent in
company-community negotiations, as firms possess resources that communities lack and depend on,
such as employment and monetary funds (Marchegiani et al.,, 2020). Companies emphasizing
economic aspects during consultations could be seen as a form of bribery, aimed at coercing
acceptance (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019). Consequently, such consultations could hardly be considered

free.

At the Salinas Grandes and Lagunas de Guayatayoc salt flat, a number of projects are in initial stages
(Marchegiani et al., 2020). State officials had declared the area free of communities, outright denying
the existence of any populations in the region (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019). Consequently, communities
took a proactive approach after being alarmed by exploration activities without any form of prior
consultation. This resulted in the eventual drafting of the Kachi Yupi (“traces in the salt”, in Quechua),
a document that outlines constitutional rights to water, Argentine mining and environmental law, as
well as minimum FPIC standards (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019). Crucially, the Kachi Yupi provides
guidance on a culturally appropriate way of conducting consultations, while establishing
communities’ interest in the salt flat and surrounding watershed (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019;
Marchegiani et al., 2020). In the years since, continuous unacceptance of Indigenous organization’s
proposals has resulted in social mobilization, protest and the eventual halting of operations

(Interviewee 7).
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For both cases, the complete absence of state actors is worrisome. Again, ensuring FPIC is state
responsibility, and provincial governments in Jujuy have clearly neglected this (Marchegiani et al.,
2019; Puente & Argento, 2015). Especially in situations of power asymmetries, state actors can play
an important role as neutral facilitators and ensure compliance with human rights (Marchegiani et al.,
2020). A lack of resources presents a clear issue in this regard. According to a report conducted in
2019, state representatives would have had no baseline study to evaluate the environmental impact

assessments conducted by companies (Marchegiani et al., 2019).
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Chapter VI: Discussion

Case Input: Impacts
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Figure 6.3: Assessment model, case input

Having presented the “Lithium Triangle”, the chosen theoretical framework of environmental justice
as well as findings in regard to specific impacts of mining operations, | now again return to the
assessment model. Fig. 6.3 shows how the knowledge generated in previous sections now allows for
an assessment of how the distinct ramifications of lithium mining translate to different conceptions
of environmental (in)justices, visually represented by marks in the relevant fields. This chapter will
discuss each of these marks before shifting focus to decolonial and Indigenous perspectives on lithium

extraction.
V1.1 Distributional (In)justice

V1.1.1 Environmental Impacts

The environmental harm caused by lithium mining operations through extensive water usage and the
generation of chemical waste has been laid out above. Regarding distribution, it is clear that local

impacts on the environment affect those who depend on it locally, meaning foremost the communities
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mentioned. As presented, environmental harms brought about by lithium operations vary by country
(and salar), but this is likely attributable to the stage that a particular extraction project is in. The
question now arises what can be considered just distribution. According to Walker & Bulkeley, an
unequal distribution of environmental harms is by itself not necessarily unjust, the focus being rather
on the “fairness” of the processes that gave rise to this distribution (2006). A position expressed
repeatedly throughout interviews is that lithium mined in the “triangle” is used in EVs at the other
end of the world (Interviewees 2, 4, 5, 6). While this argument could be countered with the usage of
lithium-ion batteries in mobile phones and other personal devices that are being used by people in
communities as well, EVs are the clear driver of demand. Regardless, any explanation in this line

could hardly argue that the current distribution of environmental harm is anything near just.

The Indigenous communities do not have a big responsibility for the climate crisis, this
responsibility lies with large corporations and centralist governments. But the

communities are paying the price. (Quote from Webinar, Balcazar, 2021)

As mentioned earlier, the maldistribution of environmental goods or harms has sparked debate on
what would constitute distributive justice. Strict equality is one such approach, where environmental
goods and bads are distributed equally. Here, the rather abstract concern about inequality on the global
scale has been linked to the colonial roots of this visible disparity (Kaswan, 2021). In turn,
utilitarianism is concerned with “achieving the greatest good for the greatest number of people” (ibid.,
p.22), and thereby proposes to deviate from strict equality. While traditionally, utilitarian
argumentation has advocated for increased spending for marginalized actors, as these would benefit
more from welfare gains, lithium’s role in combating climate change complicates this discussion.
Now, mining proponents may argue that relatively few people are feeling the harms associated with
the extraction of a mineral considered vital for mitigating global warming. However, such arguments
essentially regard certain areas or communities as “sacrificeable”, which is not only ethically highly
problematic but would also imply a clear disregard for participation and self-determination rights.
Fundamentally, this tension highlights the underlying quest for justice in just transition research,
which, due to its emergence from diverse backgrounds, has not yielded any universally agreed-upon
approaches (Henry et al., 2020). Nevertheless, based on the points presented here as well as in chapter
V, | argue that the maldistribution of environmental harms caused by lithium mining constitutes a
clear distributional injustice against nearby Indigenous communities, while the eventual

environmental “goods” (clean air, etc.) are enjoyed by people far away.
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V1.1.2 Economic Impacts

Moving on, the assessment of economic benefits, along with what would constitute a just distribution,
is even more complicated. As laid out in chapter V, the economic benefits vary drastically between
countries and operations in terms of funds transferred from firms to communities, direct employment,
or indirect stimulation of local industries. In a fundamental sense, local actors feel entitled to a certain
share of economic gains derived from operations in their territory; this is apparent in the claims made
by provincial governments in rural Potosi, Bolivia, to the demands expressed by Indigenous
communities in Argentina and Chile. On the other hand, this attitude is not necessarily shared by
firms, often feeling like they do not owe anything to communities (Interviewees 1, 3). Because of the
differences between countries, an assessment of whether the economic impacts of lithium mining are
justly distributed is not possible per se. Nevertheless, local communities in the Chilean Atacama
Desert have arguably seen the most considerable economic impacts of lithium mining operations, due
to agreements reached with firms SQM and Albemarle and the monetary transfers that are part of
these. While they are substantial when compared to similar arrangements across the border in
Argentina, it is nonetheless difficult to attach evaluative labels like fair or just. During interviews, a
Chilean community member commented on the agreement between the CPA and Albemarle,
expressing both the positive impact that it has had on community livelihoods, while simultaneously
implying that the agreement should be seen as a point of departure, i.e. that a just distribution would

require much more:

