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ABSTRACT

To what extent do environmental laws and policies aid in the pursuit of territorial defense and environmental
justice? This article contributes to ongoing discussions on the environmental justice implications of existing
institutions mobilized in the context of extractivism. It focuses on the legislative and policy frameworks and
instruments influencing the development of industrial-scale renewable energy projects in the Mexican State of
Yucatan. Through the analysis of nine environmental conflicts related to wind and solar parks in the region, we
problematize the role of environmental laws and policies in governing Yucatan’s renewable energy deployment
as ‘double-edged swords’, disproportionately disadvantaging those defending their own territories. Controversial
projects are frequently legitimized by the law, yet the procedures that authorities and developers follow are
tendentially flawed. At the same time, local and Indigenous communities, along with environmental defenders,
face limited access to legal recourse. We frame this analysis within critical environmental justice debates and
explore how a fairer allocation of institutional power to local authorities, peoples and Indigenous communities

could address environmental injustice in Yucatan.

1. Introduction

“It is clear that without environmental rule of law, development
cannot be sustainable”. With these words, the former Acting Executive
Director of the United Nations Environment, Joyce Msuya, opens the
First Global Report on Environmental Rule of Law (UNEP, 2019, vii).
While the report highlights the exponential growth of environmental
laws, regulations and policies implemented globally in the last half-
century, it also emphasizes the need for significant efforts to ensure
their effectiveness.

Indeed, if environmental laws are growing at an exponential pace,
there is simultaneous ecosystem degradation and environmental in-
justices which are increasingly manifesting. This corresponds with the
advance of what Moore (2000) first defined as ‘commodity frontiers’,
namely the new territories capitalized by industries dedicated to
resource extraction and transport, goods and energy production, and
waste disposal (Martinez-Alier, 2021). In these territories, public and
private investors try to secure access to environmental resources as

industrial inputs, often in rural areas, for the sake of profit, frequently
leveraging on discourses purporting the need for more ‘(sustainable)
development’ (Escobar, 1995; Gudynas, 2015). Consequently, local
communities, which are often Indigenous people or rural populations,
are commonly found to be amongst those who unjustly bear the higher
share of negative implications following profit-driven developments
(Gustafsson and Schilling-Vacaflor, 2022; Scheidel et al., 2023, 2020).
Increasingly, individuals and collectives respond in protest against un-
just environmental burdens, aiming to protect their livelihoods and
territories (Scheidel et al., 2020).

The question of why a growing assortment of environmental pro-
tection laws and policy instruments cannot fully tackle environmental
injustices in the context of controversial development projects has no
straightforward answers. For instance, while environmental justice or-
ganizations and environmental defenders often pursue litigation as a
mobilization strategy in their struggles, they may also get criminalized
for their actions (ibid.). Meanwhile, legal frameworks are found to be
used either to block or to benefit controversial development projects
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(Bocanegra Acosta & Carvajal Martinez, 2019; Espinoza Hernandez,
2019).

Framed within ongoing debates in extractivism and environmental
justice literatures, this article contributes to understanding to which
degree the environmental justice struggles are pursuable within existing
legal and policy frameworks and instruments, and furthermore how the
latter succeed or fail to undermine unsustainable speculation of the land
by the companies dedicated to industrial development. Specific ques-
tions we aim to address are: (i) Do environmental authorities apply the
law in favor of environmental justice? and (ii) To what extent do legal
and policy frameworks support the protests of environmental de-
fenders," as well as local and Indigenous communities in their struggles
against industrial-scale development projects?

As a result of fieldwork, interviews with local key stakeholders,
literature review and collaboration with local grassroot organizations
and activists, this article takes the case of renewable energy (RE) con-
flicts within the Mexican State of Yucatan as study ground. Yucatan is a
suitable geography to understand the complexities of the nexus between
the rule of law, environmental justice and sustainability. Here, the use of
the territory is regulated at different levels by a wide range of envi-
ronmental laws and policies. At the same time, RE schemes are vastly
and conflictingly consuming and privatizing land to the benefit of pri-
vate firms and at the expense of local and Indigenous communities
(Avila et al., 2022; Barragan-Contreras, 2022; Flores and Deniau, 2019;
Sanchez et al., 2019; Torres-Mazuera et al., 2021). As global RE
deployment is on the rise (IEA, 2024), such developments are not
exempt from conflict, controversy and injustices (Levenda et al., 2021;
Scheidel and Sorman, 2012; Sovacool et al., 2021; Temper et al., 2020;
Zografos and Robbins, 2020). Our case contributes to deepening the
understanding of the drivers of such problematic trends.

Our findings suggest that an uneven access to the legal and policy
spheres leaves much of the power in the hands of public administrations
and corporate powers, who often engage in more ‘formal’ business
partnerships, therefore marginalizing less ‘formal’ critical voices that
oppose projects implemented in their territories. Notwithstanding
related challenges, we discuss the limits and possibilities of pursuing
those required institutional reforms for Yucatan’s rule of law to become
a better-suited foundation from where environmental justice can be
built.

