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A B S T R A C T   

From the “Going Out” strategy in the 2000s to the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) launched in 2013, China has 
increased its overseas investment and extended the coal value chain beyond its border. Despite China’s 
commitment of greening the BRI and phasing out overseas coal investment, the socio-environmental impacts of 
the projects that are already planned, under construction, or in operation are expected to remain. This has led to 
resistances from local communities and civil society in BRI countries such as Indonesia, the top recipient of 
Chinese coal financing. Based on a systematic mapping of 25 socio-environmental conflicts over coal-fired power 
plants (CFPPs), this paper presents a grounded comparative political ecology analysis of Chinese engagement in 
three types of CFPP projects in Indonesia. The paper addresses the lasting environmental, health and socio- 
economic impacts of CFPPs that are inextricably intertwined with extractive industries, including coal and 
nickel. It also discusses the power relations that have shaped socio-environmental conflict dynamics. The paper 
sheds light on policy recommendations for BRI governance from an environmental justice perspective. It re-
inforces the call for a research agenda on the BRI that considers not only the China-side perspective, but also the 
local socio-political dynamics, including the politics from below, that shapes the vision and frictions of a “Green 
Belt and Road”.   

1. Introduction 

From the “Going out” strategy in the 2000s to the Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI) launched in 2013, China has been increasing its overseas 
investment and extending its domestic coal value chain (primarily 
mining, transport, and power plant) and carbon footprint beyond its 
border (Gallagher, 2018, 2016; Gallagher and Qi, 2021). Existing studies 
and narratives have presented divided perceptions, or “two realities” of 
Chinese overseas infrastructure investment: one where the contribution 
to the development of the host country economy is celebrated, and the 
other, where local people are negatively affected by this development 
and contest the environmental and social impacts of these projects 
(Apostolopoulou and Pant, 2022). In recent years, a third reality, rising 
carbon emissions and pressures on climate change, especially from 
coal-fired power infrastructures, has also led to questions regarding 
China’s role in host countries’ energy transition (Ascensao, 2022; Gal-
lagher, 2016; Wu et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2017). 

Against these backgrounds, there have been increasing calls for 
grounded, project-based approaches towards the effects of the BRI, also 

referred to as the “new Silk Road” (Hofman and Ho, 2012; Klinger and 
Muldavin, 2019; Oakes, 2021; Oliveira et al., 2020; Sidaway et al., 
2020). This includes a closer examination of the environmental and 
social impacts of the BRI and the local legal and political dynamics that 
challenge and complicate the top-down vision of building a “Green Belt 
and Road” (Rogelja, 2020; Tritto, 2021a). Scholars have increasingly 
recognized the role of host state actors and local politics in engaging 
with “Global China” and international capital (Lim, 2022; Lu, 2020). 
More specifically related to China’s overseas energy infrastructure in-
vestment, the “pull” factors from host countries and the interplay be-
tween Chinese investors and domestic actors have been studied (Li et al., 
2022; Mori, 2020). However, there is still limited analysis of grassroots 
contestation in relation to BRI energy infrastructure projects (Barter and 
Sar, 2023; Boulle, 2019; Gong, 2018; Siciliano et al., 2019), pointing to a 
gap in existing literature on the role of local communities and civil so-
ciety organizations among different stakeholders in host states. 

This paper aims to bridge this gap by presenting insights from 
Indonesia, the top recipient of Chinese coal financing (Gallagher et al., 
2021). Between 2000 and 2019, Indonesia received US$9.3 billion of 
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financing from China that supported the development of more than 25 
GW of coal-fired power plants (CFPPs) (Liu et al., 2022a). Despite 
China’s overseas coal finance exit announcement in September 2021 
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2021), the projects that had 
already been planned and under construction, especially those as part of 
large-scale nickel industrial parks, continue to be built and completed. 

This paper is based on a comprehensive mapping and comparative 
political ecology analysis of 25 cases in the Global Atlas of Environ-
mental Justice (EJAtlas) related to CFPPs in Indonesia with Chinese 
involvement, including lending, contracting and equity investment. All 
these projects have encountered opposition to some extent by local 
community and/or civil society organizations, contesting their negative 
socio-environmental impacts. Building upon these 25 cases as well as 28 
in-depth interviews with Indonesian and international stakeholders, this 
paper makes visible the bottom-up perceptions of Chinese overseas coal- 
fired infrastructure investment, the grievances, claims and repertoires of 
contention, and the outcomes of the conflicts. 

Based on the comparative analysis, this paper aims to address three 
key questions: How does the unequal distribution of socio- 
environmental impacts manifest in the Chinese-sponsored CFPP pro-
jects in Indonesia? To what extent and how are the unequally distributed 
socio-environmental impacts contested from the bottom up? How do 
bottom-up initiatives influence both the sustainable energy future of the 
host country and the “green BRI” agenda? 

The contribution of this paper is twofold. It extends the literature on 
coal dissent, including environmental justice movements at coal fron-
tiers in Indonesia, which has been mostly on coal mining (Brown and 
Spiegel, 2017; Fünfgeld, 2016; Großmann et al., 2017). It also contrib-
utes to the evolving “Global China” debate (Blanchard, 2021; France-
schini and Loubere, 2022; Lee, 2022) and complements the 
predominantly quantitative studies on Chinese overseas energy invest-
ment (e.g., Gallagher, 2018; Kong and Gallagher, 2021; Li et al., 2022; 
Liu et al., 2022a). By addressing the grounded, project-based ap-
proaches, this study contributes to a growing body of literature on the 
role of grassroots contestations in BRI projects across broader industries 
and geographies (Barter and Sar, 2023; Dave, 2022; Gong, 2018; He and 
Tritto, 2022; Oliveira et al., 2020; Sternberg, 2020; Tritto and Camba, 
2022). 

The paper is organized as follows. The next section provides an 
overview of the socio-economic and political background of Chinese 
investment in coal-fired power infrastructure in Indonesia. Section 3 
describes the materials and methods. Sections 4 and 5 present the results 
of analysis and discussions. Section 6 offers a conclusion. 

2. Contextualizing Chinese investment in CFPPs and coal dissent 
in Indonesia 

2.1. Chinese investment in CFPPs in Indonesia and beyond 

From the “Going out” strategy to the BRI, China has been increasing 
its overseas energy infrastructure investment over the past two decades. 
This is evident in Indonesia and coincides with Indonesia’s domestic 
energy infrastructure boom (see Fig. 1), including three large-scale 
electricity infrastructure programs predominantly based on coal-fired 
power (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2021; Ordonez et al., 
2021; PT PLN, 2021; Tritto, 2021a). 

Coal has been an important source for both domestic electricity ac-
cess and export in Indonesia, fueling the country’s growth into the 
largest economy in Southeast Asia with an average of 5% annual GDP 
growth rate over the past decade until the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 
(World Bank, 2023). Coal still accounts for more than 60% of the 
country’s electricity mix, with Indonesian state-owned utility company 
PT Perusahaan Listrik Negara (PLN) dominating the ownership of CFPPs 
(BP, 2021; Ohlendorf et al., 2022; Ordonez et al., 2021). Through 
signing Power Purchase Agreement (PPA) with PLN, private companies, 
including those from China, could participate in power generation, 
transmission, and distribution as independent power producers (IPPs). 
PLN publishes an Electricity General Plan (Rencana Umum Penyediaan 
Tenaga Listrik, or RUPTL) annually, which is Indonesia’s 10-year power 
project development plan that includes projects to be developed by PLN 
and IPPs respectively. The RUPTL also provides the targeted commercial 
operation dates for projects planned or under development. According 
to the most recent 2021–2030 RUPTL, 13.8 GW of CFPPs are still to be 
added (PT PLN, 2021). 

