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à
The Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (FES) Co-

lombia office and the Stockholm In-

ternational Peace Research Institute 

(SIPRI) convened experts and activists 

from 10 Latin American countries to 

form a working group on climate 

and environmental security.

à
The regional working group dis-

cussed the challenges of sustainable 

development and the rights of local 

communities and ethnic populations 

in the context of violence and inse-

curity affecting Latin America.

à
The group developed key messages 

in four thematic areas: governance; 

extractivism and land use change; 

environmental and climate justice; 

and the protection of nature and 

territories. It also identified key audi-

ences for political advocacy on these 

issues.
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ENVIRONMENTAL AND CLIMATE JUSTICE, AND THE DYNAMICS OF VIOLENCE IN LATIN AMERICA

THE LATIN AMERICAN REGIONAL WORKING GROUP

The Latin American Regional Working Group was initiated by the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES) Colombia office and the 

Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) in 2022. The working group comprises 20 climate and environ-

mental experts from 10 Latin American countries. 

This report presents the collective perspective of the working group on the pressing issues surrounding climate and envi-

ronmental justice, as well as food security, that affect the region as a whole, but whose impact is most strongly felt at the 

local level.

The report is accompanied by a brief interview series of 4 working group members, addressing the challenges of envi-

ronmental security in the region from their individual perspectives. The interviews are found on SIPRI’s YouTube channel: 

sipriorg.

Working group members (in alphabetical order):

• Aercio Oliveira, Brazil, coordinator, FASE – Solidarity and 

Education.

• Antonia Berríos, Chile, coordinator, FIMA ONG.

• Carolina Hidalgo Herrera, Costa Rica, Independent 

Consultant.

• Florina Mendoza, Mexico, Indigenous Futures Network.

• Iris Espinoza, Guatemala, Madreselva Collective.

• Juan Antonio Le Clercq, Mexico, Director of the Re-

search Institute on Public Administration and Institu-

tional Innovation (APII) of the University of the Americas 

Puebla (UDLAP). 

• Leticia Tura, Brazil, Executive Director of FASE – Solidar-

ity and Education.

• Manuel Tufró, Argentina, Director of the Justice and 

Security Area of the Center for Legal and Social Stud-

ies (CELS).

• María Ciro, Colombia, Social Integration Committee of 

Catatumbo (CISCA).

• Mariana Belmont, Brazil, Council of Nuestra América 

Verde and the Network for Anti-Racist Adaptation.

• Mariana Blanco, Mexico, coordinator of Friedrich Ebert 

Stiftung’s (FES) Social-Ecological Transformation in Latin 

America.

• Mercedes Monzón Escobedo, Guatemala, Congress-

woman-elect for Sacatepéquez Seed Movement Party 

2024- 2028.

• Mitzy Violeta Cortés, Mexico, Indigenous Futures Net-

work.

• Omar Gabriel Vázquez Heredia, Venezuela, researcher.

• Pedro Landa, Honduras, International Platform Against 

Impunity (PII).

• Santiago Gonzalez, Colombia, Community Association 

of Bahía Málaga.

Working group members outside of Latin America

• Ana María Méndez Dardón, United States, Director for 

the Central America programme, Washington Office 

on Latin America (WOLA).

• Bram Ebus, Netherlands, journalist and independent 

consultant.

• John Walsh, United States, Program Director for Drug 

Policy and the Andes, Washington Office on Latin 

America (WOLA).

Convening group

• Anniek Barnhoorn, research assistant at the Climate 

Change and Risk Programme, SIPRI.

• Caroline Delgado, Director of the Food, Peace and Se-

curity Programme, SIPRI.

• Catalina Niño, project coordinator Friedrich-Ebert-Sif-

tung.

• Farah Hegazi, researcher at the Climate Change and Risk 

Programme, SIPRI.

• María Alejandra Rico, project assistant Friedrich-Ebert-Sif-

tung.

• Stephanie Blenckner, Communications Director, SIPRI.
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1

INTRODUCTION 

ing food insecurity and malnutrition in the region. Fur-

thermore, the projected degradation of forests from 

droughts and temperature increases is expected to re-

duce the availability of forest products. At the same 

time, Latin America is expected to meet part of the 

growing global demand for food, livestock and timber, 

which risks exacerbating environmental degradation 

linked to inadequate land management practices as-

sociated with the expansion of large-scale agriculture.2 

Of particular concern is the way climate and environ-

mental challenges intersect with social inequalities and 

political instability. This region endures various forms 

of violence, from armed conflicts to rampant criminal 

violence on par with armed conflicts. The region stands 

out as one of the world’s most violent. According to 

UNODC figures from 2023, LAC accounts for 29% of 

global homicides, in a region with 8% of the world’s 

population.3 The region is home to 8 of the 10 most 

homicidal countries and 15 of the most lethal coun-

tries. Seven of the top 10 cities by homicide rate are in 

LAC.4 LAC is also the region with the highest number 

of environmental conflicts and a hotspot for environ-

mental crime.5 Many of these conflicts are linked to the 

legal and illegal extraction of natural resources, which 

often intersects with other criminal economies, such 

2 UNEP 2016. GEO-6 Regional Assessment for Latin America 
and the Caribbean. United Nations Environment Programme, 
Nairobi, Kenya.

3 Homicide Monitor, Igarape, https://homicide.igarape.org.br/ 
(accessed 19 Oct. 2023).

4 Homicide Monitor, Igarape, https://homicide.igarape.org.br/ 
(accessed 19 Oct. 2023).

5 Rettberg, Angelika. “Violence in Latin America today: variet-
ies and impacts.” Revista de Estudios Sociales (2020): 2-17.

Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) is a region of 

unparalleled ecological diversity, encompassing tropi-

cal rainforests, arid deserts, and expansive coastlines, 

making it particularly susceptible to the far-reaching 

impacts of climate change and environmental degra-

dation. Beyond its diverse and unique natural land-

scapes, Latin America faces a complex web of climatic 

and environmental challenges that transcend national 

borders. From the melting glaciers of the Andes Moun-

tains, which threaten water security for millions, to 

deforestation in the Amazon rainforest, which jeop-

ardizes biodiversity and global carbon sequestration, 

the region grapples with issues that have far-reaching 

implications for both local communities and the inter-

national community. 

