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A B S T R A C T   

Increasing global demand for minerals has led to increasing socio-environmental conflicts in the mining sector. 
To understand why mining company managers (especially those in the areas of community relations, corporate 
affairs, social performance, and corporate social responsibility) fail to adequately manage conflict, we examined 
the conflict management approaches used by managers of large mining operations in Latin America. We inter-
viewed a few managers per mine and analysed secondary data relating to the conflicts associated with the Nueva 
Unión (Chile), Peñasquito (Mexico), Vazante (Brazil), and Yanacocha (Peru) mines. We found that the conflict 
management style being used did not incorporate understandings from political ecology or environmental jus-
tice. We consider these perspectives could improve conflict management in the extractive industries, which 
would reduce the environmental and social impacts experienced by host communities, the cost of conflict borne 
by companies and communities, and would increase the social licence to operate of companies and their oper-
ations. We discuss various key issues including: worldviews and ontological differences; the distribution of costs 
and benefits from the extractive industries; power imbalance; corporate structure and strategy towards com-
munity and environmental issues; and the adequacy of the response of the national and international social 
justice systems.   

1. Introduction 

The relationship between large-scale mining and development is 
contentious, especially considering that the benefits usually only go to a 
few people, with adverse social, environmental and economic impacts 
for the many (Silva, 2016; Ogwang et al., 2018; Melin, 2021). Although 
the consequences of mobilisation and protest by local communities can 
be severe for companies (Hanna et al., 2016a; Vanclay and Hanna, 2019) 
and the costs can be high (Franks et al., 2014), business executives and 
managers tend to lack the comprehensive understanding that would lead 
them to adopt an appropriate approach to conflict management (Wat-
kins et al., 2017). Consequently, this paper considers the relevance to 
conflict management of a range of concepts derived from a political 
ecology, environmental justice perspective. We assess this relevance by 
examining conflict in the extractive industries in Latin America in gen-
eral, and by closely examining four mines: Nueva Unión (Chile); 
Peñasquito (Mexico); Vazante (Brazil); and Yanacocha (Peru). 

As has been observed by many scholars, resource wealth tends to be 

associated with contestation, social mobilisation, and conflict (Beb-
bington et al., 2008; Arce et al., 2018; Ogwang et al., 2019). Extractive 
industries are often located in places where there are disadvantaged and 
marginalised peoples. Although there are promises of economic devel-
opment, local populations are increasingly opposing economic activities 
that pose unacceptable social or health risks (Muradian et al., 2010; 
Arsel et al., 2016; Hanna et al., 2016). With the number of incidents of 
conflict in mine settings continuing to rise (as amply evidenced by the EJ 
Atlas https://ejatlas.org/), companies and communities continue to 
experience the serious consequences arising from this. For communities, 
conflict leads to a wide range of negative social impacts including: 
disruption to livelihoods; annoyance; fear, anxiety and uncertainty; 
criminalisation; and injury or loss of life (Hanna et al., 2016a; Vanclay 
and Hanna, 2019). In the worst cases, companies have commissioned or 
been complicit in the assassination of people protecting their lands, with 
some 200 environmental defenders being killed annually, mostly in 
Latin America (Scheidel et al., 2020). Companies can be impacted by 
high costs arising from project delays, lost production, and the 
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additional costs associated with increased security and damage to 
property (Franks et al., 2014; Hanna et al., 2016b; Watkins et al., 2017; 
Kemp and Owen, 2020). 

Despite increasing expectations for meaningful corporate social re-
sponsibility (CSR) (Kemp and Owen, 2020), companies typically don’t 
address conflicts proactively, and often fail to respond in a meaningful 
way (Watkins et al., 2017; Vanclay and Hanna, 2019). Irrespective of 
whether this poor management is due to a lack of corporate interest, 
inadequate management systems, lack of capacity within companies, 
corporate greed, or other reason (Prenzel and Vanclay, 2014; Watkins 
et al., 2017), there is actually only a limited range of established stra-
tegies for managing conflict (Moomen, 2017). Many companies use 
techniques that exacerbate or escalate the conflict, for example by 
calling in the police or the army, or by posting declarations (or ulti-
matums) about issues related to the conflict on their website or sending 
them to their media contacts (Vanclay and Hanna, 2019). Although 
some companies use various forms of community engagement in 
response to conflict, this is often too little, too late, and in such situations 
the companies are still likely to experience increased costs (Watkins 
et al., 2017; Vanclay and Hanna, 2019). However, there is evidence that, 
increasingly, corporations are becoming aware of community reactions 
to their mining activities (Conde, 2017). The concept of social licence to 
operate (SLO), for example, is an expression used to encourage com-
panies to be reflexive about their relationship with local communities 
(Santiago et al., 2021). SLO is a rhetorical device or metaphor that re-
lates to the acceptability of a project to its local communities (Jijelava 
and Vanclay, 2017; D. 2018; Veenker and Vanclay, 2021). This accep-
tance is affected by the ability of the company to resolve disputes and 
transform relations towards positive outcomes. Given the cost of conflict 
to companies and communities, firms would benefit by being proactive 
in relation to conflict and in being mindful about what they need to do to 
get a SLO (Vanclay and Hanna, 2019; Veenker and Vanclay, 2021). 
However, firms are largely absent from the conflict management liter-
ature because conflict resolution scholars rarely address themselves to 
these actors (Melin, 2021). 

Corporate conflict theories have tended to focus on: (1) conflict that 
is internal to the company, for example associated with personal re-
lationships (Rahim, 2000; Rahim et al., 2000; Lam et al., 2007; Rahim 
and Katz, 2019); (2) cultural differences in relation to external stake-
holders (Mohammed et al., 2008); and (3) conflict management styles or 
approaches (Rahim et al., 2002, 2010; A. 2018; Ma et al., 2008). Inad-
equate attention has been given to the management styles and strategies 
needed to address conflict between companies and communities, espe-
cially in the extractive industries. Although various papers have 
considered conflict in relation to company position on environmental 
protection (Ruokonen, 2021) or its CSR practices (Rodhouse and Van-
clay, 2016; Kemp and Owen, 2020), limited attention has been given to 
the management of conflict that arises from the experience of negative 
environmental and social impacts. 