Chinese participation in Indonesia’s coal-fired power infrastructure 
development started in the 2000s, when Chinese companies followed 
the “Going Out” strategy to go abroad as engineering, procurement and 
construction (EPC) contractors. The “EPC + Finance” model, in which 
financing is dominated by Chinese policy bank loans, has evolved over 
the years, with Chinese companies taking up more ownership of projects 
in the form of equity investment and joint ventures (Liu et al., 2022a). 
This aligns with China’s promotion of integrated investment, construc-
tion and operation, and Indonesian government’s preference towards 
independent power producers over foreign borrowing (Ren et al., 2017). 
On the other hand, this increase in ownership also points to more po-
tential responsibilities in Indonesia’s coal transition (Cui et al., 2023; 
Springer, 2022). 

Studies on Chinese overseas energy investment have mainly focused 
on the macro level using quantitative methods (Ascensao, 2022; Chen 
et al., 2020; Gallagher, 2018; Kong and Gallagher, 2021; Li et al., 2020). 
Some studies have taken a multi-/single-country or regional compara-
tive approach (Gallagher et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2022b; Rogelja, 2020; 
Tritto, 2021a), with very few focusing on project-level case studies 

Fig. 1. Timeline of important policies regarding Indonesia’s energy infrastructure and Chinese overseas investment. Prepared by author.  
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(Boulle, 2019). Several studies show that despite being a latecomer 
compared to Japan and Korea, China has secured a major role in Indo-
nesia’s energy infrastructure boom (Lim, 2022; Springer and Shi, 2020). 
This is explained by studies that looked into the drivers of Indonesia’s 
reliance on Chinese CFPP investments, which discussed the country’s 
developmental attitude, the preference of small-size (100–200 MW) 
CFPPs, and its tolerance towards subcritical power plants as the key 
reasons (Edianto et al., 2022; Gallagher et al., 2021; Tritto, 2021a). 

While some of the positive socio-economic impacts brought by Chi-
nese investment in energy infrastructure through the BRI have been 
recognized (Ma and Gallagher, 2021), the environmental, social, health, 
and climate implications of these projects have also been researched and 
challenged (Coenen et al., 2020; Pramono et al., 2021). Some recent 
attempts include an empirical analysis of the environmental perfor-
mance of China’s overseas coal plants (Springer et al., 2021) and the 
climate change exposure of Chinese foreign direct investment (Li and 
Gallagher, 2022). An empirical study on the carbon dioxide emissions 
intensity of CFPPs suggested that Chinese CFPPs tend to have signifi-
cantly lower emissions intensity than similar non-Chinese CFPPs in Asia 
(Springer et al., 2021). However, it was also estimated that the pro-
portion of emissions from CFPPs with Chinese investment as part of total 
emissions from CFPPs in Asia will continue to grow (Springer et al., 
2021). More specifically related to Indonesia, scholars have analyzed the 
social-ecological risks, including land use/land cover change, pollution 
and carbon emissions, threatened species, and socioeconomic risks of 
China’s overseas investment (Pramono et al., 2021) and the investment 
and operational risks of CFPP projects for corporates and investors 
(Kang et al., 2021). Scholars also warned about the lock-in effect of CFPP 
projects for countries that participate in the BRI, including Indonesia, as 
many of these countries are entering a stage of development charac-
terized by intense energy demand growth, which can be locked into a 
high carbon trajectory unless early retirement plans for CFPPs are rolled 
out (Ma and Zadek, 2019). 

Against such a backdrop, Chinese President Xi Jinping announced at 
the UN General Assembly in September 2021 that China will no longer 
build overseas CFPPs (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC, 2021). 
However, the projects that are already planned, under construction or in 
operation are expected to remain. Therefore, concern and scrutiny of 
local and international stakeholders will continue as they examine the 
realities on the ground against the top-down vision (Suarez and Wang, 
2022). 

2.2. The contested coal commodity chain in Indonesia and beyond 

Energy infrastructure projects are a product of social relations. It has 
been seen from existing studies across regions (Sovacool et al., 2022; 
Temper et al., 2020) that energy transition is not only technoeconomic, 
but also deeply social and political, which calls for a multidisciplinary 
political ecology perspective to investigate and understand the social 
movements active in the energy transition process. 

Previous studies have suggested that ecological distribution conflicts 
(EDC, used interchangeably with terms such as ecological, environ-
mental, or socio-environmental conflicts), defined as “social conflicts 
born from the unfair access to natural resources and the unjust burdens 
of socio-environmental costs from pollution” (Martinez-Alier and 
O’Connor, 1996), could form an important force for sustainability 
transition (Gobby et al., 2021; Scheidel et al., 2018; Temper et al., 2020, 
2018). On one hand, these socio-environmental conflicts manifest the 
political demands and concerns of marginalized communities, as well as 
the non-monetized values that are often neglected in decision-making 
(Temper et al., 2020). On the other hand, these conflicts are also 
creating new norms through various strategies and channels that influ-
ence climate policies and investment flows of local and international 
financial institutions (Hansen and Pollin, 2020; Piggot, 2018; Thiri 
et al., 2022). 

The Global Atlas of Environmental Justice (EJAtlas) was created to 

document and catalogue ecological distribution conflicts around the 
world (Temper et al., 2015), covering a wide range of commodity 
chains, including coal. As illustrated in numerous examples in the 
EJAtlas, the socio-environmental and health impacts of CFPPs have led 
to the opposition and mobilization of many local communities, which 
request the suspension or reparation of the damages caused by CFPPs to 
the environment and communities. Bottom-up anti-coal movements are 
considered part of the “leave fossil-fuel underground (LFFU)” move-
ments (Martinez-Alier, 2021a, 2023). Literature on anti-coal movement 
shows various forms of coal dissent in the Global North such as Ger-
many, the US, and the UK (Brown and Spiegel, 2017; Nace, 2010; Selje, 
2022) and coal-rich countries such as Colombia and India (Cardoso and 
Turhan, 2018; Roy, 2021; Roy and Schaffartzik, 2020). Dissent on coal 
can yield various forms of outcomes and generate “local, yet collective 
and strong” impacts, including the delay or even cancellation of projects 
(Delina, 2022, 2021; Thiri et al., 2022). It was estimated that stopping 
50 CFPPs of 1,000 MW would be equivalent to avoiding the emissions of 
a country similar to the size of France or Italy, assuming that no leakage 
would occur (Martinez-Alier, 2021a; Pellegrini et al., 2021). In the BRI 
context, the 1,050 MW Lamu coal-fired power plant in Kenya, originally 
proposed with Chinese financial support, is one of the few documented 
examples where local civil society groups, allied with a transnational 
campaign, managed to stop the project from being funded and con-
structed (Boulle, 2019; EJAtlas, 2021). 

Dissent on coal is especially important for sustainable energy futures 
in the Global South (Cardoso and Turhan, 2018; Delina, 2022). This is 
echoed by a global meta-analysis (Thiri et al., 2022) that highlighted the 
research gap on social movements concerning fossil fuels in certain re-
gions and high-emitting countries. Considering that ecological distri-
bution conflicts and social metabolism are the two sides of the same coin 
(Martinez-Alier, 2002; Tetreault, 2022), the research on CFPPs in 
Indonesia serves as an under-studied example, providing an important 
perspective for understanding the energy dimension of social meta-
bolism in Indonesia and the impact of Chinese investment on it. 