Projections for how climate change will affect Latin 

America indicate that temperatures are expected to 

increase across the region and rainfall patterns are ex-

pected to change.1 Extreme events such as droughts 

and floods are also predicted to increase in frequency 

and intensity. In a region heavily dependent on agricul-

ture, changes to temperature and precipitation patterns 

will have negative implications for food production and 

security. Crop yields are expected to decrease, increas-

1 Castellanos, E., M.F. Lemos, L. Astigarraga, N. Chacón, N. 
Cuvi, C. Huggel, L. Miranda, M. Moncassim Vale, J.P. Om-
etto, P.L. Peri, J.C. Postigo, L. Ramajo, L. Roco, and M. Rusti-
cucci, 2022: Central and South America. In: Climate Change 
2022: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability. Contribution 
of Working Group II to the Sixth Assessment Report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [H.-O. Pörtner, 
D.C. Roberts, M. Tignor, E.S. Poloczanska, K. Mintenbeck, 
A. Alegría, M. Craig, S. Langsdorf, S. Löschke, V. Möller, 
A. Okem, B. Rama (eds.)]. Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, UK and New York, NY, USA, pp. 1689–1816, 
doi:10.1017/9781009325844.014
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as drug trafficking, human trafficking, and contraband 

smuggling.6 

A multitude of nonstate armed groups, including gangs, 

cartels, smuggling networks, militias, and vigilante 

groups, are among the main perpetrators of this vio-

lence. According to some sources, mining companies at 

times voluntarily cooperate with illegal armed groups, 

who in exchange provide security against other groups.7 

Consequently, Latin America is one of the most danger-

ous regions for environmental defenders, with 75 per 

cent of all global assassinations of human rights advo-

cates that occurred between 2015 and 2019 taking 

place in LAC.8 In 2022, 20 per cent of assassinations 

of human rights defenders occurred in the Amazon 

region.9 Communities and environmental defenders in 

areas where extractive activities take place frequently 

have been subjected to gross human rights violations, 

with such attacks on the rise across LAC. In addition to 

killings, death threats, arbitrary arrests, sexual assaults, 

militarized policing, judicial harassment, intimidation, 

beatings, and other forms of violence are used to silence 

the complaints of local communities and thwart their 

attempts to use legal means of protest against extrac-

tive projects.10 Environmental defenders have also been 

6 Kendra McSweeney, David J. Wrathall, Erik A. Nielsen, Zoe 
Pearson, Grounding traffic: The cocaine commodity chain 
and land grabbing in eastern Honduras, Geoforum, Volume 
95, 2018, pp 122-132; https://www.crisisgroup.org/lat-
in-america-caribbean/latin-america-wrestles-new-crime-wave

7 OECD (2017), “Due diligence in Colombia’s gold supply 
chain: an overview”, https://mneguidelines.oecd.org/Colom-
bia-gold-supply-chain-overview.pdf

8 Global Witness Annual Report 2021; Regional Human Devel-
opment Report | Trapped: High Inequality and Low Growth 
in Latin America and the Caribbean (New York: UNDP, 
2021), www.latinamerica.undp.org/content/rblac/es/home/
library/human_development/ regional-human-development-
report-2021.html

9 Global Witness (2023), Standing Firm: the land and environ-
mental defenders on the frontlines of the climate crisis, Sep-
tember 2023, https://www.globalwitness.org/en/campaigns/
environmental-activists/standing-firm/

10 Global Witness. (2018). At What Cost? Irresponsible busi-
ness and the murder of land and environmental defenders in 
2017. Global Witness.

repressed and criminalized by the governments that 

should be protecting them.11 

Criminal violence, including environmental crime, is 

largely concentrated in rural areas with poor state 

presence and strong illicit economies and in the poor 

neighbourhoods of cities. As such, the main victims of 

violence are the socio-economically poor and disadvan-

taged, including ethnic minorities such as indigenous 

and afro-descendant populations, gender minorities, 

women, and subsistence farmers.12 Around half of all 

homicide victims are between 15 and 29 years old. Vio-

lence against social leaders, including environmental 

and human rights defenders, also tends to dispropor-

tionately affect low-income people and ethnic minori-

ties.13 Furthermore, current extractive violence is largely 

fed by the prejudices and legacy of earlier racial and 

class conflicts.14

While recognising important regional differences, state 

responses to criminal violence, including environmental 

crime, have been predominantly militarized. Latin Amer-

ican governments have gravitated to punitive populist 

“iron fist” (mano dura) approaches, which combine co-

ercive law enforcement, deployment of military forces 

in domestic policing, mass detentions and increasingly 

severe punishments, often for electoral gains.15 The reli-

11 Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, “Criminalisa-
tion of the work of human rights defenders”, 2015, http://
www.oas.org/en/iachr/reports/pdfs/criminalization2016.pdf 

12 Arjona, A. (2021). The Effects of Violence on Inequality in Latin 
America and the Caribbean: A Research Agenda. Background 
Paper for the United Nations Development Programme 2021 
UNDP LAC Working Paper No. 12. Background Paper for the 
UNDP LAC Regional Human Development Report 2021.

13 Arjona, A. (2021). The Effects of Violence on Inequality in Latin 
America and the Caribbean: A Research Agenda. Background 
Paper for the United Nations Development Programme 2021 
UNDP LAC Working Paper No. 12. Background Paper for the 
UNDP LAC Regional Human Development Report 2021.

14 McNeish, J.A., 2018. Resource extraction and conflict in Latin 
America. Colombia Internacional, (93), pp.3-16.

15 https://www.crisisgroup.org/latin-america-caribbean/latin-
america-wrestles-new-crime-wave; https://www.cambridge.
org/core/journals/perspectives-on-politics/article/militarization-
of-law-enforcement-evidence-from-latin-america/03EE3B407B
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ance on the military for domestic security is exacerbated 

by the inability or even unwillingness of civilian institu-

tions to address several social, economic and security 

challenges, which justifies using the military as a stop-

gap in support of ineffective civilian institutions.16 

While these approaches to curbing organised crime in 

LAC countries have, at times, had positive effects, the 

impact tends to dissipate quickly.17 Organized crime has 

evolved to form networks of influence with local author-

ities and communities, using violent intimidation and 

financing electoral campaigns to gain power. This has 

resulted in a greater likelihood of authorities turning a 

blind eye or colluding with criminal activities. Moreover, 

the use of the military has been associated with human 

rights abuses against the civilian population.18

Detrimental feedback loops are formed, where height-

ened insecurity hinders the sustainable development 

of the countries in this region and has affected demo-

cratic governance, with poor governance being a main 

cause of violence and environmental and social injustice. 

Moreover, because violence tends to disproportionately 

affect populations already at a disadvantage, it can per-

petuate and amplify distinct types of inequalities.

A25D8D2762A7ED3871060E

16 https://www.americasquarterly.org/article/its-not-the-1970s-
again-for-latin-americas-militaries-heres-why/

17 https://www.crisisgroup.org/latin-america-caribbean/latin-
america-wrestles-new-crime-wave

18 https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/americas/report-
americas/; https://www.wola.org/analysis/anti-democratic-
trends-human-rights-abuses-covid-19-latin-america/

In response to the pressing issues of environmental deg-

radation and the alarming violence, often directed at 

environmental defenders, in Latin America, a significant 

milestone was achieved with the enactment of the Es-

cazú Agreement (the Regional Agreement on Access to 

Information, Public Participation and Justice in Environ-

mental Matters in Latin America and the Caribbean) in 

2021. This legally binding international treaty has gar-

nered support from 24 out of the 33 countries in the 

region and has been ratified by fifteen of them. The 

goal of the Escazú Agreement is to safeguard the rights 

of both present and future generations, ensuring their 

access to a healthy environment and facilitating sus-

tainable development. The Agreement aims to achieve 

this through three principal objectives: 1) guaranteeing 

a right to access environmental information; 2) public 

participation in decision-making and access to justice 

related to environmental matters; and 3) creating and 

building capacity.19 Importantly, the Escazú Agreement 

is a recognition that the challenges facing the LAC re-

gion extend beyond national borders, underscoring the 

urgent need for coordinated regional and global efforts 

to address these multifaceted challenges.