Various critical CSR or political ecology writers have described how 
communities react to conflict (Bebbington et al., 2008; Walter and 
Martinez-Alier, 2010; Gustafsson, 2016; Hanna et al., 2016a; Conde, 
2017; Dietz and Engels, 2017; Maher, 2019). It has been emphasised 
that there are value system contests between companies and the com-
munities where they operate (Martinez-Alier, 2021). Some have argued 
that the public sector must play a stronger role in protecting citizens 
(Helwege, 2015; Arsel et al., 2016; Delamaza et al., 2017; Rodrígue-
z-Labajos and Özkaynak, 2017; Taylor and Bonner, 2017). Many have 
argued for change in business structure and strategy towards environ-
ment and community affairs (Arsel et al., 2016; Haslam and Tanimoune, 
2016; van der Ploeg and Vanclay, 2018; Kemp and Owen, 2020). 

We believe that the conflict management field lacks insights that 
specifically address the mining sector. As political ecology has devel-
oped an extensive understanding of mining conflicts (Conde, 2017), it 
could contribute relevant concepts and key learnings to the conflict 
management field. If companies would undertake a situation analysis, 

this may lead them to adopt a conflict management approach. Never-
theless, despite some academic work (Franks et al., 2014), there still is a 
lack of understanding about the significance of conflict for the extractive 
industries (Ruokonen, 2021). This study therefore addresses two 
research questions: Why do managers fail to address conflicts that are 
associated with social and environmental issues of their mining opera-
tions? What new concepts should conflict management theories incor-
porate to better address mining conflicts in Latin America? 

This empirical study considers the potential contributions of political 
ecology to conflict management. Using the interview data we collected 
from mining projects in Brazil, Chile, Mexico and Peru, we test the 
applicability of the use of key concepts from political ecology in the 
situation analyses performed for companies. We found that the primary 
factor explaining the failure of mining projects to address conflict is the 
short-term capitalist nature of global corporations, which do not 
consider the effects of conflict on society or even on their own business. 
The key concepts from the political ecology field we suggest should be 
integrated into the conflict management literature and practice are: 
worldviews and ontological differences; the distribution of costs and 
benefits from the extractive industries; power imbalance; corporate 
structure and strategy towards community and environmental issues; 
and the adequacy of the response of the national and international social 
justice systems. 

2. Understanding conflict management in the extractive 
industries 

Although conflict management is an established field (Ma et al., 
2008; Prenzel and Vanclay, 2014), the conflict management literature 
has not adequately considered conflict in extractive projects, especially 
in regions that are complex. We argue that the use of a political ecology 
or environmental justice perspective of conflict would improve conflict 
management theories. Political ecology is a social science perspective 
that looks at the complex interactions between political, economic, so-
cial, governance, cultural, ecological and other factors in relation to 
environmental issues. It takes a specifically political (as opposed to 
apolitical) lens, in other words, it is a critical (or conflict-based) 
approach and is highly concerned with inequality. Some key writers 
defining the field of political ecology are: Forsyth (2003), Escobar 
(2006), Neumann (2009), Perreault et al. (2015), Bebbington et al. 
(2018), and Robbins (2020). 

In this paper and in the context of the extractive industries, by 
‘conflict’ we mean, for example in relation to use of the mineral re-
sources themselves, the implications of mining activities for other nat-
ural resources (e.g. land, water, forest, cultural heritage), and/or on 
their lives and livelihoods (Kapelus et al., 2011; Prenzel and Vanclay, 
2014; Conde, 2017). If corporate management does not change the way 
it deals with these issues, the level of conflict will only escalate (Vanclay 
and Hanna, 2019). To clarify why businesses fail to address conflict, we 
need to understand the conflict management approaches that companies 
undertake. Then, it will be possible to establish what is missing in their 
strategies regarding the management of conflict. Below, we describe 
what is known in the literature about conflict management approaches 
and about conflicts in the extractive industries from the perspective of 
political ecology. 

2.1. Conflict management styles 

This paper draws on the theories espoused by Rahim et al. (2002, 
2010, A. 2018), who analysed the effectiveness of corporate conflict 
approaches in solving problems. Rahim established that there were five 
styles or approaches used in conflict management: integrating; obliging; 
dominating; avoiding; and compromising. Table 1 summarises these five 
conflict styles. 
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2.2. Conflict from a political ecology perspective 

This section presents the main concepts in political ecology theories 
that are potentially relevant to analysing conflict management ap-
proaches in the extractive industries, especially in Latin America. From a 
political ecology perspective, conflicts are regarded as being likely to 
occur when there is competition for resources (especially land or water) 
between the mining project and local communities, particularly when 
the parties have different goals, visions on development, and/or values 
(Jenkins, 2004; Walter and Martinez-Alier, 2010; Sudhakar, 2015; Avci, 
2017; Conde, 2017; Martinez-Alier, 2021). When these differences lead 
to strongly divergent interpretations of events and to incompatibilities 
that block exploration of alternatives, conflicts are likely to become 
intractable (Shmueli et al., 2006). 

Because conflicts are usually about goals, visions on development, or 
value systems, routine technical responses will be inappropriate and are 
likely to lead to the escalation of conflict (Munda, 2008; Vanclay and 
Hanna, 2019). In a technocratic context, terms, jargon, discourses and 
meanings are created and are used to disguise and devalue the local 
reality (Ijabadeniyi and Vanclay, 2020). Given the power imbalance 
between communities and corporations (Delamaza et al., 2017), ‘lan-
guages of valuation’ (Martinez-Alier, 2008; 2021) are imposed by 
companies on their neighbouring communities to control how nature is 
perceived and valued (Jenkins, 2004), reducing wider holistic un-
derstandings of the environment into monetary terms (Munda, 2008). 
This economic reductionism (Munda, 2008) has been very evident in 
mining conflicts in Latin America (Haslam and Tanimoune, 2016). For 
example, the conflict management strategies undertaken by firms are 
generally constructed around the alleged scarcity of economic oppor-
tunities in rural areas and the potentially influential role of mining 
companies in delivering economic growth. In using this logic, companies 
position themselves as the custodians of development (Duarte, 2011). 