2. Theoretical background

2.1. Renewable energy development, extractivism, environmental justice
and conflict

The present work is grounded on the overlapping critical literature
on extractivism, environmental justice and conflict. The discussion on
extractivism started consolidating as a debate within Latin American
academic and political contexts from the early twenty-first century
(‘extractivismo’), to point at the drivers and negative cumulative con-
sequences of a fast commodification of (often, Indigenous) territories in
an ever-expanding capitalist global economy (Chagnon et al., 2022;
Grosfoguel, 2016; Post, 2023). Even if early works on extractivism
mainly referred to processes of extraction of natural resources in the
region (Acosta, 2013; Gudynas, 2015, 2013; Svampa, 2012), during the
last decade various authors expanded the understanding of extractivism
to discuss, for example, the epistemic and ontological aspects of it
(Grosfoguel, 2016), or to apply the framework to other realms, such as
the urban (Vasquez Duplat, 2017) or the financial (Gago and Mezzadra,
2017). Others expanded the understanding of extractivism as a techno-
economic system that aims for total consumption of life (Dunlap and

1 we rely on Scheidel et al.’s (2020) definition of environmental defenders as
“individuals and collectives who protect the environment and protest unjust
and unsustainable resource uses because of social and environmental reasons”.
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Jakobsen, 2020) and as a ‘global’ phenomenon (Chagnon et al., 2022).
Across different perspectives, there is a common understanding of
extractivism. Paraphrasing Chagnon et al. (2022: 767-768), extractivism
involves (i) the appropriation of ecosystems and societies that implies
their damage or depletion in a potentially irreversible way; (ii) it is
founded on the centralization of power in the hands of capitalist elites
that strive for the accumulation of their wealth; (iii) such an appropri-
ation relies on power disparities and alienation of subjugated actors.
Understood as such, the notion of extractivism underscores the power
disparities and socio-environmental implications caused by initiatives
otherwise promoted as ‘sustainable.” Such is often the case of industrial
scale RE development, which has also been conceptualized as forms of
‘eco-” (Ntnez et al., 2022), ‘green’ (Post, 2022) or ‘renewable’ (Del Bene
et al., 2018) extractivism.

Environmental justice (EJ) is a relevant basis from which to analyze
extractivism premises, modus operandi and implications (Dunlap, 2023).
While the concept of EJ is rooted in civil rights movements in the United
States in the 1980s that denounced the poor environmental conditions of
racialized communities (Bullard, 1994; Cole and Foster, 2001), the term
has been later adopted by a wider spectrum of users within civil society
organizations, academia and public administrations. Currently, EJ
scholarship also represents a broad body of works that study how and
why injustices in the environmental realm are reproduced within and
between different sectors of society or regions. During the last three
decades, the scholarship has grown in different directions. Therefore,
different understandings of EJ have been formulated. Among others, the
work of Schlosberg (2007) has been referenced when framing EJ in
terms of unequal distribution of environmental benefits and burdens
(distributional justice), fair and transparent participation in decision
making (procedural justice), and recognition of subjugated actors’ ex-
istence, claims, wills or worldviews (recognition justice). Later,
Schlosberg & Carruthers (2010) introduced the idea that EJ should be
assessed by also looking at what it is that hinders “the ability of in-
dividuals and their communities to function fully” (ibid.:18; capabilities
approach to EJ). Drawing on these dimensions, several works have
expanded conceptually, which were complemented and adapted within
specific contexts and case studies, resulting in the expansion of EJ
framings. We can find literature about intergenerational, epistemic,
restorative or cosmopolitan dimensions of EJ, among others (Enrique
Villasana et al., 2021; Maltais, 2008; Motupalli, 2018). Examples of
issue-/context-specific EJ framings include climate justice (Sultana,
2022) or urban environmental justice (Anguelovski, 2013). Social jus-
tice implications of RE deployment are especially considered within
energy justice literature (Avila Calero, 2021; Jenkins et al., 2016; Jen-
kins et al., 2021; Levenda et al., 2021).

While the aforementioned body of literature on EJ advances possible
understandings of how environmental injustices are reproduced, it has
not been without critique. In recent years, critical, de-/anti-colonial and
Indigenous EJ thinkers have argued that much of this work are prob-
lematically rooted in hegemonic, Western notions of ‘environment’ and
‘justice’. These frameworks often conceptualize nature as a distributable
object, with solutions to injustices overly bound to the realm of the State
(Alvarez and Coolsaet, 2020). Inspired by Indigenous people’s struggles,
proponents of decolonial EJ theories suggest that the historical-geo-
graphical legacy of colonialism is (still) a major driver of injustices,
especially under the form of a ‘coloniality’ of dominant values and
worldviews (Rodriguez and Inturias, 2018). From this standpoint,
distributive equity of environmental goods and bads, together with calls
for more recognition and participation mechanisms in environmental
decision-making are questioned as desirable solutions to address in-
justices. The main critique consists in that these proposals risk rein-
forcing and legitimizing the very roots of injustice (i.e. colonialism,
extractivism, capitalism) rather than addressing them. Radically, some
decolonial EJ thinkers embrace calls for (i) a disruption of the human-
nature dichotomy that underpins the possibility to objectify the envi-
ronment; (ii) embracing self-government, self-determination and the
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idea of a radical redistribution of power; (iii) thinking in epistemic
justice and self-affirmation terms; and (iv) the construction of inter-
culturality (Alvarez and Coolsaet, 2020; Barragan-Contreras, 2022;
Barragan-Contreras, 2023; Rodriguez and Inturias, 2018; Temper,
2019). Decolonial theory has also been applied to energy justice (Dunlap
and Tornel, 2024; Tornel, 2023a).