19 ECLAC. Undated. ‘Regional Agreement on Access to Informa-
tion, Public Participation and Justice in Environmental Mat-
ters in Latin America and the Caribbean.’ Available at https://
www.cepal.org/en/escazuagreement
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THE LATIN AMERICAN REGIONAL WORKING GROUP

are incorporated into security discourse as a precursor 

to the declaration of states of emergency. This approach 

perpetuates a culture of secrecy and hinders account-

ability, extending the adverse consequences of this se-

curity paradigm.

Moreover, the regional working group has observed that 

these conventional security concepts, including those re-

lated to climate and the environment, tend to emanate 

from a Eurocentric or Westernized standpoint. These 

frameworks often overlook the subtleties and exclu-

sions they generate within the Latin American context. 

This disproportionately affects marginalized groups who 

advocate for human and environmental rights but are 

frequently perceived as challenges to be overcome. In 

contrast to the traditional state-centric security para-

digm, the regional working group advocates for a shift 

towards prioritizing climate and environmental justice. 

Their argument revolves around the idea that this per-

spective offers a more comprehensive and interconnect-

ed understanding of the intricate relationship between 

nature and culture, emphasizing the imperative of a 

harmonious coexistence of all life forms. This approach 

recognizes the intricate interplay between human well-

being, ecological health, and social inclusion while un-

derscoring that the dominant economic development 

model in the region (discussed below) is a fundamental 

cause of environmental injustice. It accentuates the col-

lective and community-based agency of individuals and 

firmly opposes the commodification of both life and the 

environment.

The profound climate and environmental injustices ex-

perienced in Latin America call for a critical examination 

of economic development paradigms. Numerous gov-

ernments in the region currently adhere to an extrac-

tive development model, heavily reliant on the exploita-

Against this backdrop, FES and SIPRI convened a regional 

working group of researchers, NGOs, and rights defend-

ers to discuss these complex challenges. The report aims 

to generate a united regional voice to alert on the ways 

in which these dynamics of violence deepen environ-

mental and climate injustices. It is structured along four 

themes that emerged as key concerns during working 

group discussions: governance, extractivism and land 

use change, environmental and climate justice, and the 

protection of nature and territories. Each theme entails 

a key message directed toward a target audience, along 

with broad recommendations for how to address the is-

sues of concern.

The themes discussed strongly link to the perspectives 

on security held by the working group members. Un-

derstanding security in its entirety necessitates a com-

prehensive assessment of the political backdrop and the 

repercussions of security for diverse communities, par-

ticularly concerning power dynamics, beneficiaries, and 

the detrimental impact of security measures. Therefore, 

it is imperative to factor in the lived experiences and ad-

ministration of tangible security measures by both indi-

viduals and groups as crucial determinants.

For the FES-SIPRI convened regional working group on 

climate change, the environment, peace and security, 

hereafter referred to as the regional working group, the 

notion of security carries a predominantly negative un-

dertone. This perspective has been significantly shaped 

by a military security doctrine that historically empha-

sized state-centric approaches within the region. In ac-

cordance with this doctrine, security has been primar-

ily associated with the accrual of power, with the state 

serving as the central point of reference. Linked to this, 

the regional working group highlighted how, in Latin 

America, climate change and environmental concerns 
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tion of non-renewable resources to achieve economic 

growth and development. While there was no consen-

sus about what should replace this model, the working 

group highlighted fundamental guiding principles for a 

new approach to economic development.

Foremost among these is the imperative to protect the 

needs and rights of the communities most adversely im-

pacted by existing models, particularly Indigenous, Afro-

descendant and farming communities. Development 

models must acknowledge the constraints of our natural 

environment and value traditional knowledge while rec-

ognizing the diversity of lifestyles. Therefore, the recog-

nition and embrace of concepts like territorial autonomy 

and the self-determination of peoples are paramount. 

These should be implemented democratically to ensure 

that resource management occurs in collaboration with 

communities and respects their way of life.

While there were diverse opinions within the group re-

garding the role of the private sector and international 

trade, unanimous agreement prevailed on the need to 

challenge the unsustainable accumulation of wealth. 

This entails demanding accountability from companies, 

governments, and markets, and fundamentally trans-

forming the relationship between corporations and 

governments with respect to the natural world. In align-

ment with this, the model should empower countries in 

the Global South to bolster their decision-making capac-

ity during their transition processes.

Incorporating these principles will foster a more inclusive, 

equitable, and sustainable development model – one 

that prioritizes planetary care and resource stewardship, 

offers opportunities for human well-being, respects the 

richness of cultural diversity, and safeguards the environ-

ment for both current and future generations.
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3

GOVERNANCE 

disparities in access to and the quality of public services 

and deepening inequalities.23 

These inequalities reinforce policymaking in favour of 

vested interests over the public good.24 Many political 

leaders and parties in the region exploit public adminis-

tration to create clientelist networks for electoral gains. 

This practice erodes public trust and undermines the ef-

fectiveness of governance. Combined with high levels of 

corruption, these factors have ignited feelings of citizen 

discontent and frustration.25 Consequently, trust in gov-

ernment, a cornerstone of social cohesion and effective 

reforms, has seen a decline. Social accountability, driven 

by transparency and access to information, is vital to re-

build trust.

The persistently high levels of violence further diminish 

trust in both the government and the state. Violence 

against human rights activists and violence by agents 

of the state have been identified as among the forms 

of violence particularly harmful to governability, i.e., the 

quality of governance, and are major concerns in LAC.26 

The lack of accountability in prosecuting these violent 

crimes intensifies public distrust and anger toward state 

23 OECD (2020), Government at a Glance: Latin America and 
the Caribbean 2020, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.
org/10.1787/13130fbb-en

24 OECD (2020), Government at a Glance: Latin America and 
the Caribbean 2020, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.
org/10.1787/13130fbb-en

25 Governance, democracy and development in Latin America 
and the Caribbean May 2022. UNDP, IDEA.

26 Governance, democracy and development in Latin America 
and the Caribbean May 2022. UNDP, IDEA.

DEFINITION OF GOVERNANCE 

“Governance refers to a series of (inter)actions be-

tween state and non-state actors to formulate and 

implement social, economic, and institutional poli-

cies and reforms related to the access and/or exer-

cise of power, with the objective of improving the 

governability of democratic political systems.”20

Environmental justice requires a strong democratic 

context and guarantees of human and environmental 

rights based on strong, transparent, and participatory 

institutions. Countries in Latin America and the Carib-

bean, however, face significant challenges in delivering 

these rights. Latin America and the Caribbean rank as 

the world’s third most democratic region with 78% of 

its 23 countries embracing democracy. However, demo-

cratic erosion, including attacks on freedoms, electoral 

authorities, and constitutional checks on power, is a 

growing concern.21 

Furthermore, the region is the second most unequal in 

the world.22 Inequality encompasses multidimensional 

disparities, including income, gender, ethnicity, and ge-

ography, leading to exclusion of marginalized groups. 

