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This article introduces the special section on "The role of local participation in the governance of natural resource
extraction". It highlights the inherent conflicts between official techno-regulatory and corporate schemes for
citizen engagement and bottom-up, community-led participatory mechanisms for decision-making in extractive
governance. This special section offers empirically and theoretically innovative analyses of participatory pro-
cesses in extractive sectors in the Americas. This brief introduction highlights the need to study how ’local de-

mands’ are conceptualized within participatory frameworks and examine what role affected populations play in
resisting and shaping transnational extractive policies and practices.

1. Introduction

The people living in resource extraction areas are increasingly at the
heart of transnational natural resource governance policy discourse.
Accordingly, sustainable—i.e., economically, socially, and environ-
mentally responsible—natural resource use has become a key focus of
resource governance (Ojha et al., 2016; Pozas et al., 2015; Wilson and
Stammler, 2016; Schilling-Vacaflor et al., al.,2018). In particular, local
aspects of the global discourse on natural resource governance have
received considerable attention. This has resulted in a variety of efforts
aiming to engage citizens in resource management.

With growing political pressure to increase participation, the
extractive industries, states, and NGOs have developed a series of
participatory mechanisms through drawing on international frame-
works and best practices, state-sanctioned regulations, and corporate-
led voluntary initiatives. These include but are not limited to partici-
patory planning, compensatory practices, environmental impact as-
sessments, consultations, transparency, and social license to operate
(SLO) schemes (Dyer et al., 2014; Leifsen et al., 2017; Cesar, 2019; Tost
et al., 2018). These approaches seek to increase accountability in
extractive sector decision-making, improve natural resource manage-
ment, enhance transparency and access to information, and boost the
reputation of extractive practices that face growing public scrutiny
(Epremian et al., 2016; Vollero et al., 2019).
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Our special issue contributes to the debate on citizen engagement in
the extractive sector by pointing to a series of questions that seek to
answer what participation constitutes. How is participation imple-
mented and achieved? What are the outcomes of participation in
extractive governance? The articles in this special section support pre-
vious findings, which stress that top-down designed approaches for
participation fail to ensure the rights of local communities and do not
provide avenues for voicing local concerns or including them in
decision-making. Importantly, the empirical cases presented in the
included articles also shed light on community-led approaches to
participation that although risky and temporal, have successfully
influenced natural resource governance.

2. Participatory processes and extractive governance

Demands for better management encompass all aspects related to the
natural resource value chain, from exploration and extraction to local
and national revenue expenditure. Better practices should lead to
increased access to information, accountability and ultimately more
informed decision-making in natural resource management (Brunnsch-
weiler et al., 2021; Charles and Le Billon, 2021). Examples of these
better practices are the global and national initiatives directed towards
increased information disclosure and transparency of natural resource
governance in general, and of natural resource revenues in particular
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(Lujala et al., 2020; Le Billon et al., 2021). Other efforts to promote
engagement have been the integration of the participatory aspect into
various policy initiatives related to extractive governance, such as in the
World Bank policy formulations on mining and in the UN Global
Compact, a nonbinding instrument fostering business sustainability
through corporate social responsibility (Compact, 2006).

Extractive industries have also sought to engage with affected pop-
ulations by establishing funds and foundations that seek to incorporate
community members in decisions related to allocating funds to local
development projects (Kasimba and Lujala 2020; 2021). Parallel to the
top-down policy initiatives, communities and civil society groups have
on their own—but often together with national and international
NGOs—engaged and mobilized through new digital media and
networking platforms to support local struggles for control of land and
resources (Kurniawan and Rye 2014; Rye and Kurniawan 2017). New
approaches for direct citizen participation, such as crowdsourcing, have
also been proposed (Ogbe and Lujala 2021).

Participatory processes seek to democratize decision-making in the
extractive sector, provide affected populations with a greater role in
deciding whether an extractive project can be initiated, establishing the
conditions for extraction, scrutinizing the performance of the authorities
and extractive industries, and, when needed, mobilizing citizens to de-
mand better natural resource governance. Compliance with these
participatory schemes, however, has been weak; they are often volun-
tary and fail to account for the needs and demands of all actors involved,
specifically, the affected communities (Bridge, 2004; Rodriguez-Gar-
avito, 2011; Leifsen et al., 2017). Studies have shown that participatory
mechanisms are primarily created in response to conflicts or to prevent
them (Bebbington et al., 2008), to comply with national regulations
(Merino, 2018), or to prevent potential liabilities and reputational
damages for corporate actors (Dougherty, 2019). The concept of
participation is thus transformed into a managerial practice to alleviate
community-company conflicts, improve a company’s community re-
lations, and maintain a company’s reputation amongst stakeholders
other than the affected populations (Acuna, 2015).