Several studies have looked into the contested development of the 
coal sector in Indonesia, mostly focusing on coal mining, especially in 
Kalimantan, which is home to 83 % of the country’s coal reserves 
(Brown and Spiegel, 2017; Fünfgeld, 2016; Großmann et al., 2017; 
Toumbourou et al., 2020). Many conflicts between the local commu-
nities and coal mining activities have taken place since much of Indo-
nesia’s coal reserves are in areas of rich biodiversity or within 
Indigenous territories. Besides, the influx of workers and the rivalry over 
employment, as well as land-rights competition, pose considerable 
threats to local communities. 

In recent years, the anti-coal movements have spread beyond Kali-
mantan, and increasingly target planned and constructed CFPPs. Studies 
on the political economy of coal in Indonesia have suggested that 
grassroots organizations and international NGOs tend to have a negli-
gible influence in Indonesia’s energy policy (Jakob et al., 2020; 
Ohlendorf et al., 2022; Tritto, 2021a). This contradicts to some extent 
the findings from the above-mentioned studies on coal dissent and 
climate actions. Building upon empirical evidence from the EJAtlas, this 
article aims to provide a nuanced understanding of these “counter-
movements from below” (Lee, 2017). 

As recognized in existing studies (Cheon et al., 2021; Sovacool et al., 
2022), it is important to understand the drivers behind social mobili-
zations and different forms of opposition to inform policies and corpo-
rates that might address such opposition with repression, but also with 
changes of design, remediation, or even cancellation. For Indonesia, a 
country with one of the largest stocks of existing and planned CFPPs, 
understanding and addressing socio-environmental conflicts is also 
important for exploring a pathway towards its energy transition with 
multi-stakeholder support. 
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3. Materials and methods 

3.1. Research design 

This study applies a mixed-method approach including interviews 
and a multiple-case study design (Yin, 2014). Conceptually, the paper 
applies a political ecology lens to investigate socio-environmental con-
flicts related to CFPPs in Indonesia that have involved the participation 
of Chinese stakeholders, especially financiers and contractors. The 
comparative analysis of these cases is conducted using data from the 
EJAtlas (further explained in Section 3.2.1) to understand how the im-
pacts of Chinese-backed CFPP projects are distributed among diverse 
social actors, how local and international actors respond to them 
through social mobilizations, and the outcomes of these 
socio-environmental conflicts. 

By going beyond a single-case study approach, the comparative po-
litical ecology approach based on the EJAtlas framework (Martinez-A-
lier, 2021b; Temper et al., 2015) offers a wider systematic 
evidence-based enquiry into the power relations and socio-metabolic 
processes surrounding environmental justice struggles. This is espe-
cially helpful in interpreting the CFPP projects with Chinese stake-
holders’ involvement in Indonesia and situating local communities’ 
struggles in the cross-cultural and political context. This comparative 
political ecology approach has been used in several research outputs 
based on the EJAtlas, which entail analysis on different commodities 
and themes at local, national and global levels, as well as comparative 
studies across regions (Avila, 2018; Hanaček et al., 2022; Navas et al., 
2022; Scheidel et al., 2023, 2020; Tran and Hanaček, 2023). 

Interviews were conducted to complement the secondary data 
collected for the case studies and shed light on the Indonesian socio- 
political context relevant to the coal commodity chain, the impact of 
these socio-environmental conflicts and grassroots perspectives on 
Chinese overseas CFPP investment. 

3.2. Data collection 

3.2.1. EJAtlas database 
The case data analyzed in this paper were collected from the Global 

Atlas of Environmental Justice (EJAtlas, www.EJAtlas.org), an online 
inventory of ecological distribution conflicts based on scholarly and 
activist knowledge, which follows a pre-established coding system with 
over 200 data fields, including spatial, quantitative, and qualitative data 
(for more details regarding the methodology of the EJAtlas, see Temper 
et al., 2015, 2018, 2020). This also enables comparative analyses on 
issues such as the social actors involved in the conflicts, their forms of 
mobilization, and specific conflict outcomes (Martinez-Alier, 2021b; 
Scheidel et al., 2020). 

The EJAtlas project started in 2012 and has nearly 4000 ecological 
distribution conflict cases registered as of January 2024, many of which 
have led to the interruption, delay or suspension of energy infrastructure 
projects, including CFPP projects around the world (Castán Broto and 
Baker, 2018; EJAtlas, 2021, 2020, 2017). The EJAtlas database is based 
on secondary sources, such as newspapers, NGO reports, legal pro-
ceedings, and academic studies. One limitation of the EJAtlas is its un-
even geographical coverage, which is partly due to the varied link with 
local networks and limited access to information in some regions. To 
address this limitation, a preliminary criterion sampling of cases was 
conducted based on multiple databases, keyword search and 
semi-structured interviews as illustrated in the next sections. The author 
has also added new cases (n = 20) in the EJAtlas in collaboration with 
other scholars and activists when cases identified in the screening pro-
cess and mentioned in the interviews had not yet been included in the 
EJAtlas. 

3.2.2. Sample selection 
The cases for the comparative analysis were selected based on a 

mixed-methods purposive sampling technique known as complete 
collection (or criterion sampling) (Teddlie and Yu, 2007). The sampling 
was conducted based on cases that met two criteria: (1) CFPP projects in 
Indonesia that has Chinese financing and/or contractor involvement, 
and (2) CFPP projects involving socio-environmental conflicts with 
publicly available documentation and/or insights from the local com-
munities and civil society organizations. 

There has been increasing availability of data on energy infrastruc-
ture projects, including ownership, contractor and geographical data, 
with some focusing on Chinese overseas investment. The databases 
curated by Global Energy Monitor (GEM), including the Global Coal 
Plant Tracker (GCPT) and Global Coal Project Finance Tracker (Global 
Energy Monitor, 2023a, 2023b), are the most comprehensive databases 
providing the relevant data for this research. To identify cases based on 
the first criteria, the author has mainly referred to GEM’s databases and 
cross-checked with Boston University’s China’s Global Energy Finance 
(CGEF) Database and China’s Global Power (CGP) Database (Boston 
University Global Development Policy Center, 2022a, 2022b). The 
database of “Coal Power Plants in Indonesia: Ownership, Investments, 
and Impacts” (Tritto, 2021b) was also used to cross-check the screening 
results. 

For the further sampling based on the second criteria, a search- 
engine based keyword search in both English and Indonesian language 
was conducted to come up with a list of CFPPs that have faced or are still 
facing resistance by local communities and civil society organizations. 
This list was further refined by the information collected during the 
interviews. This process resulted in a shortlist of 25 CFPP projects that 
have involved various levels of socio-environmental conflicts. 

Both secondary and primary data was collected for the case studies 
under analysis following the EJAtlas framework as discussed in Section 
3.2.1. Secondary data was collected through desktop research and 
content analysis of a variety of data sources to contrast and enhance the 
completeness of information in the description of the context, process, 
and outcome of the socio-environmental conflicts. Selected sources 
include media reports and interviews, reports from NGOs and environ-
mental justice organizations, posts on social media, video documen-
taries, evidence from impacted communities, government authority 
documents, legal proceedings and academic papers. Primary data 
collection was conducted through semi-structured interviews as illus-
trated in the following section. 

The list of 25 cases under analysis within the scope of this study and 
the links of these cases in the EJAtlas are provided in Appendix A. The 
cases, when referred to in this paper, would be mentioned in the format 
of a combination of alphabetical and numeric ID. The alphabetical ID 
represents the type of the corresponding CFPP(s), including G for gen-
eral, M for mine-mouth and C for captive. 