Public investment in the region is low, at around 1.6% 

of GDP in 2017, which is approximately half of the av-

erage investment in OECD countries, thus perpetuating 

20 Governance, democracy and development in Latin America 
and the Caribbean May 2022. UNDP, IDEA.

21 Governance, democracy and development in Latin America 
and the Caribbean May 2022. UNDP, IDEA.

22 UNDP, Regional Human Development Report 2021 Trapped: 
High Inequality and Low Growth in Latin America and the 
Caribbean, 2021.
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institutions, especially when blatant violations of the 

right to life and personal security occur.

Organized crime is prevalent throughout the region, with 

some areas witnessing criminal organizations completely 

supplanting the state’s presence and functions.27 These 

groups offer limited social support to the population and 

claim to protect them from other criminal gangs, all in 

exchange for various extortion payments reminiscent of 

taxes. This situation represents a profound breakdown in 

governance in these areas. Additionally, organized crime 

poses a significant threat to the institutions upholding 

the rule of law, as it tends to infiltrate political parties, 

bureaucracies, democratic decision-making bodies, and 

law enforcement agencies. This, in turn, perpetuates a 

culture of impunity. 

3.1 REGIONAL VOICE

The aforementioned dynamics were predominant con-

cerns of the regional working group. The group par-

ticularly emphasised how the absence of effective 

governance in the region perpetuates an extractive 

development model, which, in turn, exacerbates the 

governance crisis. The group raised concern over sev-

eral governance-related factors that contribute to the 

promotion of this extractive development model at the 

expense of local populations. These include the capture 

of state institutions by elite interests, the limited capacity 

of the state beyond its security and military functions, 

economies overly reliant on the export of raw materi-

als, the disregard or delegitimization of local governance 

structures, and the undermining of the autonomy and 

self-determination of Indigenous communities by corpo-

rate interests that prioritize their own gains over the wel-

fare of local communities and Indigenous populations.

Moreover, the prevalent use of state force to suppress 

socio-environmental conflicts often results in environ-

mental concerns being overshadowed by the rhetoric of 

public order, national security, and secrecy. Consequent-

ly, governments in the region become incapable of fulfill-

27 Governance, democracy and development in Latin America 
and the Caribbean May 2022. UNDP, IDEA.

ing their essential roles, including upholding the rule of 

law, safeguarding people’s rights, preventing violence, 

and preserving the environment. The far-reaching con-

sequences of these challenges encompass the absence 

of adequate public services in indigenous territories, le-

gal and illegal exploitation of natural resources, rampant 

deforestation, the proliferation of illicit economies, an 

inability to conduct comprehensive investigations target-

ing illegal networks and their financial backers, and tar-

geted violence against environmental defenders.

Compounding these issues is the absence of regional 

policy coordination to collectively address these shared 

problems, which are common to a large majority of 

countries in Latin America.

3.2 KEY MESSAGE

Democratic leadership must be strengthened to incorpo-

rate a clear and comprehensive vision of environmental 

justice. This strengthening should encompass state ac-

tors, civil society, and social movements alike and would 

thereby enable the development of robust multi-stake-

holder governance capabilities and enhance their poten-

tial to influence violence prevention and environmental 

protection.

3.3 TARGET AUDIENCE

The working group identified various bodies and organi-

zations, including United Cities and Local Governments 

(CGLU), the Association of Latin American Electoral Bod-

ies, NGOs or international funders that train community 

leaders and trade unions.

3.4 RECOMMENDATIONS

To achieve the vision articulated in the key message, 

the following actions are recommended, directed at a 

regional and national audience. It is important to note 

that the group’s recommendations provide a general di-

rection and are not meant to be specifically tailored to 

each identified audience.
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1. Strengthen leadership in Indigenous territories, Afro-

descendent communities, and among peasant com-

munities through increasing access to financing, cre-

ating national and regional coordination platforms, 

and establishing and implementing effective protec-

tion mechanisms to guarantee the life and safety of 

environmental defenders.

2. States should ensure and increase the inclusion of 

Indigenous peoples in decision-making on matters 

affecting their territories, and respect collective prop-

erty rights and the self-determination of peoples in 

their territories.

3. Regional organizations, such as the Inter-American 

Commission on Human Rights (IACHR), should ac-

tively promote the demilitarization of approaches to 

handling socio-environmental conflicts. They must 

also prioritize the removal of environmental matters 

from the realm of national security and secrecy.

4. National governments in the regions should establish 

clear guidelines for the roles and responsibilities of 

the armed forces to ensure the safety and well-being 

of all citizens. 

5. When armed forces’ intervention is deemed indis-

pensable as a last resort, ensure strict control of the 

use of force, implementing measures for accountabil-

ity and submission to justice to ensure actions align 

with the law and the best interests of the people.

6. Latin American States should operationalize the 

United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and 

Human Rights, incorporating them into or creat-

ing National Action Plans on Business and Human 

Rights. This must be done in a participatory and in-

clusive manner, while harmonizing legislation and 

administrative procedures to monitor and guarantee 

the implementation of these principles and act in ac-

cordance when they are breached. 

7. Establish a multi-stakeholder working group on busi-

ness and human rights at the national level, in dia-

logue and cooperation with the United Nations.
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4

EXTRACTIVISM AND LAND USE CHANGE 

to high-potential farmland.32 An outcome of this is that 

the region accounts for 13% of the global production of 

agricultural and fish commodities and 17% of the net 

export value of the products.33 Between 2015 to 2017, 

primary resource exports, including agriculture, consti-

tuted 37% of total exports in the region, significantly 

surpassing the global average of 9%.34 

Resource production is expected to increase due to the 

substantial investment in large-scale mining projects, and 

the adoption of unconventional extraction techniques 

like deep-water drilling and shale exploration.35 Further-

more, as the world moves toward a clean technology-

based future, coupled with the need to strengthen en-

ergy security in Europe and other parts of the world, 

Latin America’s commodities will be highly sought.36 In 

32 Zeigler, M.; Truitt Nakata, G. The next global breadbasket: 
How Latin America can feed the world: A Call to Action for 
Addressing Challenges & Developing Solutions; Inter-Ameri-
can Development Bank: Washington, DC, USA, 2014.