The condescending nature of participation—top-down and with
externally defined ‘local demands’—protects the legitimacy of extrac-
tive practices (Perreault, 2015). Indeed, research suggests that efforts to
increase citizen engagement in natural resource governance have been
limited in terms of the actual involvement of citizens or meeting the
objectives of promoting local and national sustainable development
(Gaventa and McGee 2013; Epremian et al., 2016; Rustad et al., 2017;
Brunnschweiler et al., 2021). Most citizens in resource-rich economies in
the global south remain largely detached not only from political de-
cisions regarding the handling of natural resources in general but also
from transnational and national initiatives promoting citizen engage-
ment in local- and national-level processes (Thondhlana et al., 2015;
Merino, 2018). There are many reasons for this, including the institu-
tional fragility of the state in many resource-rich countries, opaque
bureaucracies, political pressures, and conflicts of interest that
compromise compliance to the participatory rights of affected commu-
nities (Gustafsson and Scurrah, 2019; Vela-Almeida and Torres, 2021).

Experiences from the extraction areas—where global policies meet
the local ’'reality’—are therefore critical to understanding the limits of
current policy frames and hence, to establishing the grounds for shaping
the (re)formulation of global policies and how they are implemented. A
major hindrance to gaining novel insights into how transnational policy
initiatives are shifting to particular locations and involving their citizens
is, according to (Prince, 2017)2017, the limited understanding of the
’local’ and how the ’local’ relates to other scales. As Baker et al.
(2016:463) argue, policies emerge in and through concrete "local’ sit-
uations that constitute wider networks, where the affected populations
also strategically seek to promote their own agendas by ’packaging’
local challenges to suit the agendas of international agencies while
developing other grounded mechanisms to exercise political influence
for the use and control of natural resources. Moreover, the territorial
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configuration of global production networks and value chains remains
an underdeveloped analytical frame within natural resource governance
(Bridge and Bradshaw 2017; Coe and Yeung 2015). All this point in the
direction of moving beyond the duality of global-local when developing
concepts and practices for citizen participation in transnational natural
resource governance from the perspective of the "local’.

Two special issues have contributed to the understanding of the vi-
cious nature of top-down mechanisms that externally define the role of
the local in resource governance. The first one by Leifsen et al. (2017)
focuses on the use of direct participatory mechanisms employed by
indigenous and other marginalized populations to influence extractive
sector decision-making. This special issue challenges the assumption
that state-led or corporate-led participation enhances effective envi-
ronmental governance by empowering and including marginalized
groups in the process. Instead, the articles in special issues show that
participatory processes are often politically ineffective and exclusionary
and act as tools for depoliticizing extractive activities by transforming
participation into a bureaucratic procedure. The second special issue by
Verweijen and Dunlap (2021) highlights the strategies used by extrac-
tive and energy companies to render extraction socially acceptable for
affected communities. In doing so, corporations socially engineer tech-
niques to "manage dissent and manufacture consent" (p. 1) to render
resource extraction socially acceptable.

3. Articles in the special section

The articles in this special section elaborate on how local commu-
nities challenge official techno-regulatory and corporate-led participa-
tion in different ways. The first two articles problematize top-down
international frameworks for legitimizing informed decisions in
extractive industries: the social licence to operate (SLO) that has been
used to rebuff place-specific concerns formulated by affected commu-
nities (Mulhern et al., 2021), and techno-scientific knowledge that ex-
cludes local forms of knowledge (Espinosa 2021). Mulhern et al.
examine the legitimacy of the SLO in communities impacted by
extractive industries. The authors analyse the case of the Kori Chaca gold
mine in the historical mining zone of Oruro, Bolivia, and demonstrate
contrasting perceptions about mining’s impacts on nearby communities.
While the company’s understanding of the SLO was related to providing
communities with the minimum benefits to meet international sustain-
ability standards, the communities pressed for inherently local demands
that related to a just distribution of benefits from the mining activities.
The authors conclude that the mining industry uses the SLO to legitimize
its operations according to international frameworks while disregarding
genuine dialogue with the impacted communities.

The second article in the section, Espinosa (2021), examines the role
the production, distribution, and legitimization of knowledge plays in
contested extractive projects. The author uses a Foucauldian under-
standing of the power/knowledge hierarchical system to argue that
governments and the mining industry legitimize and use ’tech-
no-scientific’ or ’expert’ knowledge to define, evaluate, and implement
large-scale extractive projects. In contrast, affected communities contest
the validity of expert knowledge and engage in what Espinosa calls
counterexpertise: the production of alternative knowledge that chal-
lenges official techno-scientific knowledge. The study is based on three
case studies in Ecuador (Intag, Kimsacocha, and Cordillera del Céndor),
where communities have mobilized their alternative forms of knowl-
edge production through local, national, and international networks in
their struggle to oppose imposed mining projects. The author argues that
forms of counterexpert knowledge production enhances the ‘emanci-
patory potential’ of communities in contentious socioecological
conflicts.