3.2.3. Remote semi-structured interviews 
The arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic has made it impossible to 

travel to Indonesia for fieldwork within the timeframe of this research. 
As an alternative, semi-structured interviews were conducted remotely. 
Interviews were adopted as part of the data collection method because 
they yield rich, in-depth qualitative data (O’Leary, 2017), which helps to 
enrich and verify the secondary data. These interviews were conducted 
with an objective to understand the conflict dynamics linked to coal in 
Indonesia, specifically, the driver and outcomes of local resistance to-
wards CFPPs, as well as the bottom-up perspectives on Chinese overseas 
energy investment in Indonesia. 

The interviews were conducted in an open-end semi-structured 
format, with a set of pre-determined interview questions, while specific 
questions were adapted for each interviewee regarding their expertise 
area and the CFPP projects that they are related to (see Appendix B for 
the list of interview questions). The remote interviews with local 
stakeholders in Indonesia were carried out using a snowball sampling 
technique and followed a saturation principle, where interviews stop 
when additional information obtained from interviews becomes 
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redundant or do not add to previously collected data. With a snowball 
sampling approach, the interviews also allowed identifying other rele-
vant interviewees. 

A total of 28 interviews were conducted between June 2021 and 
February 2023 with 37 interviewees involved. Interviewees covered 
different types of stakeholders, including local and international NGOs, 
government officials, company representatives, activists, and local res-
idents. Consent was obtained from interviewees prior to the interviews, 
and they were informed that the interviews would be recorded anony-
mously. The interviews, when referred to in this paper, would be 
mentioned in the format of numeric ID e.g., “Interview 1” and the type of 
interviewee e.g., “NGO representative” (see Appendix C for more details 
of the interviews and corresponding numeric IDs). 

4. Results 

4.1. Mapping out CFPPs with Chinese participation 

A total of 25 cases have been identified that involve socio- 
environmental conflicts of varying intensity against CFPP projects 
with Chinese financing (loan and/or equity investment) and/or con-
tracting (see Fig. 2 and Appendix A for more details). These include 
three major types of CFPP projects: general CFPPs (16 cases), mine- 
mouth CFPPs (5 cases), and captive CFPPs (4 cases) as part of an in-
dustrial complex, such as nickel smeltering. The cases, when referred to 
in Fig. 2 and the rest of the paper, are represented by corresponding case 
IDs listed in Appendix A. The letter “G”, “M” and “C” in the case IDs 
stand for the corresponding type of the CFPP(s), with “G” for general, 
“M” for mine-mouth, and “C” for captive. 

The cases under analysis are in rural or semi-urban areas across 14 

provinces of Indonesia. As one interviewee (Interview 9, NGO repre-
sentative) indicated, “the lack of publicly known conflicts does not mean 
that there is a lack of environmental and social issues”. The list of cases 
curated in this study may still not represent the full picture of local 
resistance. Nonetheless it provides the most comprehensive overview to 
date of socio-environmental conflicts related to CFPPs with Chinese 
stakeholder involvement in Indonesia. 

The interviews revealed that the three types of CFPP projects have 
varied levels of environmental and social impacts and faced varied levels 
of resistance. General CFPPs (G1-G16) are mostly located on the coast, 
making use of sea water for cooling, as well as Indonesia’s sea trans-
portation advantage to enable the transport of coal between coal pro-
ducing regions such as Sumatra and Kalimantan and the CFPPs. Mine- 
mouth CFPPs (M1-M5) make use of the coal, mostly lignite with lower 
calorific value, from mining sites near the plant to reduce the trans-
portation cost, which has also been promoted to increase domestic 
consumption of coal. Mine-mouth CFPPs are mostly located remotely, 
which makes it more difficult to monitor and expose their socio- 
environmental impacts. The mine-mouth CFPPs have also faced cor-
ruption controversies due to lack of transparency in PLN’s developer 
appointment system (Hamdi, 2019). In recent years, captive CFPPs 
(C1-C4) linked to industrial facilities have emerged especially since 
Indonesia introduced the export ban of unprocessed ores in 2014 
(Camba et al., 2020). These captive CFPPs support the energy-intensive 
smelting of minerals such as nickel, which is essential for the 
manufacturing of “low-carbon” technologies (Tritto, 2023). 
Privately-owned Chinese companies have contributed significantly to 
the boom of nickel smelters and industrial parks constructed with 
large-scale captive CFPPs. 

The 25 cases include CFPP projects with different statuses. The 

Fig. 2. Map of socio-environmental conflicts against CFPPs involving Chinese finance and contracting in Indonesia. Data compiled by author based on the EJAtlas 
data, map created by Arielle Landau. 
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projects in operation were completed between 2009 and 2022. Eight 
cases include units that are still under construction, amounting to 
12,130MW. Among the 25 cases, 13 involve units announced post the 
launch of the BRI in September 2013, while 14 involve units announced 
before the BRI. Two cases, Cilacap Sumber (G6) and Nagan Raya (G9), 
include units that were announced both before and after the BRI. 

The scale of the non-captive CFPP projects ranges from 130 MW 
(Tanjung Kasam CFPP, G16) to 2000 MW (Jawa-7 CFPP, G8). The 
captive CFPP complex has a much larger scale, ranging from 2200 MW 
to 5440 MW. Since these captive CFPPs are not connected to the grid and 
not included in the RUPTL, the information on the ownership, tech-
nology and financier of these CFPPs is limited. As one interviewee 
(Interview 26, company representative) indicated, “No one knows how 
much on earth CFPP capacity is within these nickel industrial parks…a 
large amount has already received pre-permit (before President Xi’s 
2021 announcement of no more overseas coal power)”. At least 3.58 GW 
of CFPP capacity had been planned to be added to the existing 3.16 GW 
CFPPs used for nickel refining in Indonesia as of 2021 (CREA and GEM, 
2021). 

Local resistance takes place at different stages of the projects and 
does not always directly target the Chinese financier or contractor. For 
example, some conflicts have taken place after the project was trans-
ferred to PLN or its subsidiary. In some other cases, a CFPP complex 
involves multiple units and a range of international financiers and 
contractors. For example, Chinese companies are involved in the 660 
MW Paiton Baru power plant (G13), while the entire 4710 MW Paiton 
investment CFPP complex involves ownership by PLN and its subsidiary, 
as well as a joint venture between French and Japanese companies. 
Another example is the 4025 MW Banten Suralaya complex (G3), where 
Chinese financier and contractor supported the 625 MW unit 8 and Bank 
of China is known as part of the lending consortium that supported the 
2000 MW unit 9–10 (also known as Jawa 9–10). A similar example is the 
Indramayu power plant (G7), where the first three units were built with 
Chinese financing, while unit 4 and 5 received financing support from 
Japanese investors. The protest and lawsuit against unit 4 and 5 was 
targeting the Japanese financier, which led to the revoking of the pro-
ject’s environmental permit. However, since the opposition by local 
residents was built upon their perceptions of the pollution from the first 
three units with Chinese investment, the Indramayu power plant has 
been included in this study. 

Studies have shown that Chinese investment involves a significantly 
higher number of subcritical power plants in Indonesia than other 
foreign investors, especially under FTP-1 and FTP-2 (Liu et al., 2022a; 
Tritto, 2021a). While this may potentially make Chinese investment 
more susceptible to socio-environmental conflicts, the projects under 
analysis indicate that contestations continued despite the upgrade to 
supercritical or ultra-supercritical technology (e.g. in G1, G6, G8, M1), 
showing a similar pattern to Japanese CFPP investments (Tritto, 2021a). 
An interviewee (Interview 1, NGO representative) explained that the 
majority of Indonesia’s CFPPs lack air pollutant control technologies for 
SO2 and NOx due to the country’s lax air pollutant emissions standards 
and the upgrade to supercritical or ultra-supercritical technology 
without stricter air pollutant control measures does not necessarily 
alleviate communities’ concerns. 