Corporate social investment programs potentially lead to a blurring 
of boundaries between firms, governments and communities, and may 
lead to unintended consequences that reduce the desired social devel-
opment outcomes and the likelihood of gaining a social licence (Cal-
vano, 2008; Esteves and Vanclay, 2009; Curran, 2017). In contrast, 

effective change to company culture and practices potentially would 
secure trust and support from host communities (Harvey, 2014; Vanclay 
and Hanna, 2019; Moreira et al., 2022). The corporate behaviours 
identified as leading to failed conflict management are associated with 
the way the companies relate to their neighbouring communities, 
including: a transactional approach together with a hierarchical orga-
nisation; poor communication; negligible attempt to address power 
imbalance; limited effort to facilitate dialogue; and a lack of effective 
grievance redress mechanisms (Hilson, 2002; Kemp et al., 2011; Mor-
eira et al., 2022). 

Corporations typically consider local communities from the 
perspective of stakeholder logic, and deal with each stakeholder group 
separately (Frooman, 1999). These bilateral relations structure the op-
tions available to local communities and any community-based organi-
sations (Busscher et al., 2019). Companies also frequently seek to 
undermine organised opposition, and reinforce clientelist practices 
(Bebbington, 2010; Vanclay and Hanna, 2019; Busscher et al., 2020). 
Companies also tend to frame community demands in terms of 
compensation and benefits rather than rights (Kemp and Vanclay, 2013; 
Gustafsson, 2016). 

Company use of impression management techniques (Duarte, 2011; 
Vanclay and Hanna, 2019) and ambivalent positioning (e.g. executives 
accepting that the company has made minor operational faults but 
arguing that it still provides benefits) mean that some communities 
typically refrain from opposing them (Penman, 2016). Additionally, the 
use of neutralisation techniques, in which companies counter the agency 
of protest action, are used by mining companies to promote their in-
terests (Vanclay and Hanna, 2019; Karidio and Talbot, 2020; Maher 
et al., 2021). 

With staff often resisting attempts at organisational restructuring, 
which may lead to improved social performance, companies have dif-
ficulty in implementing any organisation change that may harm the 
short-term self-interest of the company or sections within it (Arsel et al., 
2016; Kemp and Owen, 2020). Instead of shared value, or positive sum 
gains, negative reciprocity – i.e. when one party attempts to receive 
more benefits than the other – often occurs as a result of the strategic 
actions of influential people in the organisation (Sahlins, 1965). To 

Table 1 
Overview of Rahim’s conflict management styles.   

Integrating Obliging (subordinating) Dominating Avoiding Compromising 

Focus of 
concern 

The self and others Low for the self and high for 
others 

High for the self and low 
for others 

Low for the self and others Intermediate for the self and 
others 

Strategy, goal Problem solving, diagnosis 
of and intervention in the 
problems 

Attempting to play down the 
differences and emphasising 
commonalities 

Win–lose orientation or 
forcing behaviour to win 
one’s position 

Withdrawal or sidestepping Temporary solution 

Positions 
taken 

Commitment is needed 
from parties for effective 
implementation of a 
solution 

A party is in a position of 
weakness or believes that 
preserving relationship is 
important 

A party aims to win often 
ignoring the needs and 
expectations of the other 
party 

Failure to satisfy his or her 
own concern as well as the 
concern of the other party 

Give-and-take whereby both 
parties give up something to 
make a mutually acceptable 
decision 

When to 
apply 

When one party alone 
cannot solve the problem. 
When synthesis of ideas is 
needed to come up with 
better solution. 
There is enough time for 
problem solving. 

When a party is willing to give 
up something with the hope of 
getting some benefit from the 
other party when needed.  

When dealing with 
subordinates or 
implementing an 
unpopular course of 
action. 
When the issues involved 
in the conflict are complex 
and there is enough time to 
make a good decision. 
Speedy decision is needed. 

When the potential 
dysfunctional effect of 
confronting the other party 
outweighs the benefits of the 
resolution of conflict. 

When parties are equally 
powerful and their goals are 
mutually exclusive 

Problem 
solving 
procedure 
used 

The skills and resources of 
the different parties are 
needed to solve their 
common problems 

One party defines the solution 
(with the tacit acceptance of 
the other party) 

The dominant party 
defines the solution 
(without the acceptance of 
the other party) 

There is no procedure to 
solve the problem 

The nature of compromise 
means that mutual satisfaction 
cannot be reached. Therefore 
any solution is likely to be only 
temporary. 

Other labels 
used by 
scholars 

Most effective; 
confronting; collaborating; 
problem solving 

Accommodating Forcing; competing; 
asserting  

Withdrawal; most disruptive 
approach 

Smoothing 

(Source: authors). 
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avoid this, companies should have the right professionals and processes 
in place to ensure that there in institutional learning and knowledge 
retention (Rees et al., 2012; Esteves and Moreira, 2021). 

Some companies have learned to collaborate with their host com-
munities on topics of mutual interest (Fraser et al., 2021). Early 
participation by affected communities (Rodríguez-Labajos and 
Özkaynak, 2017), fair compensation (Conde, 2017) and local partner-
ships have been proposed as ways to reduce conflict (Hilson, 2002; 
Vanclay and Hanna, 2019). However, some authors (Maher, 2019; 
Banerjee et al., 2021) argue that mining–community conflicts are 
inherently political, and therefore, unless there is a fundamental change 
in power relations, there will be no change to the conflict. These authors 
generally argue that the state should have an active role in facilitating 
discussions around these political issues. 

The notion that communities ought to control their own resources 
has been endorsed, not just by some academics, but also by some com-
panies and some states (Conde, 2017). Networks of activism have been 
effective in leveraging the resistance against extractive projects by 
acting across local, regional and national scales (Hanna et al., 2016b; 
Conde, 2017; Delamaza et al., 2017; Walter and Wagner, 2021). How-
ever, business and elites continue to seek to influence how the extractive 
industries are governed (Bebbington et al., 2018). Effective policies and 
procedures at state and corporate level, especially transparency and 
grievance redress mechanisms, are important for creating the perception 
that fair solutions to conflicts are possible (Delamaza et al., 2017; 
Rodríguez-Labajos and Özkaynak, 2017). Some extractive companies 
use litigation as a mechanism to respond to conflict (Franks et al., 2014; 
Vanclay and Hanna, 2019). In such situations, the getting of justice 
depends on the determination of the justice system, which can range 
from being favourable to community interests, failing to provide 
adequate law enforcement against companies, failing to protect the 
rights of community members, to making decisions that favour the 
mining company. 