33 OECD/FAO (2022), OECD-FAO Agricultural Outlook 2022-
2031, OECD Publishing, Paris.

34 ECLAC (2018), Mining Ministries of the Americas Meet in 
Peru to Address the Sector’s Challenges and Opportunities 
with regard to Sustainable Development, https://www.cepal.
org/en/pressreleases/mining-ministries-americas-meet-pe-
ru-address-sectors-challenges-and-opportunities

35 OECD (2022), Responsible Business Conduct in the Extractive 
and Minerals Sector in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
OECD Publishing, Paris

36 Cardenas, M., Here’s how Latin America can help tackle the 
global food, energy and climate crisis, World Economic Forum, 
January 2023, https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2023/01/
latin-america-s-unique-opportunity; Nem Singh, J. 2021. 
“Mining Our Way out of the Climate Change Conundrum? 
The Power of a Social Justice Perspective.” Latin America’s 
Environmental Policies in Global Perspective. Washington, 
DC: The Wilson Center. 

Natural resources play a pivotal role in the economies of 

LAC countries. This has led governments in the region 

to adopt an extractive development model, heavily reli-

ant on the exploitation of non-renewable resources, in 

pursuit of economic growth and development.28 Many 

LAC governments actively encourage foreign invest-

ment in the extractive sector to drive their development 

agendas.29

The region boasts substantial reserves of metals and 

minerals, making it a significant player on the global re-

source stage. For example, it is home to approximately 

60% of the world’s lithium deposits. Brazil ranks third in 

global iron ore production, whereas Mexico and Peru are 

among the top ten gold producers globally.30 Moreover, 

Latin America holds around 20% of global oil reserves 

and 4% of gas reserves.31 

In addition to hydrocarbons, minerals, and metals, the 

LAC region holds a third of the world’s fresh water re-

sources, and more than a quarter of the world’s medium-  

28 Arsel, M., Hogenboom, B. and Pellegrini, L., 2016. The ex-
tractive imperative in Latin America. The extractive industries 
and society, 3(4), pp.880-887; McNeish, J.A., 2018. Resource 
extraction and conflict in Latin America. Colombia Internacio-
nal, (93), pp. 3-16.

29 OECD (2022), Responsible Business Conduct in the Extractive 
and Minerals Sector in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
OECD Publishing, Paris.

30 OECD (2022), Responsible Business Conduct in the Extractive 
and Minerals Sector in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
OECD Publishing, Paris.

31 OECD (2022), Responsible Business Conduct in the Extractive 
and Minerals Sector in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
OECD Publishing, Paris.
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addition, agricultural and fish production is projected to 

expand by 14% over the next decade, with intensifica-

tion expected to play a critical role in this increase.37 

While economic growth linked to resource extraction 

has to a degree contributed to a reduction in overall 

poverty rates, inequality, and unemployment, it has also 

brought significant adverse environmental, social and 

cultural impacts.38 According to the FAO, Latin America 

and the Caribbean account for 14% of global land deg-

radation, which is largely due to inadequate natural re-

source management.39 The expansion of extractive and 

agricultural frontiers has been rapid, exerting pressure 

on critical ecosystems like headwaters, the Amazon for-

est, high-level plateaus, glaciers, and high Andean lakes, 

among others.40 

Two primary production systems - cattle (for beef and 

leather) and soy (for grain and oil) - are responsible for 

most deforestation and greenhouse gas emissions re-

sulting from agricultural expansion and land use chang-

es in South America.41 Extractive megaprojects, such as 

mining, have significantly impacted the availability and 

37 OECD/FAO (2022), OECD-FAO Agricultural Outlook 2022-
2031, OECD Publishing, Paris.

38 UNDP, Regional Human Development Report 2021 Trapped: 
High Inequality and Low Growth in Latin America and the Ca-
ribbean, 2021; Smart, S., 2020. The political economy of Lat-
in American conflicts over mining extractivism. The Extractive 
Industries and Society, 7(2), pp. 767-779; Global Witness. 
(2018). At What Cost? Irresponsible business and the murder 
of land and environmental defenders in 2017. Global Witness.

39 FAO Regional Office for Latin America and the Caribbean, 
“South America consolidates its regional soil partnership”, 
https://www.fao.org/americas/noticias/ver/en/c/279599/

40 Observatory of Mining Conflicts in Latin Amaerica-OCMAL 
(Spanish acronym); “Conflictos mineros en América Latina: 
extracción, saqueo y agresión. Estado de situación en 2014. 
(Mining Conflicts in Latin America: Extraction, Pillage and Ag-
gression. State of the Situation in 2014). 2015.

41 Vasconcelos, A. Uncovering the deforestation and climate 
risks of Chinese and EU soy and beef imports from South 
America. Washington: Wilson Center, 2022.

quality of water.42 This, in turn, affects the general ac-

cess of the population to water and sanitation services.43 

Afro-descendants and Indigenous Peoples are often dis-

proportionately affected by extractive activities, with an 

estimated 19% of Indigenous territories in Latin America 

affected by legal or illegal mining.44 While many coun-

tries in Latin America recognize the rights and land us-

age of Indigenous Peoples, the situation is more complex 

for Afro-descendant communities, with varying degrees 

of collective rights recognition across the region.45 The 

situation is even more challenging for small-scale or sub-

sistence farmers, who seldom have any constitutional 

rights to land. Even where protection mechanisms exist, 

implementation remains a challenge. Extractive activities 

frequently encroach on Indigenous and Afro-descen-

dant collective land without local community consent, 

leading to conflict over land tenure, collective rights, and 

expropriation.

4.1 REGIONAL VOICE

Detrimental implications of extractivism and land use 

change were among the most pressing concerns raised 

by the regional working group as the fundamental 

source of environmental injustice. The group particularly 

noted the negative consequences that Indigenous, rural, 

Afro-descendant, and urban populations experience as 

a product of the development model imposed on the 

Latin American region to satisfy the consumption, life-

style, and accumulation of wealth in what the working 

42 OECD (2022), Responsible Business Conduct in the Extractive 
and Minerals Sector in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
OECD Publishing, Paris.

43 UN General Assembly (2019), Human rights to safe drinking 
water and sanitation. Note by the Secretary-General., https://
undocs.org/A/74/197

44 OECD (2022), Responsible Business Conduct in the Extractive 
and Minerals Sector in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
OECD Publishing, Paris; The World Bank. 2015. Indigenous 
Latin America in the Twenty-First Century. Washington, DC: 
World Bank.

45 OECD (2022), Responsible Business Conduct in the Extractive 
and Minerals Sector in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
OECD Publishing, Paris.



15

ENVIRONMENTAL AND CLIMATE JUSTICE, AND THE DYNAMICS OF VIOLENCE IN LATIN AMERICA

group referred to as “the Global North”. This develop-

ment model emphasizes the unequal use of nature as 

a common good, imposes a burden of environmental 

liabilities on local communities, and promotes the deg-

radation of biodiversity and territorial dispossession. 

More specifically, it emphasizes and encourages extract-

ing hydrocarbons (fossil fuels and natural gas, among 

others); agro-industrial monocultures that cause the 

loss of food security and food sovereignty; the use of 

agrochemicals that increase the disease burden; defor-

estation for livestock and oil palm production; minerals 

and metals mining that destroys freshwater sources and 

pollutes the soil with toxic metals such as mercury; build-

ing mega-infrastructure such as hydroelectric dams; and 

integration efforts such as the IIRSA Plan and the Central 

American Electrical Integration Electrical Interconnection 

System (SIEPAC). 