4.2. Grassroots perceptions manifested through conflicts 

The cases under analysis demonstrate the unequal distribution of 
environmental, social, and health impacts of CFPPs. These impacts have 
been reflected in the complaints and petitions of local residents and 
public campaigns. Table 1 provides an overview of the most frequently 
reported impacts of these projects based on the 25 conflict cases and the 
interviews. The reported impacts complement the existing scholarship 
and grey literature on the macro-level environmental and social impacts 
of Chinese overseas coal-fired energy infrastructure investment and 
exemplify nuanced and uneven distribution of such impacts. 

As shown in many cases, the burden of resisting extractive and 
polluting energy infrastructure projects has been overwhelmingly 
shouldered by local communities, especially fishing and farming com-
munities, women and Indigenous Peoples. The result complements the 
quantitative analysis of the risks posed by China’s overseas investment 
to marine socio-ecological systems (Simmons et al., 2022) and resonates 
with the call for “blue justice” in view of the struggles faced by fisherfolk 
around the world (Blythe et al., 2023; Ertör, 2021). 

It is worth differentiating the claims raised by local communities, 
local NGOs, and international NGOs. Local communities tend to take 
livelihood concerns, i.e. the pollution of the CFPPs and the impact on 
their day-to-day life as the starting point of their complaints, whereas 
the intervention of national and international NGOs have brought in 
more connection to climate change and climate justice issues. The 
convergence of the two approaches has been seen in Banten Suralaya 
(G3) and Celukan Bawang (G5). 

In addition to visible and measurable impacts, the loss of incom-
mensurable values has been conveyed in cases where CFPPs have 
affected traditional forms of fishing (e.g. in C1, G1, G3-G13) and 
Indigenous communities’ living (e.g. in C3, M1). Besides, the CFPPs’ 
impact extends beyond the infrastructure site and its immediate neigh-
borhood. It travels to communities where coal is mined, to the sea where 
coal is transported, and to the rivers that have been intercepted, 
although they used to be the source for communities’ livelihood, 
demonstrating “embodied injustice” in the coal value chain (Healy et al., 
2019). 

4.3. Social responses to CFPPs - resistance and outcomes 

4.3.1. Mobilizing groups 
A variety of mobilizing groups are involved in the 25 socio- 

environmental conflict cases (see Fig. 3-a). Local environmental jus-
tice organizations (EJOs) are involved in 21 out of 25 cases, showcasing 
their essential role in the anti-CFPP movements across the country. The 
most active NGO is WALHI, the Indonesian branch of Friends of Earth, 
and its regional branches across Indonesia. However, there is no case 
where WALHI acts alone. It is a common strategy that WALHI collabo-
rates with local NGOs and legal aid organizations, or works as part of a 
broader alliance, such as the Bersihkan Indonesia network (meaning 
“clean up Indonesia”). 

Compared to domestic NGOs, international NGOs such as Green-
peace are involved in a smaller number of “high-profile” cases such as 

Table 1 
Major environmental, social and health impacts based on the data of 25 socio- 
environmental conflict cases in the EJAtlas and interviews.  

Environmental Social Health 

- Air pollution, Floods, Food 
insecurity (crop damage), 
Groundwater pollution or 
depletion, Noise pollution, 
Soil contamination and 
erosion, Surface water 
pollution/Decreasing 
water quality, Waste 
overflow 

- Displacement, 
Unemployment, Increase in 
corruption/co-optation of 
different actors, Increase in 
violence and crime, Lack of 
work security/ 
Unemployment, Land 
dispossession, Loss of 
livelihood, Militarization 
and increased police 
presence 

- Accidents, Death, 
Occupational 
disease and 
accidents 

- Biodiversity loss, Climate 
change, Deforestation and 
loss of vegetation cover, 
Desertification/Drought, 
Reduced ecological/ 
hydrological connectivity 

- Loss of traditional 
knowledge/practices/ 
cultures, Loss of sense of 
place 

- Mental problems 

- Loss of landscape/aesthetic 
degradation  

- Exposure to 
unknown or 
uncertain complex 
risks  
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Celukan Bawang CFPP (G5) in Bali. An international NGO interviewee 
(Interview 3) indicated that they would focus on specific cases with prior 
consideration on the potential outcome. In areas where NGOs are not 
intervening, investigative journalism plays an important role in uncov-
ering local issues, with Java 7 (G8) as an example. As a journalist 
interviewee (Interview 24) noted, “There are movements from the local 
people over there. But there is limited local NGO support”. 

Fisherfolk and their networks are the most active local community 
groups in these mobilizations, which corresponds to the fact that the 
majority of the CFPPs, especially general CFPPs (G1–16), are located on 
the coast. The construction of CFPPs at coastal locations have directly 
affected the livelihood of fisherfolk. Women, students, farmers and 
artists are also important participants. In the cases of captive CFPPs, 
labor organizations and Indigenous community members were also 
involved. Despite the different nature of their grievance from environ-
mental NGOs, the conflicts manifest the unequal distribution of social 
injustices that was not adequately addressed. 

Women play an important role in a number of cases (such as G6, G8, 
G11, G15 and C1). On one hand, they suffer directly and indirectly from 
the pollution caused by CFPPs. As one interviewee (interview 26, NGO 
representative) noted, “when coal ashes come to their house, the women 
are responsible for cleaning up the ashes…also the coal ashes affected 
lots of children and women are responsible for taking care of the chil-
dren”. On the other hand, women, especially mothers, have formed 
coalitions to protest against the CFPP projects such as in the Nagan Raya 
CFPP case (G9). 

In some cases, local stakeholders also form alliances with interna-
tional NGOs and networks, which as multiple interviewees indicated, 
“expanded the influence and impact of the campaigns”. Local and in-
ternational NGOs have served as intermediaries to bridge local com-
munities’ demands most immediately related to their livelihood with the 
global climate justice movements. In some cases with overseas invest-
ment from countries other than China (not included in the sample), 
Indonesian NGOs collaborated with financing country NGOs in Japan 
and Korea to file lawsuits or initiate cross-country campaigns (e.g. 
Batang CFPP and Cirebon CFPP (EJAtlas, 2019a, 2019b)). However, 
such collaboration was not taken up in China. 

4.3.2. Repertoires of contention 
Fig. 3-b provides an overview of the repertoires of contention. The 

cases demonstrate some common approaches, including official com-
plaints such as filing letters and petitions and street protest. NGOs’ 
intervention in the approval of environmental permit and environ-
mental impact assessment, which involves lawsuits and legal proced-
ures, is one of the most widely used tactics at local or national level. This 

corresponds to the results from a global level assessment of strategies 
used by environmental defenders (Scheidel et al., 2020). Blockades were 
used in a smaller number of cases as an approach to directly confront 
with the CFPP companies. 

Artistic forms of mobilization were used in Celukan Bawang (G5) and 
Pangkalan Susu (G11). In the former case, Greenpeace Indonesia orga-
nized a music festival against the backdrop of the Celukan Bawang CFPP 
in Bali. In the latter case, the fishing community used poems in their 
demonstration against the Pangkalan Susu CFPP. Banners with local 
characteristics were also displayed in various protests (e.g. G4, G5, 
G11). Several interviewees (Interview 2, 3, 28, NGO representative) 
indicated the importance of culture in such place-based contestations. 
Complementing direct confrontation and legal approaches, art played 
the role to convey incommensurable values such as communities’ tra-
ditions and emotional connections to “the land that give them food and 
the sea that give them fish” (Interview 28, NGO representative). This 
also resonates with the findings of a study on anti-coal movement in 
California, which highlighted the role of artistic activism in trans-
forming the socio-spatial dynamics that contributed to sustainable 
transformation (Sanz and Rodriguez-Labajos, 2021). 