The literature on the extractive industries in Latin America has 
revealed that there is: a lack of transparency; poor enforcement of 
environmental standards; insecure land tenure; disputes between na-
tional and regional governance bodies; irregular financial arrangements; 
poor distribution of royalties between local, regional and national 
governments; and state and corporate repression of protesters (Hel-
wege, 2015; Rodríguez-Labajos and Özkaynak, 2017; Taylor and Bon-
ner, 2017; Busscher et al., 2019, 2020). Dissent against the extractive 
industries is increasingly being criminalised, and sometimes is prose-
cuted under anti-terrorism laws (Conde, 2017). Political mobilisation 
against the state tends not to be simply about challenging the develop-
ment policies in favour of extractivism, but are also about state sup-
pression of dissent (Arsel et al., 2016). 

2.3. Key concepts and propositions from political ecology 

In our analysis of the relevance of political ecology to enhancing 
conflict management approaches, we distilled the key recurring con-
cepts in the literature. Then, using the data we collected from four 
mining projects in Latin America, we determined the applicability of 
these key concepts in terms of how they enhanced understanding of 
conflict. The key concepts we identified were: worldviews and onto-
logical differences (C1); the distribution of costs and benefits of 
extractive industries (C2); power imbalance (C3); corporate structure 
and strategy towards community and environmental issues (C4); and the 
adequacy of the response of the national and international social justice 
systems (C5). Using these concepts, the following propositions can be 
developed:  

1 If the worldviews and ontologies held by companies are incompatible 
with those held by communities, e.g. communities have a cultural 
value system but companies have an extractivist mindset, this will 
lead to escalation of conflict.  

2 If there are no mechanisms to ensure a fair distribution of costs and 
benefits from the extractive industries (e.g. participatory decision 
making), the outcome will be escalation of conflict.  

3 If communities are not treated as equals and respected, or if are 
excluded from participating in decision-making, this will lead to the 
escalation of the conflict.  

4 If the corporate structure and strategy do not enable companies to 
learn from conflict, the outcome will be escalation of the conflict.  

5 If the response of the national and international social justice systems 
are inadequate, this will lead to the escalation of the conflict. 

Escalation of conflict means an increase in the number and change in 
the type of protest actions and retaliatory responses by the company 
and/or the state, leading to increased hostility, increased damage to 
buildings and property, increased injuries and deaths, and increased 
costs to all parties (Vanclay and Hanna, 2019). 

3. Methodology 

To validate our propositions, we undertook a multi-case-study. Our 
research focused on mining in Latin America. Originally, 13 mining 
projects across Latin America were considered as possible contenders. 
After a preliminary assessment, ultimately, four mining projects were 
selected as our cases, based on various criteria, including: large size of 
operation; the mine was prone to some level of conflict; (notwith-
standing the previous point) the case was indicative of large projects 
rather than being extreme, unusual or unique; and our ability to be able 
to interview company staff and access information about the mine. The 
four cases we selected were: Nueva Unión (Chile); Peñasquito (Mexico); 
Vazante/Nexa (Brazil); and Yanacocha (Peru). Table 2 presents back-
ground information about each mine. 

Primary data were collected between March 2019 and May 2020. For 
each of the four cases, one or two face-to-face or online interviews were 
undertaken with the company managers in charge of the CSR area and/ 
or responsible for implementing social programmes. The interviews 
were done in Spanish or Portuguese. The interviews were recorded and 
transcribed. All interviews were done in a manner consistent with 
ethical social research (Vanclay et al., 2013). 

The interviews included three sets of open-ended questions. The first 
set included questions about the location of the operation and the 
neighbouring communities. The second set included questions relating 
to the company’s CSR and community relations strategy, and the extent 
of the social licence to operate; for example, we asked how the strategy 
was developed; if community participation was part of the process; how 
CSR programs related to gaining a SLO? What the main challenges in 
implementing the program and obtaining and maintaining a SLO were? 
The final set involved questions about the conflicts experienced and 
approaches used to address them. 

To complement the company manager view with other perspectives, 
we analysed 291 documents: 69 referring to Vazante, 66 about 
Peñasquito, 76 referring to Nueva Unión, and 157 about Yanacocha. 
These documents were in Spanish, Portuguese or English and were 
identified from the following sources:  

- Academic perspective: selected by searching on Web of Science, 
Scopus, Csielo, CIPER académico, COES Chile, Pollen Network 
(network of political ecology researchers).  

- Human rights and activist perspective: Business & Human Rights 
Resource Centre; Danish Institute of Human Rights; International 
Federation of Human Rights; The Latin American and the Caribbean 
Committee for Women Rights; Amnesty International and Trans-
parency International in each country; Poder in México; Convoca 
Perú, Ojo Público and IDL reporteros in Perú. EJAtlas and OCMAL 
(conflict databases).  

- Business perspective: RedEAmérica, Ethos/GIFE, Peru 2021, Accion 
Empresas, Cemefi, EITI in each country, GRI report of each company, 
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International Council on Mining and Metals, World Bank, IFC, 
CommDev, Inter-American Development Bank, Forbes magazine. 

This was a qualitative multi-case study that sought to interpret the 
events, experiences and perspectives of the interviewed persons using a 
grounded theory model. First, we analysed the data to identify emergent 
or second-order codes. Because we needed to see how the interview data 
linked with our propositions, we grouped the 66 s-order codes under the 
five first-order codes that related to the concepts we developed from the 
literature. Table 3 provides the second order codes applied to each case. 
Coding and analysis of data was performed with Atlas-Ti 8. Although we 
maintained the full extracts from the original interviews and document 
extracts, to enable a better linkage with our set of concepts, we 
augmented the original extracts with summary statements. Our testing 
of the propositions comprised determining the extent to which the 
coding indicated positive linkages between the second order codes and 
the first order codes. We also analysed each case using the concepts, and 
in this process we were able to assign a conflict style that was taken by 
each project. 