The following three articles examine how the agency of affected
communities influences decision-making when official participatory
institutions are unable to respond to their demands. In these cases,
resistance against an extractive industry or leveraging on community-
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based participatory initiatives have become the affected communities’
preferred form of participation. Gobby et al. (2021) demonstrate how
citizens, through active resistance via blockades and occupations, were
able to not only influence the outcome of a single extraction project but
also forge the transformative governance necessary for addressing
multiple crises occurring in indigenous territories in Canada. As the
authors show, such resistance becomes much more than a local people’s
desperate attempt to control resources in its own territory; it becomes an
integral part of resource governance in Canada and a force that trans-
forms Canada’s social, economic, and political system. The findings are
derived from a rich empirical dataset of 57 cases of environmental
conflicts in Canada, which are examined through both quantitative and
qualitative methods.

From a Latin American perspective, Vela-Almeida et al. (2021)
illustrate how indigenous and campesino communities in Mexico,
Ecuador, and Peru have succeeded in circumventing an institutionalized
participatory regime for extractive governance when it has neglected
their demands in the decision-making arena. Drawing on the ideas of
radical democracy, the authors develop an analytical framework that
distinguishes between participation, decision-making, and consent in
politicizing extractive governance. By examining the legislation in the
three countries and case studies, their article adds to our understanding
of how local communities’ agency impacts the outcomes of natural
resource governance in spaces where formal approaches of participation
have failed. The authors also document how new forms of expressing
voice and resistance—such as declarations of ‘territories free from
mining’, blockades, social media campaigns, and legal action—have not
only shaped resource governance but also potentially created new ways
for political participation. However, as the authors suggest, the useful-
ness of participation through resistance and social movements is only
viable and suitable over time if such participation leads to lasting so-
lutions or changes the underlying mechanisms that limit meaningful
participation.

Arbelaez Ruiz (2021) elaborates on local community participation in
postconflict mining governance. Drawing on the case of Nasa indigenous
people of North Cauca, Colombia, the author analyses the resistance of
this community to industrial-scale and non-Nasa artisanal mining. The
author argues that the Nasa indigenous community’s resistance to
mining practices is the manifestation of local participation in natural
resource governance. This resistance is built on the strong moral and
institutional frameworks that structure the community’s response to
mining. The author also shows how the indigenous community uses four
interdependent resistance institutions: legal mandates, organizational
systems, knowledge creation and sharing practices, and dialogue and
advocacy. The findings indicate that the Nasa community sees unau-
thorized mining in their territory as a potential source of moral tensions
amongst community members, a threat to the community’s unity, and a
modifier of relationships and loyalties.

In the final article, Torres Wong and Jimenez-Sandoval (2021)
elaborate on the role of community-based participatory institutions in
resolving social conflicts and violence around extraction sites. Drawing
on the case of an indigenous community’s resistance to industrialized
gold extraction in Capulalpam de Mendez in Oaxaca, Mexico, the au-
thors analyse the trade-offs between top-down and community-based
participatory mechanisms. They show how this community was able
to mobilize existing communal decision-making bodies as effective ve-
hicles for local empowerment and resistance. In addition to the potential
of mobilizing existing social bodies for resistance, the authors underline
that such mechanisms may marginalize some groups within indigenous
communities, such as women who may not have representation in
existing communal decision-making bodies.

4. Conclusion

As the articles in this special section also show, top-down policies
and practices for citizen engagement and local involvement in natural
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resource governance do not sufficiently reduced power imbalances in
extractive sector decision-making or enhance socially just and demo-
cratic processes. This, we argue, is due to shortcomings in our under-
standing of how participatory processes work at a local level. The
contributions to this special section address these shortcomings by
considering civil society and communities affected by resource extrac-
tion more than simply passive actors to whom top-down participatory
approaches can be applied. Instead, they show how these communities
often shape the nature of resource governance through resistance and
other means, such as community-based participatory mechanisms,
indigenous institutions, counterexpertise, blockades, and occupations.
These constitute local forms of ‘bottom up’ participation that respond to
a lack of meaningful participation initiated from outside the ‘local’.
Notably, however, these efforts are not without cost and can endanger
the well-being of the communities and individuals who seek to protect
their lands, environments, and rights (Le Billon and Lujala 2020).

To further our understanding of the role of ‘local’ participation in the
governance of natural resource extraction, we need more research and
more nuanced insights into the complexities of how sites of extraction
and the people living near them relate to broader global policy regimes.
Furthermore, we argue that it is necessary to understand how other
actors, such as mining companies, are affected by communities. More-
over, future research should examine what role affected populations
play in shaping transnational extractive policies and practices.
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