Group members raised two examples illustrative of 

these dynamics. The first is the case of Guapinol, Tocoa, 

in Honduras. Group members explained that according 

to their knowledge, community members in Guapinol 

were not consulted prior the government granting a 

mining concession in Carlos Escaleras National Park. 

While the community exercised its right to demonstrate, 

state authorities and armed private forces repressed the 

community, resulting in multiple deaths and injuries. The 

second example raised was the case of the Inter-Oceanic 

Corridor in Mexico. The Inter-Oceanic Corridor is a large 

megaproject being implemented in Oaxaca. It aims to 

connect the Pacific Ocean to the Gulf of Mexico through 

a series of industrial parks along a 200-kilometre stretch. 

Group members explained that the construction of 

this project has displaced communities, thus threaten-

ing their social and cultural heritage, and harming the 

region’s biodiversity. Despite community resistance, the 

project has continued.

As noted previously, extractivism benefits from corruption 

and exacerbates socioeconomic inequalities, pitting eco-

nomic elites against Indigenous, rural, Afro-descendant, 

and urban peoples. Furthermore, the group raised con-

cerns that the green energy transition of the “Global 

North” will increase displacements and socio-environ-

mental degradation, as the private sector does not apply 

criteria of good governance and overlooks the conse-

quences of their operations in the territories, often con-

tributing to the disintegration of the social fabric.

4.2 KEY MESSAGE

The current economic model – as opposed to local tradi-

tional practices – extracts resources from the land with-

out considering the consequences. This unsustainable 

practice not only monopolizes sources of life and sacrific-

es biodiversity, but also dispossesses territories and elimi-

nates cultural diversity, ultimately threatening the liveli-

hoods of its people. It is important to understand and 

promote alternative development methods that reflect 

the worldviews of diverse peoples and their territories.

4.3 TARGET AUDIENCE

The working group identified several audiences, including 

local authorities in the territories where extraction takes 

place, trade unions, national and international journal-

ists’ associations, international justice systems such as the 

IACHR, the European Union, civil society of the “Global 

North”, and critical shareholders of corporations.

4.4 RECOMMENDATIONS

To achieve the vision articulated in the key message, 

the following actions are recommended, directed at a 

regional and national audience. It is important to note 

that the group’s recommendations provide a general di-

rection and are not meant to be specifically tailored to 

each identified audience.

1. Call upon the IACHR to hold a thematic hearing on 

the relationship between extractivism and violations 

of the rights of Indigenous, peasant, Afro-descen-

dant, and urban communities.

2. Encourage the IACHR to prepare and/or update re-

gional reports, scenarios, and forecasts for Latin 

America and the Caribbean on the impacts of ex-

tractivism on human rights and people’s livelihoods.

3. Use the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention (ILO 

Convention 169) and the Organization of American 
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States’ American Declaration on the Rights of Indig-

enous Peoples to advocate for the rights of Indig-

enous communities and hold states and companies 

accountable. 

4. Advocate for allowing Special Rapporteurs, such as 

the IACHR’s Special Rapporteur on Economic, Social, 

Cultural and Environmental Rights, the UN Special 

Rapporteur for Human Rights and the Environment, 

the UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indige-

nous Peoples, the OAS Rapporteur on Human Rights 

Defenders and Justice Operators, and the UN Work-

ing Group on Business and Human Rights to engage 

in fact-finding and investigating violations.

5. Given the importance of access to information for 

environmental leaders and defenders, Latin Ameri-

can states must ratify and implement the Escazú 

Agreement to hold the private sector and state-

owned companies accountable. 
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5

ENVIRONMENTAL AND CLIMATE JUSTICE

els of inequality and poverty, the LAC region is among 

the most vulnerable to climate change, with 13 of the 

world’s 50 most affected countries located there.49 

The quest for environmental and climate justice has 

brought together a diverse array of individuals, com-

munities, and entities, such as grassroots movements, 

Indigenous populations, small farmers, landless workers, 

environmentalists, and scientists.50 This broad coalition 

recognizes the profound connection between historical 

patterns of social inequality, ethnic discrimination, envi-

ronmental conflicts, and the region’s integration into the 

global economy. 51

To address environmental and climate injustice, it is 

essential to ensure the provision of environmental in-

formation in a prompt and efficient manner, enabling 

participation in environmental decision-making, and fa-

cilitating access to legal remedies for enforcing environ-

mental laws and addressing environmental harm. These 

interrelated rights are enshrined in Principle 10 of the 

Rio Declaration and play a crucial role in tackling envi-

ronmental issues that affect marginalized groups in a 

disproportionate manner. These rights also ensure that 

the interests of these groups are duly considered, align-

ing with the 2030 Agenda’s pledge to embrace diversity 

49 UNDP, “Climate, peace and security in Latin America and the 
Caribbean” https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/
files/2023-08/guidance_note_climate_peace_security_in_
lac.pdf

50 Rasmussen, M.B. and Pinho, P.F., 2016. Debates: Environmen-
tal Justice and Climate Change in Latin America. In Lasa Fo-
rum (Vol. 47, No. 4, pp. 8-38).

51 Rasmussen, M.B. and Pinho, P.F., 2016. Debates: Environmen-
tal Justice and Climate Change in Latin America. In Lasa Fo-
rum (Vol. 47, No. 4, pp. 8-38).

Environmental justice is a multifaceted concept linking 

environmental and social disparities. This concept has 

been applied diversely, serving as a rallying cry in cam-

paigns, a subject of academic research, a guiding policy 

principle, and a foundation for political movements. It 

encompasses both a discourse for policymaking and a 

catalyst for social change while also functioning as an 

analytical tool for understanding the uneven distribution 

of socio-environmental vulnerabilities stemming from 

environmental changes.46

Climate justice is an important aspect of environmental 

justice. It emphasizes, among others, the link between 

carbon emissions, global warming, and the unequal 

distribution of harm. Climate justice connects environ-

mental concerns to the critique of global capitalism, not-

ing that the burdens of climate change are unequally 

shared among nations and different socioeconomic 

strata. Climate justice brings to the forefront the links 

between production patterns, the lifestyle of affluent 

elites in both the North and South, and the distribution 

of climate-induced vulnerabilities. 47 Latin America is not 

a major global greenhouse gas emitter, contributing to 

less than 7% of global emissions.48 However, due to its 

reliance on natural resources, geography, and high lev-

46 Rasmussen, M.B. and Pinho, P.F., 2016. Debates: Environmen-
tal Justice and Climate Change in Latin America. In Lasa Fo-
rum (Vol. 47, No. 4, pp. 8-38).