Interviewees also indicated the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on 
their activities, including the restriction of in-person demonstrations 
and protests. The Omnibus Law and the revision of the Mining Law were 
passed in 2020, which were heavily contested before the pandemic. The 
political and legal environment has also led to changes in grassroots 
strategies over the years. As one interviewee (Interview 8, NGO repre-
sentative) noted, “5–6 years ago, legal battle in court was one of our best 
strategies…We almost won every case. But after that, the reverse is the 
case. They changed the regulation about the environmental impact 
assessment. We can no longer file lawsuits for environmental permit 
(with the participatory process limited to those directly impacted)…It’s 
more difficult for us in the legal battle”. 

4.3.3. Outcome and impact 
Fig. 3-c provides an overview of the major outcomes from legal, 

economic, operational and socio-political categories. Three out of the 25 
projects have been cancelled or shelved, namely the expansion of 
Celukan Bawang CFPP (G4), and two proposed projects, Riau-1 (M3) 
and Tanjung Jati A (G14). The cancellation of the expansion phase of the 
Indramayu CFPP project (G7) was not taken into consideration, as the 
suspended expansion project was financed by a Japanese financier, 
while the initial unit 1–3 financed and constructed by Chinese com-
panies are still in operation. 

Even though it is difficult to attribute the project cancellation solely 
to grassroots intervention, they do form an important part of the 

Fig. 3. Social responses to CFPPs (n = 25). 3-a (left): Mobilizing group; 3-b (middle): Repertoires of contention; 3-c (right): Outcome. Compiled by author based on 
EJAtlas data. 
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struggles that lead to the final cancellation. Litigation strategies and the 
coalition between local and international campaigns have been applied 
in the cases where projects or expansion projects have been suspended. 
This corresponds to the results of studies that analyzed mechanisms that 
could lead to effective social mobilizations against coal related in-
frastructures across various locations (Delina, 2022; Fünfgeld, 2019; 
Nace, 2010). 

The Celukan Bawang CFPP case (G5) is most frequently referred to 
by interviewees as a “success”, while one interviewee (Interview 7, NGO 
representative) considered it as a “trade-off”. Despite the communities’ 
loss in court, the local government in Bali decided to cancel the 
expansion plan. However, it is still unclear whether the expansion will 
be replaced by a gas-fired power plant. The cancellation of Tanjung Jati 
A (G15), also known as Jawa-3, has been considered the first climate 
litigation in Indonesia (EJAtlas, 2022). In June 2022, WALHI appealed 
against the plant’s environmental permit on grounds of climate and 
financial impacts. The Regional State Administrative Court of Bandung 
granted WALHI’s claim in full and revoked the plant’s environmental 
permit. 

Several interviewees (Interview 1, 2, 5, 7, 10, NGO representatives) 
highlighted the importance of anti-corruption movements in Indonesia, 
and even considered their impact overshadowing that from environ-
mental movements. Especially with the closed procurement system for 
mine-mouth CFPPs, the risks of bribery and corruption often compound 
the socio-environmental risks of the projects. The cancellation of Riau-1 
(M3) to some extent followed anti-corruption inspections that involved 
high-level officials in the government. 

Interviewees have provided multi-dimensional definitions of “suc-
cess” in addition to the cancellation of projects, such as the temporary 
delay of projects during the litigation process and the increase of public 
awareness and media attention. As one interviewee (Interview 8, NGO 
representative) noted, the point is not simply to highlight the projects 
that are stopped, “these are ongoing struggles part of many local com-
munities’ daily life and have been ongoing over the years, with diverse 
actors and outcomes involved”. The same interviewee added: “If we 
expose the project together with the community and raise our voice 
against unjust projects, it can also mean winning…it means that we put a 
seat of resistance for the next generation as well.” It is important to note 
that even in such broad terms, the “success” examples are still rare due 
to lack of capacity and of national and international NGO support in 
most cases. 

Despite the frequent adoption of legal approaches, the results of most 
of the litigations, appeals and judicial review requests have not served 
environmental justice. Even in the “successful” case of Celukan Bawang 
(G5), the local court dismissed the lawsuit filed by local community 
members and Greenpeace Indonesia against the plant’s environmental 
permit. This dismissal decision was subsequently upheld by the Court of 
Appeal and the Supreme Court. In addition, a number of interviews 
(Interview 3, 6, 7, 8, 10, NGO representatives) mentioned how the 
revision of law, including the Omnibus Law (also known as the Job 
Creation Law), the Mining Law, and the Corruption Eradication Law 
(known as the “KPK law”), has systematically weakened NGOs’ partic-
ipation in the decision-making process. 

Some of the conflicts have led to repressions or violent targeting of 
activists. For example, in Indramayu (G6), three residents were arrested 
and accused of having insulted the Indonesian flag by raising it upside 
down. On the other hand, non-violent forms of repression have also been 
reported during interviews. As one interviewee (Interview 8, NGO 
representative) said: “the form of repression to the activists and com-
munities are not always in the harsh way or violent way…They can use 
also, with their money, with the corporate social responsibility, provide 
you with clean water source, with compensation, relocation, etc.” 

Most interviewees from civil society organizations indicated that the 
local anti-coal activism does not target China or the BRI as a stand-alone 
stakeholder. The local communities and civil society take the impact on 
their livelihood as the starting point and takes initiative despite of the 

nationality of the investors. In some cases, the Chinese stakeholders did 
not directly respond to their letter or request, but indirectly addressed 
their concerns. As one interviewee (Interview 26, NGO representative) 
noted, “they may make efforts silently”, indicating that the Chinese 
stakeholders also care about their reputation but tend to make changes 
without public communication. 

5. Discussion 

In the book Friction that draws upon extensive fieldwork in South 
Kalimantan, Indonesia, Anna Tsing briefly touched upon her encounter 
with a business manager from a coal trading company that imported 
coal from Kalimantan to India in 2000. She portraited the coal com-
modity chain as “an arena of cultural production” (Tsing, 2005). In the 
two decades following that encounter, the coal commodity chain and the 
frictions in this chain have evolved into a more diverse and complex 
cross-cultural arena in Indonesia. How do bottom-up initiatives in op-
position to the CFPPs with Chinese stakeholder involvement potentially 
influence the “green BRI” agenda and the sustainable energy future of 
the host country? 

Social mobilizations exist with the “hope” for a future that could be 
changed or transformed. The findings of this study resonate with 
scholars that have argued that Chinese investment abroad is signifi-
cantly shaped by local socio-political contexts, which can constrain the 
change and transformation brought about by local resistance against 
CFPPs (Oliveira et al., 2020; Pavlićević and Talmacs, 2022; Rogelja, 
2020; Tritto and Camba, 2022). The weak environmental governance 
system and the lack of redress mechanisms in the host country, in this 
case Indonesia, contributes to the gap between the “green BRI” vision 
and realities on the ground. In absence of “green BRI” governance on the 
ground, the socio-environmental conflicts under analysis serve as an 
example of “resistance as governance” (Gobby et al., 2021) and 
demonstrate the valuation languages of local communities and civil 
society, which incorporate traditional forms of knowledge and liveli-
hoods as well as incommensurable values that have not been considered 
in economic compensation and corporate social responsibility. All these 
take place in a context where the consumption of coal continues to in-
crease in China, Indonesia and at the global level (IEA, 2023). 