...of course, conditions have improved significantly when compared to what they were
before /...] This Indigenous struggle that exists in Chile, and I believe that it exists all
over Latin America, if not the world, with mining firms that extract however much they
want... [The agreement with Albemarle] is a starting point. And as | commented, it is
something that takes time, something that is dynamic, and something that it cannot be
forgotten that during this pandemic, it helped the communities a lot, especially those that

depend exclusively on tourism. (Interviewee 4)

At a different point in the interview, the same interviewee commented that local perceptions of
lithium mining were still highly negative, as money cannot make up for environmental degradation.
It is important to keep in mind that monetary transfers in Argentina constitute a mere fraction of this
arrangement, while they are completely absent in Bolivia. Nevertheless, these sums are again put into

perspective when compared with corporate profits and the rising price of lithium, underlining
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community demands for a higher share of these earnings. To conclude, economic benefits vary
significantly between countries, with Chilean communities in more favorable conditions, followed
by those in Argentina and, lastly, Bolivia. While this pattern is somewhat congruent with the state of
industrialization in the three countries, institutional and political conditions in Bolivia cast serious
doubt over whether this will change with advanced industrialization. Keeping in mind the limited
effect on local employment (Liu & Agusdinata, 2020), economic impacts across the triangle states
remain restricted, and arguing whether current (or future) distributions are just is difficult, as this
inevitably raises value-based questions, apart from the problematic conversation of putting a price
tag on nature. Nevertheless, it can be said that, though not to the extent envisioned by community
members, economic impacts are contributing to a more just distribution between firms and
communities, when arrangements are in place, and foster positive perceptions of mining operations

locally.

V1.2 Procedural (In)justice

V1.2.1 Human Rights Concerns

Procedural justice matters are inextricably linked to participatory rights in environmental decision-
making. Here, the focus is not on causation, but on whether procedural injustices have occurred in
connection with lithium exploration and exploitation. As laid out in chapter V, there are serious
shortcomings in regard to FPIC rights in the triangle states. In all three countries, Indigenous
communities are struggling or have struggled to access their rights as stipulated by ILO 169. In Chile,
the relatively late ratification of ILO 169 complicates this assessment to some extent, but as
mentioned, new allegations have surfaced after mining extensions were granted without prior
consultation. Additionally, it arguably points to a reactive approach to safeguarding Indigenous rights
by the Chilean state. While the exact proceedings for cases have been laid out above, it is inferred
here that lithium operations in the triangle states have consistently entailed procedural injustices
against Indigenous communities, in clear violation of FPIC rights. Unfortunately, this is not an issue
that is specific to lithium, but a common concern regarding mining projects on Indigenous lands. As
expressed by an interviewee that has worked with Indigenous rights for many years (referring to

international conferences they have taken part in):
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They always ask “Can you tell us about successful cases [respect for FPIC]? ... and to
really think of a successful case in terms of proper consultation, it is very difficult.

(Interviewee 1)

Obstacles in accessing rights have been connected to power asymmetries between involved parties
(Marion Suiseeya, 2021). Procedural justice approaches thus aim to address these underlying power
structures that give rise to political displacement. In this regard, the struggle between local
communities and the multinational corporations undertaking mining projects has been compared to
the battle between David and Goliath (Babidge & Bolados, 2018). In a way, the examined cases have
illustrated this point well. While in Bolivia, the state-run lithium project has continuously disregarded
FPIC rights of communities, consultation procedures in Chile and Argentina are controlled 100% by
firms, and participation has not resulted in meaningful engagement of communities. Again, it is
important to remember that the responsibility to ensure consultation in line with international
standards lies with the state, and it is in these instances that public actors can play an important role
in guaranteeing negotiations on equal footing. While power asymmetries between communities and
firms have been laid out in chapter V, the Argentine case additionally highlights the power asymmetry
between firm and state. After environmental reports on potential impacts of mining operations were
done by company affiliates, there was considerable doubt over whether state actors would even have
the resources or expertise to undertake independent impact assessments, or evaluate those done by
mining firms (Marchegiani et al., 2019). This impotence of the public sector significantly complicates
potential solutions, seemingly leaving communities without a clear access to remedy, and bears strong

resemblance to dysfunctional institutional contexts established in other studies (Ramirez, 2019).
V1.3 Recognitional (In)justice

Although important in terms of recognitional justice, a discussion on opposing worldviews and
alternatives to development that fundamentally question the rationale behind lithium extraction will
be featured in the section on Indigenous and decolonial environmental justice below. Consequently,
this section will focus on recognition issues around participation processes. Nevertheless, | quickly
want to address the inherent linguistic misrecognition in the term “Lithium Triangle”. I argue that
this denomination itself deserves closer attention; a term coined by investors that contains
connotations that devalue the culturally significant landscape. Taking into account Indigenous
peoples’ close connection with their territory, the term reduces ancestral lands to a mere mineral

reservoir. This became apparent in Indigenous representatives’ way of addressing the area, where
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“lithium triangle” was usually preceded with “so-called” or “badly called” (“mal llamado”)

(Interviewee 4).

V1.3.1 Human Rights Concerns

Closely tied to procedural justice around consultation processes, recognition plays an important role
in guaranteeing meaningful engagement of community representatives. The Argentine case in
particular provides enough input to illustrate the ramifications of recognitional injustices in the case
of lithium extraction in the country. For one, government officials had initially declared the Cuenca
Salinas Grandes & Laguna de Guayatayoc free of inhabitants, denying the existence of the Kolla and
Atacamefio communities that do inhabit the region, and thus giving their consent to lithium
operations. Abelvik-Lawson links this to the principle of “terra nullius”, a colonial concept used to
justify invasion and resource capture by the imperial power in Australia (2019, p. 205). This idea of

uninhabited land is commonly tied to ignoring Indigenous rights in terms of access to FPIC (ibid.).