4. Results 

Here we describe the conflict situation of each company according to 
the five key concepts we identified. The outcome to date of the conflict 
around each project with its neighbouring communities is also dis-
cussed. From this information, it is possible to deduce the likely conflict 

style that was adopted by each company (see Table 4). 
Nueva Unión is a planned mine in the Choapa Valley in the north of 

Chile that, as at mid 2022, is currently still seeking regulatory approval, 
after having faced considerable delays. There has been long history of 
conflict in the valley, a relatively responsive state, and a company 
(Newmont) that has been rather zealous in pursuing its ambition. 
However, there is a highly organised community with strong cross- 
scalar alliances (Conde, 2017; Delamaza et al., 2017), a history of suc-
cess of their collective actions, and a clear vision of a non-extractive 
future. The community clearly valued local quality of life rather than 
national economic growth (Muradian et al., 2010). It is a community 
that is politically astute and globally connected. From our analysis, it 
was obvious that, when there have been only minimal benefits to local 
communities from previous projects, there will be cumulative negative 
impacts and conflict, which will also affect current and future projects. 
We also found that, for this case at least, there was an effective response 
from the national institutions (Delamaza et al., 2017; Rodríguez-Laba-
jos and Özkaynak, 2017) and access to justice. Overall, we considered 
that the company’s strategy could be classified as being an avoiding 
style. 

Peñasquito is a mine in the state of Zacateca in Mexico. Here, there 
were many factors that were conducive to conflict, including: a state that 
has been supporting big industry and failing to protect community in-
terests; a shortage of water in the region, with excessive water being 
used by the mine; criminalisation of activism in order to suppress protest 
action; the hostile displacement of people to make way for the mine; 

Table 2 
Description of the four mines studied in this research.   

Nueva Unión(not yet operational) Peñasquito Vazante Yanacocha 

Primary Shareholder Newmont Teck Newmont Goldcorp Votorantim Metais (also 
known as Nexa Resources) 

Newmont Goldcorp, Buenaventura 
(Peru), and Sumitomo 

Country Chile Mexico Brazil Peru 
Method of operation open pit open pit underground open pit 
Minerals being 

mined 
Gold, copper, molybdenum Gold, silver, zinc, lead Zinc, copper, lead, silver Gold, silver 

Size 3rd largest greenfield project in Chile Largest gold mine in Mexico and 5th 
largest in the world 

5th largest producer of zinc 
in the world 

Largest gold producer in Latin America, 
and 2nd largest in the world 

Date established and 
current status 

Initial preparation started in 2015. 
Project delayed but likely to proceed. 

2007. Expected life to 2040 or beyond 1918. Expected life to 2040 
or beyond 

1990. The plan is to grow three times 
more than production in 2015–2020 

Neighbouring 
communities 

Diaguitas Indigenous group and other 
communities. 84,000 inhabitants in 
the valley 

6000 inhabitants in 25 communities. 
Ejidos Cedros, Mazapil, Cerro Gordo y 
El Vergel 

Various peasant, 
Indigenous, and quilombola 
communities 

Given the scale of the project, around 
120 communities are affected 

Key papers 
discussing the 
mine 

Lorca and Silva-Escobar, 2020; 
Mitchell et al., 2021 

Garibay et al., 2011; Cabral et al., 
2014; Velázquez López Velarde et al., 
2018 

Revista Escola de Minas, 
2012 

Bury 2005; Pérez Mundaca, 2010; Sosa 
and Zwarteveen, 2012; Betancourth et. 
al., 2021 

(Source: the authors, compiled from various information sources in the public domain). 

Table 3 
The second order codes applied to each mine.   

Worldviews and 
ontological differences 

Distribution of costs and benefits Power imbalance Corporate structure and 
strategy 

Adequacy of the response 
of the national and 
international social 
justice system 

Nueva 
Unión 

Sustainable transitions Conflict and protest; Business 
impacts 

Community governance; 
Sustainable transitions 

Sustainable transitions; 
Company approach to 
conflict 

Thrust; Dialogue with public 
sector 

Peñasquito Local complexities; 
Worldviews; Sustainable 
transitions  

Community fear and tension; Mining 
accumulation by peasant 
dispossession; Women facing mining 
problems; Benefit distribution 

Violence and uncertainty; 
Technical Knowledge; 
Conflict and protest 

Transparency 
Partnerships; Thrust; 
Conflict and protest 

Dialogue with public sector; 
state supporting mines 

Vazante Local complexities; Mining 
rejection; Sustainable 
transitions; SLO how; 
Benefit distribution 

Balance between host communities 
and company; Business impacts; ROI 

Balance between host 
communities and company; 
Conflict and protest; 
Governance structure 

Company information; 
Community engagement; 
Dialogue with 
communities 

Transparency; Community 
governance 

Yanacocha Sustainable transitions; 
Benefit distribution 

Business impact; Benefit 
distribution; Local complexities 

Community governance; 
Violence and uncertainty 

Violence and uncertainty; 
Company approach to 
conflict; Community 
engagement 

Dialogue with public sector  
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Table 4 
Conflict management style and the applicability of concepts from political 
ecology.  

Project and style Indicative quote for each of the 
5 concepts (C1, C2, C3, C4, C5)  
(translated by the authors) 

Outcomes arising from the 
company’s strategy 

Nueva Unión 
(avoiding) 

C1: ‘The state decision-making 
process should be 
decentralized and 
participatory. Ecosystems have 
to be managed collectively as a 
component of culture’ (NGO 
press release). The ‘Huasco 
roadmap proposed by the 
company suggests the 
privatization and company 
take-over of state 
responsibilities’ (NGO press 
release). On the other hand, ‘in 
the company there is not 
willingness to accept 
responsibility for the 
accumulated environmental 
and social impacts in the 
territory’ (interview). 
C2: The community is aware of 
extractive impacts due to the 
previous mega extractive 
projects. ‘The company might 
have violated Convention 169′

(NGO press release). 
C3: ‘The community 
understand that their claims 
need to be secured by 
constitutional change’ (NGO 
press release). 
C4: In the view of the company 
‘They [the community] do not 
forget an arrogant attitude, if 
[the company] don’t 
appreciate the past history due 
to turnover in the community 
relations team, community 
engagement will be difficult 
(company interview). 
C5: Environmental and 
economic ministries differ in 
terms of their development 
visions. ‘We are concerned 
about the history of 
judicialization and 
paralysation of projects, 
however we will comply with 
the legal framework’ 
(Government document). 