While China committed to no more overseas coal financing since 
2021, the legacy of built and planned CFPPs will persist. Resonating 
with Rogelja’s (2020) analysis in the Balkan context, the inertia from 
CFPP projects remains long after they are built and paid off. While 
studies have started to look at post-mining landscapes in Indonesia, the 
socio-environmental injustice legacies of CFPPs, some of which are still 
under construction, tend to become silenced and invisible behind the 
so-called “just transition” agendas. The socio-environmental conflicts 
analyzed in this study have made such legacies of environmental 
pollution and dispossession visible. 

In addition, the smelting of nickel, an essential metal for energy 
transition, of which Indonesia is the world’s top producer, has become a 
reason to increase the number and scale of CFPPs. The captive CFPPs 
under analysis demonstrate the embodied socio-environmental in-
justices in the energy transition supply chain and exemplify fossil-fueled 
“conflicted transitions” (Healy et al., 2019; Sovacool et al., 2022). The 
four cases on nickel-based industrial parks powered by large-scale 
coal-fired facilities reveal that the unequal distribution of 
socio-environmental impacts is embedded in the emerging “sustainable” 
transition. This is compounded by Indonesia’s vague definition of 
“renewable” or “new” energy in the draft New Energy and Renewable 
Energy Bill (EBET), where coal chemical projects such as coal-to-gas and 
coal-to-oil projects have the potential to be considered as “new energy” 
(Interview 3, 7 and 8, NGO representative; Sulaiman and Widianto, 
2022). 

With regard to the conflictivity of CFPPs, the cases analyzed do not 
point to a “Chinese exception”. In fact, a previous study observed sim-
ilarities between China and the other two top CFPP financiers in 
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Indonesia, Japan and Korea, in terms of how their CFPP investments 
have led to contestations, and pointed out that Japanese investments in 
CFPPs were even associated with a larger number of environmental and 
community-related issues (Tritto, 2021a). It corresponds to “Global 
China” scholars moving away from “China as exception” to understand 
“China’s mutual constitution with contemporary global neoliberalism” 
(Klinger, 2018). 

What differentiates Chinese actors and those of other countries is 
their response and engagement with the grassroots and their redress 
mechanism. This has also led to different reactions from the grassroots, 
which in turn, led to different outcomes. For example, compared to 
Japan and Korea, there is less direct engagement of Chinese companies 
with local Indonesian NGOs and rare intervention of domestic Chinese 
NGOs in socio-environmental conflicts abroad. This to some extent 
concurs with studies that indicate that international NGOs are playing 
an intermediary role in China’s “Going Out” and BRI strategy, compared 
to domestic NGOs that can be constrained in their knowledge of host 
countries’ socio-political context (Farid and Li, 2021; Hsu et al., 2016). 
In addition, Indonesian NGOs also contribute to the intermediary role in 
the absence of Chinese and international NGOs as in most of the cases in 
this study. 

As discussed in studies on other forms of energy infrastructure in-
vestment by Chinese stakeholders, the lack of communication and 
engagement with local communities and the lack of recognition of their 
values could exacerbate conflicts and lead to loss of traditional culture 
and identity (Dave, 2022; Gong, 2018; Hensengerth, 2017; Siciliano 
et al., 2019). This study echoes these observations and reaffirms the call 
for understanding and respecting different views and norms of local 
people in host countries (Chen and Liu, 2019; He and Tritto, 2022; Shi 
and Yao, 2019). 

6. Conclusion 

The 25 cases in this study exemplify the frictions in broader global 
connections where Chinese energy infrastructure financing and con-
tracting has been playing an increasing role. Frictions are sometimes 
unavoidable when planning and constructing energy infrastructure 
projects. In Indonesia, projects financed and supported by other coun-
tries such as Japan and Korea also received various forms of opposition. 
However, Chinese stakeholders have been less communicative and 
responsive when confronted with such frictions. This calls for more 
transparent communication and engagement with local communities to 
resolve such conflicts and retain the reputation of project financiers as 
well as engineering companies. Public participation and feedback from 
bottom-up mobilizations could potentially provide risk warning signals 
for Chinese companies that conduct overseas CFPP investment and 
reduce operational risks, while also preventing and alleviating socio- 
environmental conflicts. 

The year 2023 marked the 10-year anniversary of the announcement 
of the BRI. While the research on the BRI and Global China has been 
advancing over the years, more studies are still needed to understand the 
environmental justice and climate change implications from the bottom- 
up perspective, including the “blue justice” dimension. This study pro-
poses an alternative approach to make visible the grounded perspectives 
of the BRI, by looking at socio-environmental conflicts with the 

participation of communities and civil society based on the EJAtlas 
database. Through a systematic mapping and analysis of 25 cases in the 
EJAtlas, this study points to the need to examine the social and political 
reality on the ground and reinforces the call for a research agenda on BRI 
that not only takes into consideration the China-side perspective, but 
also situates in the local socio-political dynamics, including the politics 
from below, that shapes the vision and frictions of a “Green Belt and 
Road”. 

The connection with international networks and broader alliances 
that bridge the local livelihood and environmental concerns with the 
global climate crisis helps to support local struggles amidst domestic 
political constraints and global capital influence. However, local com-
munities in Indonesia, especially fisherfolk, have been shouldering a 
large proportion of the resistance against injustices brought out by 
CFPPs. This calls for more studies on the impact of Chinese investment 
on marine socio-ecological systems and coastal livelihoods in addition to 
terrestrial and more visible effects. 

The development of “sustainable” energy transition also requires 
huge amount of fossil-fueled mining and processing that could be 
important for both BRI governance and Indonesia’s just transition. It 
might lead again to unequal distribution of social, environmental and 
health impacts as coal-fired energy infrastructures have done. Revealing 
the grassroots perceptions and resistances helps to understand why and 
how grassroots opposition to energy infrastructures empowers margin-
alized voices. It also calls for research and policy efforts that take such 
perspectives into consideration, instead of perceiving them as passive 
recipients of an energy infrastructure boom intertwined in the influence 
of Global China. 
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Appendix A – List of CFPPs and EJAtlas cases  

Case 
ID 

Name of case in EJAtlas Name of related CFPP Type 

G1 Adipala coal-fired power plant, Bunton, Central Java, Indonesia Adipala power station General 
G2 Banten Labuan coal-fired power plant, Banten, Indonesia Banten Labuan power station General 
G3 Banten Suralaya Coal-fired Power Complex, Banten, Indonesia Banten Suralaya power station General 

(continued on next page) 
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(continued ) 

Case 
ID 

Name of case in EJAtlas Name of related CFPP Type 

G4 Bengkulu Coal-fired Power Plant, Indonesia Bengkulu power station General 
G5 Celukan Bawang Coal Power Station, North Bali, Indonesia Celukan Bawang power station General 
G6 Protest against pollution from coal power plant, Cilacap, Central Java, 

Indonesia 
Cilacap Sumber power station General 

G7 Indramayu Coal Power Plant, West Java, Indonesia Indramayu power station General 
G8 Java 7 Coal-fired Power Plant, Indonesia Jawa-7 power station General 
G9 Nagan Raya Coal-fired Power Plant, Aceh Province, Indonesia Nagan Raya power station General 
G10 Coal fired power plant near conservation areas in Pacitan, East Java, 