The previously introduced Kachi Yupi (Kachi Yupi, 2015) was recognized by the National
Ombudsmann in 2016, but companies ultimately decided not to follow it for allegedly not providing
any consultative process (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019). Interestingly, it does provide a consultative
process, albeit in graphical form that links steps in the production of salt to steps in the envisioned
consultation process (Kachi Yupi, 2015, pp. 30-31). The Kachi Yupi consultation outline has been
regarded as an “Indigenous form of representation”, which company officials were unable or
unwilling to understand (Abelvik-Lawson, 2019). Curiously, this provokes somewhat of a reversal of
roles. While it is usually companies that confront communities with reports that use technical terms
difficult to understand for non-professionals, now firms were unable to identify the instructional

character of the document.

Consultation and participation in decision-making processes are unlikely to produce fair outcomes in
the absence of a clear commitment to cultural recognition (Coolsaet & Néron, 2021), a concern that
can clearly be raised in the case of the Salinas Grandes salt flat. Nevertheless, firms seem to have
followed community decision-making procedures and decision-making spaces in the case of the
Olaroz salt flat (Marchegiani et al., 2019). While this can be seen as a certain degree of recognition
of cultural factors, community members were never asked how they would like to receive
information, etc., leaving a number of shortcomings (ibid.). However, this is still a clear improvement

when compared to the (relative) absence of consultation procedures in Bolivia (and Chile).
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V1.4 Capabilities Justice

The ramifications of lithium mining operations in the triangle have important consequences for
individual and community capabilities, an approach pioneered by the work of Amartya Sen and
Martha Nussbaum, which has found strong resonance in the movement for environmental justice.
Table 1 features a list of Nussbaum’s central human capabilities, with the bold lettering indicating
direct applicability to the present case. While | will establish a link between these capabilities and
lithium mining projects, it should be noted that Nussbaum herself advocated the approach for
individuals, and specifically objected to moving beyond individual agents to community perspectives
(Schlosberg & Carruthers, 2010). Nevertheless, I argue that Schlosberg & Carruthers’ (2010)
observation that movement groups articulate their concerns from a community perspective holds true
for Indigenous communities in the present case of lithium mining conflicts as well. This is visible in
instruments like the Kachi Yupi or coalitions like the CPA. For this reason, | will move beyond a

discussion of individual capabilities to incorporate the collective realm.

(1) Life
(2) Bodily health
(3) Bodily integrity

(4) Senses, imagination,
and thought
(5) Emotions

(6) Practical reason
(7) Affiliation

(8) Other species
(9) Play
(10) Control over one’s

environment

Being able to live a life of normal length.

Being able to have good health.

Being able to move freely; free from assault and sexual violence; sexual satisfaction;
reproductive choice.

Imagine, think, reason informed by adequate education; freedom of religion and expression;
avoid non-necessary pain.

Attachments to things and people outside ourselves; experience and express emotions; avoid
emotional trauma, abuse or neglect.

Ability to form a conception of the good; critical reflection about life; liberty of conscience.
(A) Live with and toward others, social interaction; empathy and compassion.

(B) Social bases of self-respect and non-humiliation; being treated as human with equal worth;
free from discrimination.

Ability to live with concern for and in relation to animals, plants, and the world of nature.
Ability to laugh, play, enjoy recreational activities.

(A) Political. Effective participation in political choices that govern one’s life; free speech and
association.

(B) Material. Holding property and seeking employment on equal basis with others; freedom

from unwarranted search and seizure.

Table 1: Nussbaum'’s list of central human capabilities; adapted from Holland (2021, p. 67), where it

was adapted from Nussbaum (2006, pp. 76-78).
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V1.4.1 Environmental Impacts

Beginning with Nussbaum’s individual capabilities, the concerns around human health impacts
(Capability 2) due to environmental contamination are largely speculative at this point, as laid out in
chapter V. Nevertheless, they cannot be neglected either, as reports of the increase in pulverous
particles can at least logically be connected to evaporation pools exposed to strong winds, etc. Future
studies will have to investigate this connection further, as potential health effects are currently poorly
understood (Agusdinata et al., 2018).

A clearer connection can be established between the environmental impacts caused by lithium mining
and Nussbaum’s capability 8, i.e. the ability to live with concern for and in relation to animals, plants,
and the world of nature. The environmentally destructive character of lithium mining has been laid
out above, posing a clear restriction to this capability. Interestingly, it bears considerable resemblance
to Indigenous visions of living in harmony with the non-human world manifested by the notion of
buen vivir (Rodriguez, 2021). Finally, the disproportionate bearing of environmental harms has direct
consequences for the ecological conditions that function as a predecessor for other actors’ capabilities

(Holland, 2021).

V1.4.2 Economic & Sociocultural Impacts

In chapter V, the political activity of firms in communities has been addressed. This tinkering with
local political organization arguably affects the equitable participation in political decisions with a
direct impact on one’s life, as envisioned by capability 10A. Moreover, the cultural significance of
water and the respective salars in general, threatened by the loss of both caused again by

environmental destruction, infringes on the free expression of cultural beliefs (capability 4).

Nevertheless, as repeatedly stressed in interviews with community members and experts from Chile,
agreements reached with companies have also had positive impacts that can be linked to Nussbaum’s
capabilities, and thus contribute to well-being. Education plays a central role in capability 4;
educational opportunities have also featured prominently in CSR efforts by companies, both in Chile
(Interviewees 2, 4) and Argentina (Marchegiani et al., 2019). Moreover, monetary funds obtained
through company agreements have facilitated travel and fostered cross-border connections between

triangle communities, a form of social interaction previously not feasible (capability 7A).
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V1.4.3 Human Rights Concerns

Procedural injustices, which | have linked to the failure to comply with international and domestic
standards stipulated by a number of human rights instruments, directly affect political capabilities
(Holland, 2021). Capability 10 concerns control over one’s environment, which also entails the
effective participation in political decisions that have a direct effect on one’s life. Such participation
has been at times insufficient, as in the Argentine case of Olaroz, and other times completely lacking,
exemplified in the case of Salinas Grandes or the Bolivian communities. While it is not possible to
make a comprehensive assessment of lithium mining operations in the triangle in this regard, the
cases observed in this study have pointed to an overwhelming lack of respect for individual and group

political capabilities, both by public and private actors.