‘At the end of 2020, the 
company announced that it 
will delay the submission of 
the SIA’ (corporate 
document). 
‘The community believes 
they have faced too many 
extractive conflicts already, 
it is not acceptable to have 
any more projects and 
conflicts’ (press release) 

Peñasquito 
(dominating) 

C1: ‘There are three positions 
[in the community]: ethics, 
aiming at rejection [of the 
project]; negotiated ethics, 
aiming to compensate [the 
community for loss]; and weak 
ethics, that will not complain if 
they receive personal benefits’ 
(article). ‘Land was not 
considered a community good, 
but only as an income- 
generating asset’ (article). 
C2: ‘From each $1000 income, 
… the community only got 18 
cents’ (NGO press release). 
C3: ‘Social leaders have 
limited impact due to the lack 
of skills to build alliances, 
attract attention, and because 
of internal division’ (article). 
For the company, ‘dialogue is 
not possible. It is not a legal 

‘We expect to increase 
production in the next 5 
years (2020–2024) with 
supportive relationships with 
our 24 communities. Our 
relationships are not based 
on transactional deals, nor on 
any buy-offs because of 
blockades’ (corporate 
document). 
‘In a context where the state 
is absent, peasants will 
continue to forfeit their land’ 
(article).  

Table 4 (continued ) 

Project and style Indicative quote for each of the 
5 concepts (C1, C2, C3, C4, C5)  
(translated by the authors) 

Outcomes arising from the 
company’s strategy 

way to solve a conflict’ 
(corporate document). 
C4: ‘The commitment to 
employ local people and 
suppliers was breached when 
the company hired [a 
multinational company] 
(article). ‘Mexico City non- 
profits provide social 
programs. The community is 
not organized except from the 
ejidos and the programs done 
through them [the ejidos] 
failed’ (interview). 
C5: ‘Peñasquito used double 
their water allowance. Then 
Conagua changed the numbers 
(of water in the reservoirs) in 
the official reports, and this 
created water shortages’, ‘This 
were classified as confidential’ 
(online report). 

Vazante 
(Integrating) 

C1: ‘SLO is a daily exercise 
about building social capital 
and trust that will allow the 
community to understand if 
we have a little accident’ 
(interview). 
C2: ‘Loss of landscape, 
deforestation and loss of 
vegetation cover, biodiversity 
loss (EJAtlas)’. 
C3: ‘Participatory Groups 
create local diagnoses and 
select income projects that will 
be supported. Projects are run 
by local cooperatives’ 
(corporate document). ‘If we 
win more than the 
communities, we will face a 
problem’ (interview). 
C4: Institute is to secure the 
social DNA of the company 
and to advise the different 
operations (interview). 
C5: When a non extractivism 
scenario comes to the 
dialogue, the company show 
the tax that should be used 
once the mine close 
(Interview). 

‘Nexa aims to increase 
copper production and be the 
world’s second largest zinc 
project’ (press release). 
‘The company faced 
opposition in the beginning, 
but through building a joint 
plan, including jobs and local 
procurement, the community 
became integrated into and 
part of the business’ 
(interview) 

Yanacocha 
(dominating) 

C1: ‘Only a few believed that 
mining should cease, however; 
most wanted a resolution to 
their problems’ (article). 
C2: ‘After the last price boom, 
Yanacocha litigate and got 
their tax obligations reduced’ 
(press release). ‘Cajamarca 
represents 27% of mining 
investments and half of its 
population has basic 
uncovered needs’ (press 
release). 
C3: ‘Maxima received 
aggressive behaviour from the 
police in the attempt to make 
her leave her house. She was 
awarded the 2016 Goldman 
Environmental Prize’ (press 
release) ‘Amnesty reported the 
use of the justice system to 
harass activists’ (press 
release). 

‘The company expects to 
grow and continue 
operations until 2039′

(industry magazine). 
‘Communities have increased 
their use of force due to 
increasing distrust in the 
state response’ (article). 

(continued on next page) 
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regressive legislation; a lack of land justice; company-community 
agreements that are manifestly unfair and that were signed under 
adverse conditions; and the operation of organised crime. There are 
people living within very close proximity to the mine. It was evident that 
the company gave very little consideration to the community, negotia-
tions were on an individual level using a clientelist logic (Bebbington, 
2010). Instead of claims of rights, there were contestations around 
compensation, which has meant that a large number of low-level de-
mands have been put to the company (Gustafsson, 2016). The company 
exhibited a hierarchical business structure, and used technical language 
to address issues. It had poor communication strategies. The company’s 
strategy can clearly be classified as being a dominating style. 

Vazante is large underground mine in the state of Minas Gerais of 
Brazil. Vazante has had a long history of conflict, but in 2010, it 
employed a social scientist to lead its community relations function. This 
person brought in much skill and understanding to the company, 
establishing the Instituto Votorantim to provide advice to all the busi-
ness units of the company, especially around getting a strong social 
licence to operate from host communities. Over time, the company 
developed a positive relationship with its communities and with gov-
ernment. It has a transparent approach to all actions, including in 
relation to payments to government, taxes, and to host communities. It 
was also very clear about its future plans. Vazante was an example of a 
company that used an integrating style. 

Yanacocha is a large open-cut, mountain-top gold mine in the 
Province of Cajamarca in the northeast of Peru. It is a highly contro-
versial mine, especially because of the actions of environmental de-
fenders (notably Máxima Acuña). The value of the ore reserve has made 
the company (Newmont) very keen to expand operations, which it has 
aggressively pursued and in the process has violated human rights 
through the use of excessive force and by hiring the national police 
(Conde, 2017; Taylor and Bonner, 2017). In the 1990s, much involun-
tary displacement occurred with inadequate compensation. Subsequent 
legal actions against the company have vindicated the community pro-
testers. Unfortunately, by the time their claims had been upheld, their 
land had already disappeared into the mining pit. There has been a lack 
of transparency in relations with governmental authorities (Rodrígue-
z-Labajos and Özkaynak, 2017). A comment that has often been made 

was the notion of the ‘revolving door’, which refers to the inappropriate 
alliance between government and company, manifested through ex-
changes including senior government staff getting jobs with the com-
pany and vice versa. Yanacocha is another example of a dominating 
style. 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

We wanted to understand why the extractive industries in Latin 
America have failed to adequately address the conflicts they have with 
local communities. From the political ecology literature, we identified 
five key concepts that should be considered in analyses of company- 
community conflict: worldviews and ontological differences; the distri-
bution of costs and benefits from the extractive industries; power 
imbalance; corporate structure and strategy towards community and 
environmental issues; and the adequacy of the response of the national 
and international social justice systems. Our analysis of four mines 
across Latin America confirmed the applicability of these concepts to 
conflict in the extractive industries. We argue that company managers 
and consultants should consider these concepts in any situation analyses 
of project sites. 