Indonesia 
Pacitan power station General 

G11 Pangkalan Susu Coal-fired Power Plant, North Sumatra, Indonesia Pangkalan Susu power station General 
G12 Coal spill near Pelabuhan Ratu Coal-fired Power Plant, West Java, 

Indonesia 
Pelabuhan Ratu power station General 

G13 Paiton Baru power plant, East Java, Indonesia PLN Paiton Baru power station General 
G14 Tanjung Awar-Awar power plant, East Java, Indonesia Tanjung Awar-Awar power station General 
G15 Tanjung Jati A coal-fired power plant, Indonesia Tanjung Jati A power station General 
G16 Tanjung Kasam power plant, Riau, Indonesia Tanjung Kasam power station General 
M1 Sumsel-8 coal-fired power plant, South Sumatra, Indonesia Bangko Tengah power station Mine- 

mouth 
M2 Proposed Jambi-2 coal-fired power plant, Jambi, Indonesia Jambi-2 power station Mine- 

mouth 
M3 Proposed Riau-1 coal-fired power plant shelved after corruption 

investigation in Indonesia 
Riau-1 power station Mine- 

mouth 
M4 Simpang Belimbing power plant, South Sumatra, Indonesia Shenhua Guohua power station Mine- 

mouth 
M5 Sumsel-1 coal-fired power plant, South Sumatra, Indonesia Sumsel-1 power station Mine- 

mouth 
C1 Nickel rush threatens the health and environment of Obi Island’s people, 

Indonesia 
Halmahera Persada Lygend Nickel Smelter power station, MSP Pulau Obi 
Power Station 

Captive 

C2 Indonesia Morowali Industrial Park (IMIP), Central Sulawesi, Indonesia Sulawesi Mining power station Captive 
C3 Indonesia Weda Bay Industrial Park (IWIP), North Maluku, Indonesia Weda Bay power station, Youshan Nickel power station, Weda Bay Nickel 

Mines Ltd. power station 
Captive 

C4 Delong Nickel Industrial Area, South Sulawesi, Indonesia Delong Nickel Phase I, Delong Nickel Phase II Captive  

Appendix B – List of interview questions 

Introduction  

• Self-introduction and introduction about your organization  
• How does your organization work on coal and energy issues? 

The political economy context of coal in Indonesia  

• The political and legal context in Indonesia: What are the most important agencies, policies and regulations affecting the coal sector, and how does 
it impact the local resistance towards coal?  

• The 35 GW plan and the two phases of fast track program (FTP): What is the impact on energy access and the environment? Is energy security and 
cost a justified rationale for developing coal-fired power plants (CFPPs) in Indonesia?  

• International stakeholder and China’s involvement: What do you think of the involvement of international investors and companies in Indonesia’s 
coal sector? Is there any difference by country? How do you consider China’s role with the BRI? 

The driver, outcome and impact of local resistance towards coal (power plant)  

• What is your organization’s coal-related research and campaign focused on? Which local resistance movements against CFPP has your organization 
supported?  

• Who are the key stakeholders behind the resistance? Any connection/collaboration with international stakeholders and global climate justice 
campaigns?  

• What are the main reasons of local resistance towards CFPP? Is there a difference by location, nature of specific power plants, or other factors?  
• How is the impact of local resistance towards coal? What are the most successful examples?  
• How do you think of the coverage of environmental justice movements in the EJAtlas? Would you suggest any additional cases?  
• What are the key strategies? Which are the most successful ones?  
• Some of the protests included artistic form. What kind of role does art play in local mobilizations in Indonesia?  
• Underlying factors that enable local resistance to have an impact/positive outcome? 

Forward-looking alternative solutions  

• What are the key expectations from the local community and NGOs? (short-term and long-term expectations)  
• What is the outlook of the coal (mining and power plant) sector in Indonesia? What are the key factors affecting such, both domestic and 

international? 

B. Gu                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

https://ejatlas.org/conflict/bengkulu-coal-fired-power-plant-bengkulu-province-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/celukan-bawang-coal-power-station-north-bali-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/protest-against-pollution-from-coal-power-plant-cilacap-central-java-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/protest-against-pollution-from-coal-power-plant-cilacap-central-java-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/indramayu-coal-power-plant-west-java-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/java-7-coal-fired-power-plant-indonesia1
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/nagan-raya-coal-fired-power-plant-aceh-province-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/conservation-areas-near-the-coal-plant-in-east-java
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/conservation-areas-near-the-coal-plant-in-east-java
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/pangkalan-susu-coal-fired-power-plant-north-sumatra-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/coal-spill-near-pelabuhan-ratu-coal-fired-power-plant-west-java-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/coal-spill-near-pelabuhan-ratu-coal-fired-power-plant-west-java-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/paiton-baru-coal-fired-power-plant-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/tanjung-awar-awar-coal-fired-power-plant-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/proposed-tanjung-jati-a-coal-fired-power-plant-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/tanjung-kasam-coal-fired-power-plant-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/sumsel-8-coal-fired-power-plant-south-sumatra-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/Proposed-Jambi-2-coal-fired-power-plant,-Jambi,-Indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/proposed-riau-1-coal-fired-power-plant-shelved-after-corruption-investigation-in-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/proposed-riau-1-coal-fired-power-plant-shelved-after-corruption-investigation-in-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/simpang-belimbing-power-plant-south-sumatra-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/sumsel-1-coal-fired-power-plant-south-sumatra-indonesiaa
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/local-health-threatened-by-nickel-mining-in-obi-island-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/local-health-threatened-by-nickel-mining-in-obi-island-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/indonesia-morowali-industrial-park-imip1
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/indonesia-weda-bay-industrial-park-iwip-north-maluku-indonesia
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/delong-nickel-industrial-area-indonesia
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• What is your view on Indonesia’s development of the coal chemical industry e.g. coal-to-gas projects? 
Appendix C – List of interviewees (anonymized)  

Interview ID Interviewee ID Type Interview method Interview date 

1 1 NGO (International) Zoom call 21/05/2021 
2 2 NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 24/05/2021 
3 3a NGO (International) Zoom call 25/05/2021 
3 3b NGO (International) Zoom call 25/05/2021 
4 4 NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 27/05/2021 
5 5 NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 01/06/2021 
6 6a NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 28/05/2021 
6 6b NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 29/05/2021 
6 6c NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 30/05/2021 
7 7 NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 31/05/2021 
8 8a NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 03/06/2021 
8 8b NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 03/06/2021 
8 8c NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 03/06/2021 
8 8d NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 03/06/2021 
9 9 NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 04/06/2021 
10 10 NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 04/06/2021 
11 11 NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 04/06/2021 
12 12 NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 09/06/2021 
13 13 NGO (International) Zoom call 09/06/2021 
14 14 NGO (International) Zoom call 09/06/2021 
15 15 Government official Zoom call 16/06/2021 
16 16 NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 24/06/2021 
17 17 Corporate staff Zoom call 24/06/2021 
18 18a NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 30/06/2021 
18 18b NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 30/06/2021 
19 19 NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 28/07/2021 
20 20 NGO (International) In-person meeting 30/07/2021 
21 21 NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 22/02/2022 
22 22 NGO (Indonesia) Zoom call 01/03/2022 
23 23 Community member Facebook message 17/05/2022 
24 24a Journalist Zoom call 12/07/2022 
24 24b Journalist Zoom call 12/07/2022 
25 25 Journalist/Community member Email 15/07/2022 
26 26 Corporate staff In-person meeting 16/08/2022 
27 27a Youth In-person meeting 04/09/2022 
27 27b Youth In-person meeting 04/09/2022 
28 28 NGO (International) Zoom call 10/02/2023  
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