V1.4.4 Discussing Community Capabilities

Environmental injustices against Indigenous communities have been articulated as conditions that
restrict or completely remove community abilities to function fully; such conditions include
undermining health, destroying economic and cultural livelihoods, or present general environmental
threats (Schlosberg & Carruthers, 2010, p. 18). In this way, the struggle of Indigenous communities
in the lithium triangle is similar to what we have seen from Mapuche communities in central Chile
(ibid.). It is less tied to the specific mineral that is being exploited, instead exposing structural factors
that have occurred repeatedly in community-company conflicts throughout the Latin American
continent, if not the world. The struggle against environmental destruction and access to participatory
rights plays a central role, as laid out by the previous sections. Nevertheless, it is symbolic of a deeper
conflict of worldviews, a conflict against the dominant rationale, which is seen as devaluing the
environment. This rationale transcends political systems, exemplified by the central role of lithium
mining both in neoliberal Chile and neo-socialist Bolivia. Against this backdrop, the struggle of
Indigenous communities in the lithium triangle, driven by past experiences, is also a struggle for the
survival of traditional economies, the preservation of language, culture, and religion, and a respect
for sacred sites. Combined, these factors build the basis of community capabilities as argued by
Schlosberg & Carruthers (2010), and are essential to the defense of the cultural connection that local

Indigenous communities have with their territory.
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V1.5 Decolonial & Indigenous Environmental Justice

V1.5.1 Justification & Applicability

The decolonial and Indigenous streams of EJ thinking can be regarded as a direct critical response to
the conventional approaches used above. In this light, two issues need to be addressed before this
section will attempt to apply a decolonial perspective to the conflicts surrounding lithium mining in
the triangle states. For one, there is an inherent danger when applying Western notions of justice to
cases set in the Global South (Alvarez & Coolsaet, 2020). Directly imposing a Western understanding
of justice to an Indigenous context constitutes coloniality of justice, running danger of misrecognizing
other forms of life and completely disregarding local perceptions of justice (ibid.). In consequence,
scholars have pointed to the erroneous use of Schlosberg’s framework to non-Western cases (ibid.).
As expressed by Escobar (2020, p. 70), it is therefore instrumental to step out of the epistemic space
of Western social theory and into the epistemic configurations of relational understandings in order

to grasp conflicts in Indigenous contexts.

The second point extends throughout this entire thesis, namely that cases are heterogeneous, and so
is the make-up of different communities, with Indigenous peoples from a wide variety of backgrounds
like Quechua, Atacamefio, Aymara, Koalla and Wichi peoples. While such “linguistic reductionism”
(CEDLA, 2014, p. 41) when speaking of the diversity of Indigenous peoples is certainly not the
intention of this thesis, it is argued that a Latin American decolonial EJ perspective is nonetheless
applicable across examined cases. Much of decolonial argumentation is based on relational ways of
living, ontologies that are in fact shared by Indigenous populations from diverse geographical
backgrounds, such as Sami, Potawatomi and Quechua peoples (Whyte, 2021). Likewise, Andean
concepts like Buen Vivir and the Pachamama have been used in mobilizations across regional
contexts in the triangle states, implying an “Indigenous paradigm” to lithium mining resistance
(Abelvik-Lawson, 2019, p. 200). Directly tied to the issue regarding non-Western notions of justice,
this Indigenous paradigm again calls for a different perspective. Consequently, environmental

conflicts in the “Lithium Triangle” can be understood as ontological conflicts (Escobar, 2020).

V1.5.2 Opposition to dominant rationale

In addition to the problems laid out in chapters V and V1 until now, there are further issues commonly
brought against lithium mining in the triangle states. The first is not confined to a decolonial

perspective, but nevertheless important as it underlines the fundamental questioning of extractivism.

65



Here, 1 am referring to the serious doubts as to whether lithium mining can constitute a long-term
source of income for local communities. In the spatially conceptualized understanding of time of
Aymara people and other peoples in the area, a common saying proclaims that the past is in front of
oneself (NUnez & Sweetser, 2006). In turn, the future is in the past, meaning that one has to look into
the past to see what the future holds (Interviewee 2, 6). During a webinar | attended in late March, an
Indigenous journalist from San Pedro de Atacama began his presentation by showing upwards of 15
photographs of abandoned mines in the area, a reminder of how past mining booms played out
(Ramos, 2021). A telling example in this regard is that of sodium nitrate, a mineral almost exclusively
mined in the Atacama Desert from around 1830 to the mid 1920s, when German chemists invented
the Haber-Ostwald process, making industrial-scale synthetization possible and the Chilean mines

entirely obsolete (Barnum, 2003).

Furthermore, decolonial critiques of extractivism and the green discourse of global climate change
mitigation lament that green capitalism, in which the wide-scale adoption of EVs plays a central role,
can only mitigate the negative environmental impacts to a certain extent, but never be fully
sustainable or halt the ongoing devastation (Escobar, 2020). Consequently, a continued reliance on
modernizing efforts is deemed “ecocidal” (ibid., p. 45), with decolonial EJ constituting an affront to
the rationale of modernity (Rodriguez, 2021). Though functioning under a green rationale, lithium
mining is based on kinship disruption, due to its environmentally destructive nature. Adopting a
relational ontological perspective in which the Earth is regarded as alive and imbued with spirit
(McGregor et al., 2020), a concept like environmental distribution is simply incompatible with
Indigenous modes of life (Alvarez & Coolsaet, 2020). Specifically in the triangle region, Indigenous
communities practice water work and ritual, expressing their rights and responsibilities to the Earth
and water as beings (Babidge & Bolados, 2018). In consequence, relying on international frameworks
that seek monetary compensation for environmental pollution is deemed irrational from an

Indigenous perspective (ibid.).

V1.5.3 Coloniality of Power, Knowledge, and the Self

Decolonial scholars argue that the persistence of coloniality (see chapter Ill) creates structural
oppression over marginalized sectors of society through a matrix operating at three levels: political

and economic power, knowledge, and the self (Rodriguez, 2021).