From our analysis of the conflict management style of each of the 
four mines, it is clear that they could easily be assigned to a style and 
that the set of styles were a reasonable and useful way of thinking about 
conflict management. These conflict management styles are well 
described in the literature (Rahim, 2001, 2010, A. 2018). Although none 
of our cases would be described as exhibiting the obliging or compro-
mising styles, we believe that, overall, this was a useful framework and 
that each style is likely to be meaningful. 

Using the four cases of mining projects, it is possible to consider 
whether our five propositions are supported or not. The propositions 
were:  

1 If the worldviews and ontologies held by companies are incompatible 
with those held by communities, e.g. communities have a cultural 
value system but companies have an extractivist mindset, this will 
lead to escalation of conflict.  

2 If there are no mechanisms to ensure a fair distribution of costs and 
benefits from the extractive industries (e.g. participatory budgeting, 
direct democracy), the outcome will be escalation of conflict.  

3 If communities are not treated as equals, respected, or are excluded 
from participating in decision-making, this will lead to the escalation 
of the conflict.  

4 If the corporate structure and strategy do not enable companies to 
learn from conflict, the outcome will be escalation of the conflict.  

5 If the response of the national and international social justice systems 
is inadequate, this will lead to the escalation of the conflict. 

In our view, Propositions 1 and 3 were supported by Peñasquito and 
Yanacocha cases; while Propositions 2, 4 and 5 were supported by the 
Nueva Unión, Peñasquito and Yanacocha cases. We believe that the use 
of political ecology concepts in conflict management theory is useful. 
While an effective conflict management approach (e.g. integrating) can 
greatly help in the relationship between a mining project and local 
communities, we strongly believe that where local communities do not 
accept the project, companies should respect this decision. 

Situation analyses tend to emphasize the technical, legal and eco-
nomic aspects at project sites. We argue that the company should take 
into consideration all social aspects as well. Conflict arises from funda-
mental disagreements about how nature should be valued, as well as 
from the deeper meanings associated with a wide range of issues, for 
example threats to livelihoods, ways of living, value systems, and the 
relationships amongst people, and between people and nature. How 
competing worldviews for assessing value play out will also affect the 
social outcomes in terms of the level and severity of conflict that is 
experienced, as well as in the distribution of the costs and benefits from 

Table 4 (continued ) 

Project and style Indicative quote for each of the 
5 concepts (C1, C2, C3, C4, C5)  
(translated by the authors) 

Outcomes arising from the 
company’s strategy 

C4: ‘Mercury spill provoked 
violent clashes. Kurlander’s 
environmental auditor warned 
that executives could be 
subject to criminal prosecution 
and imprisonment’ (press 
release). The company ‘push 
forward with Conga project 
despite massive opposition and 
despite risks that do not accord 
with the IFC’s Performance 
Standards’ (article). 
C5: The company ‘contracted 
the Peruvian National Police to 
receive private security 
service’ (article). ‘The process 
of appointing Manuel Vidal as 
an senior executive took 
months, but finally it did 
happen. However, a few weeks 
later Vidal was announced as 
the new environmental 
minister’ (press release) [This 
is an indication of the 
revolving door between the 
extractive industries and 
government].  
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the operation of the extractive projects. 
We also examined why companies and their managers fail in conflict 

management. From our empirical data, it was evident that a strategy of 
profit maximisation without any consideration being given to the con-
sequences of this for local communities will lead to high levels of con-
flict. The key factor likely to lead to the failure of companies to 
adequately manage conflict is being an inward-looking organization that 
does not consider the severe effects conflicts have on their business or on 
society. In addition to strengthening the role of states in protecting cit-
izens, a change in the behaviour of companies is needed in order to: 
increase respect for the rights of citizens; improve understanding of the 
differences in worldviews and ontological values; and to come to a fair 
distribution of costs and benefit for extractive projects. 

Our paper contributed understanding about the relationship between 
companies and communities in the extractives sector. Without good 
social performance practice and the adequate addressing of environ-
mental, social and governance issues, conflict will surely occur. Only 
through meaningful and proactive engagement with local communities 
and with a fair sharing of benefits will conflict be avoided and a genuine 
social licence to operate be obtained. The cost to communities and 
companies of not listening to local communities is very high, including 
death and destruction. Many companies have failed in addressing con-
flict because they had inappropriate worldviews and/or used outdated 
technocratic approaches. Conversely, effective companies have realised 
that community social issues are an inherent part of their operations, 
and thus they have provided adequate resources to ensure they can 
appropriately address these issues. 
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Cabral, J.J.V., Alcalá, R.V., Garduño, R.R.R., 2014. Estado Socioambiental En El Valle De 
Mazapil, Zacatecas: a Partir Del Establecimiento De La Minera Peñasquito, 2006- 
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Calvano, L., 2008. Multinational corporations and local communities: a critical analysis 
of conflict. J. Bus. Ethics 82 (4), 793–805. 

Conde, M., 2017. Resistance to mining. A review. Ecol. Econ. 132, 80–90. 
Curran, G., 2017. Social licence, corporate social responsibility and coal seam gas: 

framing the new political dynamics of contestation. Energy Policy 101 (September 
2016), 427–435. 

Delamaza, G., Maillet, A., Neira, C.M., 2017. Socio-territorial conflicts in Chile: 
configuration and politicization (2005-2014). Eur. Rev. Latin Am. Caribbean Stud. 
104, 23–46. 

Dietz, K., Engels, B., 2017. Contested extractivism: actors and strategies in conflicts over 
mining. Die Erde 148 (2–3), 111–120. 

Duarte, F.P., 2011. Impression management performances in a Brazilian mining 
company: the researcher as audience. J. Manag. Org. 17 (2), 179. 

Escobar, A., 2006. Political ecology of globality and diference. Gestión y ambiente 9 (3), 
29–44. 

Esteves, A.M., Moreira, S., 2021. Developing social performance professionals in the 
extractive industries. Ext. Ind. Soc. 8 (4), 100964. 

Esteves, A.M., Vanclay, F., 2009. Social development needs analysis as a tool for SIA to 
guide corporate-community investment: applications in the minerals industry. 
Environ. Impact. Assess Rev. 29 (2), 137–145. 