47 Rasmussen, M.B. and Pinho, P.F., 2016. Debates: Environmen-
tal Justice and Climate Change in Latin America. In Lasa Fo-
rum (Vol. 47, No. 4, pp. 8-38).

48 Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 
(ECLAC), Access to information, participation and justice in 
environmental matters in Latin America and the Caribbean: 
towards achievement of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (LC/TS.2017/83), Santiago, 2018.
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and inclusivity.52 Furthermore, the effective exercise of 

the rights of access to information, public participation, 

and justice in environmental matters is an essential el-

ement in good governance of natural resources in the 

region and can help to forestall and prevent conflicts.53

5.1 REGIONAL VOICE

The unequal access to common goods and the detri-

mental consequences thereof, the uneven impact of cli-

mate change and the cost of the green transition of the 

“Global North” borne by highly vulnerable communities 

in Latin America, were key concerns voiced by the group. 

One example raised was the increased demand for new 

technology as part of the green transition, which has 

increased the demand for strategic minerals such as lith-

ium. In the provinces of Chubut, Río Negro, Neuquén, 

Catamarca, and Jujuy in Argentina, Indigenous peoples, 

social movements, and trade unions have demonstrated 

against lithium exploitation. Group members explained 

that such demonstrators have been repressed, criminal-

ized, and met with violence for their actions.

Furthermore, the group highlighted that the carbon-

centric rhetoric around climate change mitigation, 

which focuses on measuring the success of climate and 

environmental justice through reduced carbon emis-

sions, needs to be revised. Instead, the ecological transi-

tion narrative should go beyond mere decarbonization, 

integrating the local impacts of extreme weather events, 

such as storms and droughts, and the local costs of the 

ecological transition for countries and local communities 

in the Global South. It was also noted that the energy 

transition can generate new forms of injustice by 

52 Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 
(ECLAC), Access to information, participation and justice in 
environmental matters in Latin America and the Caribbean: 
towards achievement of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (LC/TS.2017/83), Santiago, 2018.

53 Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 
(ECLAC), Access to information, participation and justice in 
environmental matters in Latin America and the Caribbean: 
towards achievement of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (LC/TS.2017/83), Santiago, 2018.

encouraging the extraction of rare minerals needed for 

new technologies.

To tackle these environmental injustices, the group ar-

gued that a good starting point would be effectively 

applying legal frameworks for the protection of human 

rights in accordance with international standards and 

ensuring their effective compliance.

5.2 KEY MESSAGE

To attain truth, justice, comprehensive reparation, and gua-

rantee against the recurrence of environmental injustices 

faced in Latin America, it is crucial that all stakeholders 

– including foreign companies and governments – ack-

nowledge, comply with, and update legal frameworks 

to incorporate new criminal offences and criteria for 

regulation and reparation, implemented by the Latin 

American states in collaboration with the communities 

and peoples of Latin America. Companies should be 

compelled to switch from voluntary measures to manda-

tory measures, such as those part of the Escazú Agree-

ment. The Escazú Agreement provides a framework to 

monitor and hold companies legally accountable for the 

consequences of their operations. Companies should 

be mandated to implement measures to reduce their 

impact (for example, provide information about their 

operations and ensure traceability of their products and 

supply chains).

5.3 TARGET AUDIENCE

The working group identified many audiences, includ-

ing the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to a Healthy 

Environment, the UN Working Group on Business and 

Human Rights, CEPAL, the Support Committee for the 

Implementation and Compliance of the Escazú Agree-

ment, and international financial institutions.

5.4 RECOMMENDATIONS

To achieve the vision articulated in the key message, 

the following actions are recommended, directed at a 

regional and national audience. It is important to note 

that the group’s recommendations provide a general di-
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rection and are not meant to be specifically tailored to 

each identified audience.

1. Bring the discussion on financing megaprojects that 

affect natural assets and resources and environmen-

tal justice to the boards and complaint mechanisms 

of the international financial institutions that have 

investments in Latin America, such as the World 

Bank, the Inter-American Development Bank, the 

Development Bank of Latin America and the Carib-

bean, and the Central American Bank for Economic 

Integration. This will ensure that the appropriate fora 

are utilized to address these important issues and 

promote fairness in the allocation of resources.

2. Call for the signing, ratification, and implementation 

of the Escazú Agreement by all countries in the re-

gion and report violations to the Committee to Sup-

port the Implementation and Compliance with the 

Escazú Agreement. 

3. Regional organizations should pressure countries to 

expand or strengthen corporate oversight, control 

and sanction mechanisms, such as the European 

Union’s Supply Chain Due Diligence Act and the 

Binding Treaty on Business and Human Rights. 

4. Expedite environmental justice and climate justice 

cases at the national and international levels, as it 

generates jurisprudence and institutional recom-

mendations at the State level.
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6

PROTECTION OF NATURE AND TERRITORIES

were covered by terrestrial protection, which is the high-

est percentage in the world. This percentage is signifi-

cantly larger than that of OECD countries, which is only 

15%.57 In addition, the percentage also exceeds the in-

ternational target of 17% under the UN Convention on 

Biological Diversity.

6.1 REGIONAL VOICE

The group emphasized the biodiversity of the region, in-

cluding agro-biodiversity,58 arguing that nature and the 

environment, and the peoples safeguarding these areas, 

must be protected and cared for. As the unfolding cli-

mate and ecological crises threaten the enjoyment of hu-

man rights, such as the right to a healthy environment, 

it is urgent to address these issues for three reasons: 1) 

nature has intrinsic value that deserves to be cared for; 

2) people are eco-dependent and a healthy environment 

allows them to live in dignity; and 3) biodiversity allows 

the development of culture and food sovereignty. 

The preservation of nature, however, should not sim-

ply focus on creating natural parks or protected areas, 

which in some cases restrict access, as such a solution 

was perceived to be insufficient and at times unfair. Even 

if in certain places protected areas are the only mecha-

nism available to Indigenous communities to defend 

their territories, they often impede people from using 

or accessing ecosystem services or related to nature. 

Furthermore, the current development model is at odds 

57 OECD, 2018. Biodiversity conservation and sustainable use in 
Latin America: Evidence from environmental performance re-
views.

58 Understood as biological diversity in its intersection with cul-
tural diversity for the feeding of peoples.

The LAC region boasts rich biodiversity, hosting approxi-

mately 60% of the world’s terrestrial life.54 Within this 

region lie six of the planet’s most biodiverse countries: 

Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico, Peru, and Venezu-

ela. Notably, the Amazon rainforest in this area is the 

world’s most biodiverse habitat. South America houses 

over 40% of Earth’s biodiversity and more than a quarter 

of its forests. LAC also contains the world’s most exten-

sive wetlands, which are vital for clean drinking water, 

agricultural and energy needs, flood control, erosion 

prevention, sediment transport, and storm protection. 

Furthermore, they play a significant role in preserving 

cultural traditions.