Coloniality of power can become visible in different ways, from the dominant definitions of

development, as well as the use of Western institutional forms of power in non-Western contexts
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(ibid.). This is evident in the case of lithium mining through the undisputed understanding of
economic development based on extractivism across the political spectrum, and the normative frames
in which community members seek compliance with their rights. Chile has a history of prosecuting
Indigenous activists fighting for the preservation of their territories under the “Terrorism Act”, a clear
misuse as these acts are not internationally considered as terrorism (Bialostozky, 2007). While this
has not yet happened in the case of lithium mining, it is symbolic of the power struggle of Indigenous

communities and viewed as confronting the dominant colonial logic (Interviewee 6).

The coloniality of knowledges is essentially a further manifestation of power imbalances, apparent in
the dominance of Western knowledge over that created by Indigenous peoples. This is visible both
on the macro scale, as Indigenous voices are seldomly included in global sustainability efforts (Yap
& Watene, 2019), and locally, where the spiritual value of salars in Indigenous cosmovision has been

subordinated to developmental visions based around resource extraction (Interviewee 1).

Finally, the subjective dimension has been stressed by decolonial scholars, as extractivism is said to
have direct impacts on the bodies and daily relations in communities (Alvarez & Coolsaet, 2020).
The sociocultural impacts have been laid out in chapter V, arguably affecting the way in which
Indigenous peoples think in relation to their land (ibid.). If this dimension is not considered in EJ
studies in Indigenous contexts, Alvarez & Coolsaet argue that the patterns of oppression are
reproduced through the desires of those who are oppressed (2020). This colonization of the self and
its needs is considered a direct consequence of the sociocultural and economic impacts that extractive
projects have had on the individual level (Interviewee 6). Moreover, it is argued to lead to the
obliteration of local histories and identities, and ultimately to a loss of cultural diversity (Rodriguez,
2021).

V1.5.4 Decolonizing Lithium?

Against this backdrop, McGregor et al. argue that environmental injustices experienced by
Indigenous peoples are inevitably tied to the ongoing process of colonialism, and for an understanding
of the ecological crisis as an intensification of colonialism (2020). The territorial struggle is imagined
as a struggle against ontological occupation, wherein Indigenous communities are fighting for their
existence in accordance with traditional values and a relational mode of life (Escobar, 2020). Tackling
environmental injustices from an Indigenous perspective must necessarily entail the reestablishment
of relationships of reciprocity with the non-human world (Whyte, 2021), as the territory, a collective

space for existence, becomes the subject of care as opposed to an object of development (Escobar,
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2020). Speaking of decolonization in the context of lithium mining, and its interplay between state,

firm, and community, is difficult to say the least.

While interviews conducted for this thesis were not as numerous as initially hoped, one guestion that
| asked regardless of interviewee background was whether they see a possibility to take advantage of
this natural resource endowment for economic development built around the preservation and
empowerment of local Indigenous communities, thereby enabling a life in accordance with local
values. The answers given were either in accordance with resource exploitation and the subsequent
distribution of benefits (Interviewees 2, 3, 5), or that this would not be possible (Interviewees 4, 6,
7). The inherent contradiction in this question later became obvious to myself when reading Escobar
(2020), who continuously stressed two quotes. The first, attributed to Albert Einstein, states that we
cannot resolve the problems of one era using the same mental frame that created it. The second, by
Portuguese sociologist Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2012), suggests that we have modern problems
for which there are no modern solutions. Returning to the question asked, it becomes obvious that
decolonial thinking requires stepping out of the epistemic space from which this question originated,
and transitioning to a nondevelopmentalist model to enable thinking of valid alternatives that can be
in tune with the Earth and cosmovisions of communities (Escobar, 2020, p. 131). One such

alternative, which has gained traction among decolonial scholars, is that of degrowth.

V1.5.5 Decolonization & Degrowth
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Figure 7: Different approaches to a” just transition” (Source: Garcia-Garcia et al., 2020)
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Initially a provocative slogan, degrowth has become a concept debated in academic circles. It
challenges the hegemony of growth, and calls for a redistributive downscaling of production and
consumption to achieve environmental sustainability, social justice and well-being (Gerber et al.,
2021). As illustrated by Fig. 7, these propositions situate the concept at the radical end of just
transition approaches. Degrowth and environmental justice exhibit a number of similarities, both
calling for a modification of the social metabolism (Martinez-Alier, 2016) to attain ecological
sustainability. While EJ studies, like this one, have increasingly focused on conflicts in the Global
South, degrowth puts the emphasis on the Global North (Gerber et al., 2021). Regarding the
contemporary developmental vision based on economic growth, one interviewee expressed their
doubts:

[...] it is this equality that we need, because the equality that occidental [development]
offers us will never reach us. Because the planet simply does not allow it. [...] For
everyone to live like in the European Union, we would need nine planets. Therefore, what

you [the Global North] have been offering us is a big lie. (Interviewee 6)

Here, the interviewee is referring to the so-called impossibility theorem, which enunciates that a
Western-style mass consumption economy for the world is neither possible nor desirable, as current
technologies and institutions would not allow for an economy of current scales based on renewable
energy alone (Gerber et al., 2021). It is inferred then that a low-carbon transition will inevitably have
to be a degrowth transition if environmental sustainability is to be attained (ibid.). However, debates
around degrowth have not been able to generate a larger-scale movement like that surrounding EJ,
which can at least partly be attributed to uncertainty of how the idea would pan out in practice. For
Escobar, degrowth does not mean “going back to the stone age”, but saying no for the sake of survival
on a path towards ecological destruction (2020, p. 111). Cattaneo and Gavalda have warned against
a limited understanding of degrowth, focusing only on a reduction in material and energy
consumption and production. Instead, they see degrowth as fundamentally a democratizing political
project, a collective choice for a “good life” (2010; Gerber et al., 2021). Here, degrowth, much like
decolonization, calls for autonomous decision-making on the community level. Concretely, degrowth
would imply a greater emphasis on collective and communal solutions, as opposed to EVs based on
an individualistic rationale. Additionally, resources need to be used more efficiently, with greater

emphasis on recycling and reuse, in the development of a circular economy.
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V1.5.6 Outcome