Forsyth, T., 2003. Critical Political Ecology: The Politics of Environmental Science, 
Routledge.  

Franks, D., Davis, R., Bebbington, A., Ali, S., Kemp, D., Scurrah, M., 2014. Conflict 
translates environmental and social risk into business costs. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 
111 (21), 7576–7581. 

Fraser, J., Bat-Erdene, Z., Kunz, N.C., 2021. Social license needs business strategy. 
Extract. Ind. Soc. 8 (2), 100824. 

Frooman, J., 1999. Stakeholder influence strategies. Acad. Manage. Rev. 24 (2), 
191–205. 

Gustafsson, M.T., 2016. Private conflict regulation and the influence of peasant 
communities over natural resources. Lat. Am. Res. Rev. 51 (2), 86–106. 

Hanna, P., Vanclay, F., Langdon, E.J., Arts, J., 2016a. Conceptualizing social protest and 
the significance of protest actions to large projects. Extract. Ind. Soc. 3 (1), 217–239. 

Hanna, P., Langdon, E.J., Vanclay, F., 2016b. Indigenous rights, performativity and 
protest. Land Use Policy 50, 490–506. 

Harvey, B., 2014. Social development will not deliver social licence to operate for the 
extractive sector. Extract. Ind. Soc. 1 (1), 7–11. 

Haslam, P.A., Tanimoune, N.A., 2016. The determinants of social conflict in the Latin 
American mining sector: new evidence with quantitative data. World Dev 78, 
401–419. 

Helwege, A., 2015. Challenges with resolving mining conflicts in Latin America. Extract. 
Ind. Soc. 2 (1), 73–84. 

Hilson, G., 2002. An overview of land use conflicts in mining communities. Land Use 
Policy 19 (1), 65–73. 

Ijabadeniyi, A., Vanclay, F., 2020. Socially-tolerated practices in Environmental and 
Social Impact Assessment reporting: discourses, displacement, and impoverishment. 
Land (Basel) 9 (2), 33. https://doi.org/10.3390/land9020033. 

Jenkins, H., 2004. Corporate social responsibility and the mining industry: conflicts and 
constructs. Corp. Soc. Responsib. Environ. Manag. 11 (1), 23–34. 

Jijelava, D., Vanclay, F., 2017. Legitimacy, credibility and trust as the key components of 
a Social Licence to Operate: an analysis of BP’s projects in Georgia. J. Clean. Prod. 
140 (Part 3), 1077–1086. 

Jijelava, D., Vanclay, F., 2018. How a large project was halted by the lack of a Social 
Licence to Operate: testing the applicability of the Thomson and Boutilier Model. 
Environ. Impact. Assess. Rev. 73, 31–40. 

Kapelus, P., Richards, E., Sherwin, H., 2011. Conflict-sensitive impact assessment. In: 
Vanclay, F., Esteves, A.M. (Eds.), New Directions in Social Impact Assessment. 
Edward Elgar, Cheltenham, pp. 288–305. 

Karidio, I., Talbot, D., 2020. Controversy in mining development: a study of the defensive 
strategies of a mining company. J. Sustain. Finance Invest. 10 (1), 18–43. 

Kemp, D., Owen, J.R., 2020. Corporate affairs and the conquest of social performance in 
mining. Extract. Ind. Soc. 7 (3), 835–837. 

Kemp, D., Owen, J.R., Gotzmann, N., Bond, C.J., 2011. Just relations and 
company–community conflict in mining. J. Bus. Ethics 101 (1), 93–109. 

Kemp, D., Vanclay, F., 2013. Human rights and impact assessment: clarifying the 
connections in practice. Impact Assess. Project Apprais. 31 (2), 86–96. 

Lam, P.K., Chin, K.S., Pun, K.F., 2007. Managing conflict in collaborative new product 
development: a supplier perspective. Int. J. Q. Reliab. Manag. 24 (9), 891–907. 

Ma, Z., Lee, Y., Yu, K., 2008. Ten years of conflict management studies: themes, concepts 
and relationships. Int. J. Confl. Manag. 19 (3), 234–248. 

Maher, R., 2019. Pragmatic community resistance within new indigenous ruralities: 
lessons from a failed hydropower dam in Chile. J. Rural Stud. 68, 63–74. 

Maher, R., Neumann, M., Lykke, M.S., 2021. Extracting legitimacy: an analysis of 
corporate responses to accusations of human rights abuses. J. Bus. Ethics. https:// 
doi.org/10.1007/s10551-020-04678-z. 

Martinez-Alier, J., 2008. Languages of valuation. Econ. Polit. Wkly. 43 (48), 28–32. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40278233. 

Martinez-Alier, J., 2021. Mapping ecological distribution conflicts: the EJAtlas. Extract. 
Ind. Soc. 8 (4), 100883. 

Melin, M., 2021. The business of peace: understanding corporate contributions to conflict 
management. Int. Interact. 47 (1), 107–134. 

Mohammed, U.K., White, G.R.T., Prabhakar, G.P., 2008. Culture and Conflict 
management style of International project managers. Int. J. Bus. Manag. 3 (5), 3–11. 

Moreira, S., Vanclay, F., Esteves, A.M., 2022. Fallacies about communities that lead to 
failed community relations. Impact Assess. Project Apprais. 40 (2), 156–167. 

Moomen, A.W., 2017. Strategies for managing large-scale mining sector land use 
conflicts in the global south. Resour. Policy 51, 85–93. 

Munda, G., 2008. Social Multi-Criteria Evaluation for a Sustainable Economy. Springer, 
Cham.  

Neumann, R.P., 2009. Political ecology: theorizing scale. Prog. Hum. Geogr. 33 (3), 
398–406. 

Ogwang, T., Vanclay, F., van den Assem, A., 2018. Impacts of the oil boom on the lives of 
people living in the Albertine Graben region of Uganda. Extract. Ind. Soc. 5, 98–103. 

Ogwang, T., Vanclay, F., van den Assem, A., 2019. Rent-seeking practices, local resource 
curse, and social conflict in Uganda’s emerging oil economy. Land (Basel) 8 (4), 53. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/land8040053. 

Penman, M., 2016. Ambivalent company attitudes and how they shape conflict: mining 
conflicts in Mexico’s ejidos. Extract. Ind. Soc. 3 (3), 754–761. 
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