As already noted, the LAC region faces escalating pres-

sures on biodiversity, including land degradation, climate 

change, pollution, and unsustainable resource use. Be-

tween 1970 and 2018, there was a 94% average re-

gional decline in monitored wildlife populations, the 

greatest of all regional declines globally.55 While defores-

tation rates in South America have slowed, they remain 

among the world’s highest.56

Latin America heavily relies on protected areas as the 

primary tool for biodiversity conservation. As of 2014, 

28% of Central America and 25% of South America 

54 The State of Biodiversity in Latin America and The Caribbean: 
A mid-term review of progress towards the Aichi biodiversity 
targets, United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), May 
2016.

55 WWF (2022) Living Planet Report 2022 – Building a nature-
positive society. Almond, R.E.A., Grooten, M., Juffe Bignoli, 
D. & Petersen, T. (Eds). WWF, Gland, Switzerland.

56 OECD, 2018. Biodiversity conservation and sustainable use in 
Latin America: Evidence from environmental performance re-
views.
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with caring for nature, as it prioritizes short-term eco-

nomic gains and political interests that promote natural 

resource exploitation through extractive industries, such 

as mining, and intensive agriculture and livestock rearing 

that requires deforestation and the use of pesticides. 

In most cases, marginalized minorities who are displaced 

are those who protected and cared for their territories. 

However, the protection of nature should not fall solely 

on them, or on environmental and human rights de-

fenders. It is a social problem and leaving it solely in de-

fenders’ hands puts them at risk. Protecting nature and 

territories must be conducted from the perspective of 

good governance, environmental justice, and the sov-

ereignty of the peoples. Otherwise, it risks exacerbating 

existing inequalities and creating new ones.

6.2 KEY MESSAGE

The well-being of people and communities, as well as 

the economy, rely on nature to thrive, and over time, 

destroying nature will be more costly than preserving 

it. Protecting nature can generate greater wellbeing. As 

people become more environmentally conscious, they 

will demand greater care for the environment. Unequal 

and unjust socio-environmental and economic practices 

will intensify social conflicts and entail considerable fi-

nancial costs in the medium and long term.

6.3 TARGET AUDIENCE

The working group identified many audiences, includ-

ing local authorities, environmentally oriented NGOs and 

civil society, and private sector companies that already 

engage in environmentally-friendly practices and pro-

duce and sell environmentally-friendly products. 

6.4 RECOMMENDATIONS

To achieve the vision articulated in the key message, 

the following actions are recommended, directed at a 

regional and national audience. It is important to note 

that the group’s recommendations provide a general di-

rection and are not meant to be specifically tailored to 

each identified audience.

1. Request a public hearing with national conservation 

and natural resource management agencies to dis-

cuss a more wholistic approach to protecting nature 

in all its aspects. This would include incorporating 

local traditional knowledge and accounting for mil-

lenary models of production, which have sustainably 

maintained biodiversity. A more holistic approach to 

protecting nature would free defenders from the re-

sponsibility and risks to which they are exposed.

2. Create stronger legislation that would establish fair 

mechanisms for mitigation, reparations and compen-

sation for damage to nature. Such legislation should 

also prevent the further destruction of nature.
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7

CONCLUSION

the “Global North” and will take place at the expense of 

the Global South. 

Across these themes, group members identified a range 

of key messages aimed at a range of target audiences. 

What they all share is a call to regional organizations to 

assess and monitor the scale of violations, and to pe-

nalize violators. They also call for implementing existing 

legal frameworks, such as the Escazú Agreement, that 

are aimed at environmental protection. 

Since group members perceive the current development 

model to be problematic for present times and for the 

future, they articulated a vision for an alternative devel-

opment model. This alternative would require a change 

in humans’ relationship with the environment and a shift 

away from extractive economies. It would recognize and 

allow for other ways of living and knowing, correct exist-

ing inequalities, and function within the limits of nature. 

It would also hold parties—such as governments and 

the extractive private sector—that are responsible for 

degrading the environment and perpetrating injustices 

accountable. In this way, justice becomes possible.

The challenges facing Latin America are numerous and 

severe. The degradation of the environment in the re-

gion, which has its origins in the extractivist model and 

inadequate governance, aggravates the problems of in-

equality and violence.

Given the transnational nature of these problems and 

their commonality among the nations in the region, ad-

dressing them effectively demands a concerted and col-

laborative regional approach.

Representing a regional voice, researchers, NGOs, and 

rights defenders emphasized that poor governance is a 

predominant concern and that the model of governance 

gives precedence to extractive development at the ex-

pense of local populations. The group also articulated 

that this extractive development model promotes natu-

ral resource extraction and land use change, which bur-

dens local communities, promotes the degradation of 

biodiversity, and dispossesses local communities of their 

territories. Furthermore, group members articulated that 

this model promotes environmental and climate injus-

tices, emphasizing that the green transition is aimed at 
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sector and civil society organizations participate in the 

project. The Network was established as a permanent 

space for discussion on the challenges to peace security 

in the region and their impact on democracy. 
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à
KEY MESSAGE 1

Democratic leadership must be strengthened to incorpo-

rate a clear and comprehensive vision of environmental jus-

tice. This strengthening should encompass state actors, civil so-

ciety, and social movements alike and would thereby enable the 

development of robust multi-stakeholder governance capabilities 

and enhance their potential to influence violence prevention and 

environmental protection.

à
KEY MESSAGE 2

The current economic model – as opposed to local traditional 

practices – extracts resources from the land without considering 

the consequences. This unsustainable practice not only monopo-

lizes sources of life and sacrifices biodiversity, but also dispossesses 

territories and eliminates cultural diversity, ultimately threatening 

the livelihoods of its people. It is important to understand and 

promote alternative development methods that reflect the world-

views of diverse peoples and their territories.

à
KEY MESSAGE 3

To attain truth, justice, comprehensive reparation, and guarantee 

against the recurrence of environmental injustices faced in Latin 

America, it is crucial that all stakeholders – including foreign com-

panies and governments – acknowledge, comply with, and up-

date legal frameworks to incorporate new criminal offences and 

criteria for regulation and reparation, implemented by the Latin 

American states in collaboration with the communities and peo-

ples of Latin America. Companies should be compelled to switch 

from voluntary measures to mandatory measures, such as those 

part of the Escazú Agreement. The Escazú Agreement provides a 

framework to monitor and hold companies legally accountable for 

the consequences of their operations. Companies should be man-

dated to implement measures to reduce their impact (for example, 

provide information about their operations and ensure traceability 

of their products and supply chains).

à
KEY MESSAGE 4

The well-being of people and communities, as well as the econo-

my, rely on nature to thrive, and over time, destroying nature will 

be more costly than preserving it. Protecting nature can generate 

greater wellbeing. As people become more environmentally con-

scious, they will demand greater care for the environment. Un-

equal and unjust socio-environmental and economic practices will 

intensify social conflicts and entail considerable financial costs in 

the medium and long term.

ENVIRONMENTAL AND CLIMATE JUSTICE AND THE DYNAMICS 
OF VIOLENCE IN LATIN AMERICA

Perspectives from a regional working group on climate change, the environment, 

peace and security in Latin America