In conclusion, the apparent incompatibility between extractivist lithium mining and decolonial,
Indigenous notions of EJ offers little perspective for a scenario in which the large-scale adoption of
EVs under current technological circumstances is doable if we simultaneously want to grant local
epistemologies equal power. While UNDRIP and other HR instruments, which are currently guiding
firm and state conduct with respect to Indigenous communities, are grounded in Western
epistemological origins, Indigenous peoples have offered their vision of Buen Vivir as an alternative
to development (McGregor et al., 2020). The concept displaces the centrality of humans with a
relational perspective, and refrains from giving overriding importance to the economy (Escobar,
2020; McGregor et al., 2020). While the Bolivian case provides an example of how the idea can be
coopted by a “progressive” government (Escobar, 2020), the use of Buen Vivir in the Kachi Yupi
arguably implies an Indigenous imaginary where a coexistence between firms and communities is
possible, so long as this coexistence is primarily grounded in communitarian principles compatible
with Buen Vivir. By retelling their peoples’ history of oppression, the 33 communities express how
any solution would have to break with the societal power structures in the form of persisting
coloniality and grant Indigenous peoples unrestricted access to their rights. Similarly, the principle of
“differentiated responsibilities” proclaims that strategies need to be constructed by and with
communities most heavily bearing the environmental burdens (Alvarez & Coolsaet, 2020). It is here
that this case forces us to further acknowledge the difficulty in achieving this objective under
industrial, extractivist and developmentalist rationales, pointing to the need to seriously rethink how
tomorrow’s societies are to be constructed. Latin American decolonial EJ argues for the idea of a
“pluriverse”, in which a politics of difference goes beyond recognition or inclusion in the dominant
world system, and is instead aimed at the construction of otherness, allowing a life in accordance
with own values (Rodriguez, 2021). The case of lithium exemplifies how such a project is directly
tied to the mineral reliance of societies in Europe, North America, and Asia, effectively shifting

agency for enabling decolonization towards the Global North.
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Chapter VII: Conclusions

VII.1 Summary & Conclusion

In the “Lithium Triangle”, externalities of the global low-carbon transition become tangible and
visible in everyday life, felt by already marginalized sectors of society. Lithium plays a central role
in current climate change mitigation efforts, with demand projected to soar in coming years. While
there appears to be a strong consensus on the environmental benefits of a large-scale EV adoption in
the Global North, the proceedings in the triangle states raise serious doubts about lithium mining’s
environmental and social sustainability. Despite the fact that lithium is often communicated as an
economic opportunity for an “underdeveloped” region, the past years have seen increasing social
mobilization against mining projects by local Indigenous communities. As such, the case triggers
uncomfortable memories of the historic exploitation and marginalization of Indigenous peoples in
Latin America, underlining the need for close scrutiny. Against this background, this thesis set out to
study the impacts of lithium mining in terms of environmental injustices, incorporating specific Latin
American, Indigenous conceptualizations of the concept along with the more conventional four
tenets. A case study founded on a combination of critical realist and social constructionist ontological
assumptions, I examined mining projects across three countries (Bolivia, Chile & Argentina) and four
salars (Uyuni, Atacama, Olaroz-Cauchari & Salinas Grandes). The particular theoretical framework
and philosophical stance were chosen to gain a deeper understanding of local actors’ subjective
realities as well as underlying structural mechanisms. Utilizing both primary and secondary data
collection methods, lithium mining projects in the area were found to impact local Indigenous
communities primarily in four ways: environmental degradation, economic effects, socio-cultural

impacts and human rights concerns.

Based on a synthetization of these broad impacts by means of an assessment model specifically
designed for this study, RQ1 can be answered as follows. Distributional injustices are triggered by
lithium mining projects primarily in two ways. For one, environmental deterioration is
disproportionally felt by local Indigenous communities. These impacts are generally more pressing
where mining operations are more advanced, meaning the Chilean Salar de Atacama and Argentine
Olaroz-Cauchari. Secondly, economic benefits affect the distributive realm through direct transfers
arising from company-community agreements, employment opportunities, and the stimulation of

other industries. While rather miniscule when compared to profits made in global lithium trade, the
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Chilean and Argentine communities have seen the most beneficial economic benefits, albeit with
large differences among cases. Regarding procedural and recognitional justice, not one case
examined could be deemed satisfactory in terms of FPIC as stipulated by international as well as
national legislation. In Bolivia, despite having the most progressive legal framework in terms of
Indigenous rights, there have been no proper consultations about lithium exploitation. Moreover,
serious shortcomings have been observed across the remainder of cases, pointing to a general
difficulty of Indigenous communities to access their rights, a clear obligation of the state, in all three
country contexts. Finally, the mentioned impacts were assessed in terms of their impacts on
community capabilities, proving to restrict community abilities to function fully, threatening place-

based cultural ties, and uncovering deeper conflicts of competing worldviews.

With RQ2, | set out to offer a decolonial perspective on lithium mining projects in the triangle region.
The idea of decolonization is incredibly complex insofar as the level of abstraction could be chosen
quite arbitrarily (Interviewee 7). For one, the environmentally polluting nature of contemporary
lithium mining can be seen as incompatible with reciprocal kinship relationships as proclaimed by
Indigenous EJ. Moreover, such relationships make relying on redistributive measures in the wake of
environmental destruction completely irrational from an Indigenous perspective. It gets more
complicated the further the concept is applied. For instance, one could consider the struggle for
Indigenous rights to FPIC and land titles itself a further expansion and acceptance of Western
epistemologies and notions of justice. While this is a different discussion, this study has shown that
the low-carbon transition in transport as currently imagined is not compatible with a decolonial
perspective, precisely because plurality would entail allowing for other rationalities, conceptions of
value, and ways of living unviable in a globalized, developmentalist and modernizing economic
system. As such, decolonization fundamentally criticizes the current global economic rationale. At
the same time, Indigenous peoples in Latin America have offered alternatives, which in turn challenge

us to reconsider how we envision the low-carbon transition to materialize.

In conclusion, this study has shown that mining in the “Lithium Triangle” entails environmental
injustices against the Indigenous communities living in proximity to and affected by extractive
projects. These injustices are directly tied to structural violence, manifested by the inability of
Indigenous peoples to access their rights. While the above paints a rather bleak picture, there is also
a growing dialogue about these injustices, and a dynamic debate on how to resolve them. Such

solutions are inextricably tied to the subjective perspective of who proposes them, and the adopted

72



understanding of environmental justice. Nevertheless, | will present my personal implications further

down.
VI11.2 Limitations

A potential weakness of this study is that by attempting to arrive at an overall assessment in terms of
EJ, it is unable to provide detailed accounts of each individual case in the triangle states, opting for a
certain degree of generalizability instead of depth. This is complicated by the heterogeneity of cases
covered in this thesis. Furthermore, | have alluded to the difficulties in conducting fieldwork due to
Covid-19 in the methodology chapter, leading to a potential weakness of obtained data, as the sample
size for primary data collection remained rather small. Triangulation was used rigorously in order to
combat this shortcoming in addition to attending webinars that featured local actors. A further issue
regarding data quality is echoed by Carruthers’ note of the relative scarcity of scientific data in Latin
America (2008b). Likewise, large-scale lithium mining and the surrounding concerns are relatively
recent phenomena, which means that the diverse impacts have not been studied as extensively. Here,
access to a greater pool of knowledge from both environmental and ethnographic studies would have
been beneficial. While | have justified my theoretical and methodological choices in the relevant
chapters, a different approach could have led to different conclusions. For instance, a framework
based on climate justice would have offered a further justice dimension by drawing on the concept of
international and intergenerational responsibilities, both highly applicable to this case. On the other
hand, a positivist methodology may offer more actionable conclusions. Finally, the current
institutional circumstances, especially in the case of Chile, also pose a potential limitation in terms of
future relevance. With Indigenous representatives having been granted participation rights in the
rewriting of Chile’s constitution, we may see swift changes in regard to Indigenous rights,

consultation procedures and environmental protection.
V11.3 Implications & Recommendations

This section will lay out implications for different stakeholder groups. As discussed during an
interview (7), it is proposed to imagine the following as a set of in principle separate initiatives that

become complementary when taken together.

For researchers, there is a clear need to further study the different impacts of lithium exploitation in
the triangle region. Overarchingly, such research has to be both diverse in background and inclusive

in recognizing different forms of knowledge, as demanded by cognitive justice (Visvanathan, 2009).
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Liu et al. (2019) have delivered an important study on environmental impacts on the Salar de
Atacama, but future research must expand to other salars as well. Unbiased environmental studies
can be of great value in these contexts, potentially providing Indigenous communities outside of
academia with valuable information. Mistrust between communities and firms is high, and state actors
may have neither the means nor the motivation to undertake comprehensive impact assessments.
Likewise, with calls for green lithium becoming louder (Barros & Grant, 2020), direct lithium
extraction (DLE) technologies must be further researched and developed, so that they become viable
for large-scale adoption and can successfully replace the current water-intensive evaporation method.
Even more scarce, the social and cultural ramifications of mining projects need to be closely
investigated. While I have tried to cover all of these elements, the number of original studies I could
rely on were rather few. The main contribution of this thesis is thus an application of EJ to a novel
case, that of the “Lithium Triangle”. To the best of my knowledge, this study is the first to attempt a
perspective on lithium mining built specifically on decolonial EJ. While | can contribute to a growing
research agenda on the social implications of lithium mining in South America, much work remains
to be done. Here, | would like to put particular emphasis on research coming from the Global South.
I am aware of the somewhat antithetic notion of a European graduate student offering a perspective
based on decolonization and Indigenous epistemologies, and wish to invite research from Indigenous

scholars as a response to my likely shortcomings.

For the international community, the findings of this thesis offer substantial criticism on the current
approach to the mobility transition. The large-scale adoption of EVs will affect several SDGs (see
e.g. Persson & Oman, 2018). Lithium mining projects, in turn, could foster economic growth, access
to education, and the development of local infrastructure, (indirectly) contributing to the realization
of SDGs 1, 2, 4, 8 and 9. However, the dangers of building an economy around a single resource puts
the sustainability of these achievements in doubt. Furthermore, this thesis showed serious
shortcomings in the compliance with and enforcement of international human rights, pointing to
difficulties in reaching SDG 16 (United Nations, n.d.-c). As discussed, assessments stemming from
a non-Western epistemic origin do not paint a more favorable picture. I argue that these findings urge
the international community to reconsider the current consensus on the mobility transition. Much of
the issues faced in the “Lithium Triangle” are due to the extent of lithium mining, which is currently
only in a very early stage. Therefore, a mobility transition must necessarily put greater emphasis on
other modes of transport, e.g. the large-scale construction of bicycle infrastructure and substantial

investments to improve local public transport. As shown in this thesis, transitioning to one-passenger
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EVs is neither environmentally nor socially sustainable. As public transport will also rely more
heavily on electrification in the future, there is a clear need to define global sustainability standards,
and develop certificates for sustainably sourced lithium. Initiatives like e.g. IRMA (IRMA, n.d.) are

moving in this direction, but much work and acceptance is still needed.

To discuss implications for practitioners in firms, one first has to decide on a perspective. As
mentioned repeatedly, the decolonial perspective questions the economic rationale behind lithium
extraction, and a plurality as envisioned by the movement also questions how growth, and firms
themselves, work today. Some mining firms engage extensively in fostering positive community
relationships, with a strong conviction to shape mining operations in accordance with community
preferences (Interviewee 7). Nevertheless, these firms still function under a logic of growth, which
puts a clear limit on possible alternatives. However, decolonization is not the only perspective taken
in this thesis, and it should be in firms’ best interest to work to alleviate the issues brought forth by
this study, as e.g. properly addressing human rights issues can prevent reputational and legal harm
that almost certainly translates to financial losses (Buhmann & Wettstein, 2017). A telling example
in this regard is the case of the 33 communities of Salinas Grandes y Laguna de Guayatayoc, and the
social movement against lithium firms that emerged after a disregard for consultation rights,
ultimately resulting in the halting of explorations. Even in contexts of weak enforcement, firms have
to be practice leaders to avoid conflicts; the good news is that there are instruments that businesses
can rely on. Besides the legal framework discussed in chapter II, guiding instruments coming out of
the business and human rights regime, such as the UN Framework and Guiding Principles, can help
firms in developing best practices and responsible leadership. Concretely, companies must implement
proper human rights due diligence processes, as well as operational level grievance mechanisms. As
expressed by principle 19 of the UNGPs, leverage should be exercised when possible (UNOHCHR,
2011). Here, one can imagine the power that a coalition of large auto manufacturers could have on
industry-wide standards in the lithium supply chain (Deutschlandfunk, 2019). Finally, firms would
be well-advised to collaborate with research institutions, funding the development of cleaner
extraction methods like DLE, thereby taking the proactive route to preventing environmental

conflicts.

Similar to firms, practitioners in the public sector must nurture this development of cleaner extraction
technologies, as well as actively respond to and prevent human rights violations. Among the triangle
states, Chile has published a NAP in 2017, while Argentina has committed to developing one. This
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apparent commitment to promote human rights on paper must be followed up by stronger
enforcement in practice. In Chile, the country’s Ministry of Energy has published a guide on firm-
community dialogue for energy projects, which has fostered acceptance and improved relationships
(Interviewee 3; Ministerio de Energia, 2015). A similar approach may prove fruitful in the case of

mining.

In terms of civil society, the end-consumer arguably has almost no power. The issues we are facing
are of a structural nature (Interviewee 7), and a change in individual consumer behavior will neither
alleviate these nor put a sizeable dent in global demand. Political activism, on the other hand, may
offer genuine alternatives. In Europe, we are seeing social movements like “Fridays for Future” or
“Extinction Rebellion”, which fundamentally challenge the rationale that the current low-carbon
transition is built on (Interviewee 6), and thereby constitute a counterpart to Indigenous mobilization
in e.g. Salinas Grandes. As discussed in regard to degrowth, any potential avenue for decolonization
in the Global South is inextricably tied to the Global North’s mineral reliance. In this sense, we must

seriously discuss and consider other alternatives in the mainstream.

For directly affected communities in the lithium triangle, the findings of this thesis provide a further
way to communicate the faced injustices in terms of the internationally recognized EJ movement. For
concrete actions, the most viable strategy may be continued political activism to make their voices
heard. Specifically in regard to human rights violations, the 2011 annex to the OECD investment
agreement aligned OECD Guidelines to the UN Guiding Principles. Consequently, OECD NCPs
(National Contact Points) act as de facto accountability institutions for business conduct in regard to
the UNGPs, offering state-based remedy where national judicial remedies often do not reach
(Buhmann, 2020). While only Chile is a member of the OECD, both Chile and Argentina have an
NCP. Thus, grievance to OECD NCPs may be a viable strategy in situations where state actors leave
avacuum, as observed in the Argentine case. The public nature of lithium mining in Bolivia, however,
may seriously hamper this possibility. Another opportunity is identified in Chile’s upcoming
rewriting of the national constitution, simultaneously a testament to the leverage that continued

political activism can have.
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Appendices

Appendix I: Overview of Interviews

Interviewee

Ih

Background

Expert and activist on
Indigenous affairs
Expert, litigation
lawyer for affected
communities
Ministry of Energy,
Community
participation

Community member

Economist, Mining
researcher
Professor, De-
colonization of
Knowledge

Post-doc Researcher,

Lithium Mining

Country

Bolivia

Chile

Chile

Chile

Bolivia

Chile

Austria

Date

December 4t, 2020

December 13, 2020

December 15, 2020

February 37, 2021

February 26, 2021

March 19t 2021

April 15, 2021
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Length
40 Minutes

60 Minutes

45 Minutes

15 Minutes

35 Minutes

50 Minutes

40 Minutes

Method

Zoom

oom

Zoom

Phone call
(WhatsApp)

Zoom

Zoom

Zoom



Appendix I1: Overview of Webinars

Organizer(s) Title Date Speakers Speaker Background
Mining Watch The Future of December Thea Riofrancos Academic, Providence College
Canada; Bolivia’s Lithium 9t 2020 Pablo Poveda Bolivian mining economics
Earthworks researcher
Juan Carlos Zuleta Lithium Economy Analyst,
former manager of YLB
OPSAL; El agua vale mds December Ramon Balcazar Activist, OPSAL (Chile)
Fundacion que el litio 17th, 2020 Christian Espindola Community member, Toconao
Tanti; Heinrich (Chile)
Béll Stiftung; Clemente Flores Community member, Salinas
FARN; Grandes (Argentina)
Earthworks; Elena Rivera Cardozo Indigenous activist (Chile)
Mining Watch Evelyn Vallejos PUCARA (Argentina)
Canada Melisa Argento Grupo Bienes Comunes
(Argentina)
Ingrid Garcés University of Antofagasta
(Chile)
Jorge Mufioz Coca Community member (Chile)
Pia Marchegiani FARN (Argentina)
Vivian Lagrava HR Activist (Bolivia)
Colectivo El litio: la nueva February 5t, Yannick Deniau Colectivo Geocomunes
GeoComunes; disputa 2021 (Mexico)
REMA; Mining commercial Clemente Flores Community member, Salinas

Watch Canada

dinamizada por
el falso mercado

verde

Juan Carlos Ruiz

Guadalajara

Grandes (Argentina)

Professor, researcher (Mexico)

Latin America is
Moving

Collective

Extractivism &
Performance

Activism

February 18,
2021

Tom Gatehouse

Sue Branford

Camila Gonzales Ortiz

Louise Morris

Editor, Researcher, Latin
America Bureau (LAB) (UK)
LAB (UK)

Academic, University of
Reading

LAB (UK)
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Movimiento Desde el Salar February 25%,  Cristina Dorador Biochemist, Constitutional

Independientes  de Atacama a 2021 Candidate (Chile)
del Norte una Nueva Rudecindo Espindola Constitutional Candidate
Constitucion (Chile)
Ramon Bélcazar Activist, OPSAL (Chile)
Sergio Cubillos Atacamefio community

representative (Chile)
Ingrid Garcés Academic, University of

Antofagasta (Chile)

Mundos de Litio  Didlogos de March 26th, Cristina Dorador Biochemist, Constitutional
Litio: 2021 Candidate (Chile)
S.0.S.tenibilidad Barbara Gobel Ibero-Amerikanisches Institut
y Extractivismo (Germany)
en el desierto de Hugo Romero Academic, Department of
Atacama Geography, Universidad de
Chile (Chile)
Gerardo Ramos Journalist, Revista Chululo
(Chile)
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