While theoretical debates develop within EJ literature, the in-
dividuals and communities that are impacted by undesired controversial
development projects often oppose them on the ground. Environmental
conflict emerges when threats of potential or actual environmental
degradation raise serious concerns, and individuals or social groups
mobilize against related injustices (Scheidel et al., 2020). EJ movements
have therefore informed a conceptual framework that helps us under-
stand how injustices have historically and globally been perpetuated
towards and resisted by subjugated actors, including local peoples and
Indigenous communities, women, and environmental defenders
(Martinez-Alier et al., 2016; Scheidel et al., 2023, 2020; Tran and
Hanacek, 2023). That of environmental conflicts is a growing field of
study (Lee, 2019). For instance, as of February 2025, the Global Atlas of
Environmental Justice documents more than 4200 social conflicts that
have occurred or are currently taking place because of environmental
reasons (Temper et al., 2015). The action against conflictive projects or
economic activities may include a diverse range of mobilization strate-
gies, from civil disobedience to the engagement with existing
institutions.

Despite diverging arguments on what EJ should entail and whether it
can be built within existing institutions, there is a shared recognition
that legal and policy realms are crucial battlegrounds for EJ movements
and environmental defenders (Rodriguez and Inturias, 2018; Temper
et al., 2018). In fact, not only are environmental justice struggles argued
to have a potentially positive influence on shaping environmental policy
and law (Pellow et al., 2001; Scheidel et al., 2018), but also the insti-
tutional sphere serves as a measure of the practical limits of making
environmental justice (Alvarez and Coolsaet, 2020; Temper et al.,
2018).

2.2. Environmental rule of law versus environmental justice

Concepts such as ‘environmental rule of law’ may elicit the idea that
more institutions, laws, regulations, policies and juridic instruments are
needed to guarantee healthy ecosystems and communities (McManus,
2020; UNEP, 2024). However, environmental rule of law is not neces-
sarily the same as environmental justice. Whereas environmental justice
refers to historical and current social movements, as well as the con-
ceptual frameworks and policies they have informed, environmental
legal frames and institutions are a component of procedural issues
within the scope of environmental justice (Kuehn, 2000; Schlosberg,
2007). Yet again, the question of who can access and benefit from
environmental institutions remains open.

Academic work at the nexus between jurisprudence and environ-
mental conflicts studies suggests that environmental laws and policies
can be “double-edged swords” (Chiaramonte, 2020: 948) for environ-
mental defenders: i.e. they can end up working in their favor or cur-
tailing their efforts. On one hand, scholars discuss the potential of legal
frameworks and instruments to advance environmental stewardship
that is also socially just. For instance, after studying the role of popular
consultations established by Colombian Constitutional law in mining
conflicts, Bocanegra Acosta and Carvajal Martinez (2019) conclude that
these legal frameworks and instruments may be effective means to
question the extractive model. Similarly, Richardson and Mcneish
(2021) put forward how activism against extractivism may be facilitated
by nature’s rights court rulings. Litigation is also argued to be a positive
strategy for environmental movements, regardless of the (un)success
rate of the legal action (Aquino-Centeno, 2021; Skjevestad, 2010;
Vanhala, 2012).

On the other hand, other authors point out how environmental laws
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and policies do not necessarily work in favor of vulnerable or margin-
alized actors and may even help legitimize or facilitate speculation by
industries of various natures. In this context, some argue about how
national and international legal architectures promote extractivism, fuel
conflict or perpetuate environmental injustices (Galligan, 2021;
Gonzalez-Serrano et al., 2021; Guzman Solano, 2016; Vélez-Torres,
2014). The literature that analyses the judicialization of struggles
against extractivism and controversial development projects has also
shown the uncertain outcomes of such a strategy. Various authors have
discussed the limits of litigation for environmental defenders, in terms of
social and environmental gains and losses along the judicial course, both
theoretically and empirically (Albiston, 2011; Conde et al., 2023;
Medici-Colombo and Ricarte, 2024; Pigrau, 2014). The role of the
judiciary power (courts and judges) in favoring or hindering impacted
communities and environmental defenders’ struggles has been an object
of problematization too. For instance, Bertenthal (2018) explores the
limits in making sense of EJ in court opinions in the US. Braconnier de
Leon (2021) investigates how progressive courts suffered backlash from
extractivist elites when mobilizing law in favor of Indigenous commu-
nities in Guatemala, or yet another example where Rao et al. (2023)
discuss the potential and limits of India’s National Green Tribunal.

Other authors problematize how legal and policy-making processes
may take ground to political ones (Dressel, 2010; Hirschl, 2009; Kra-
marz et al., 2017; Vallinder, 1994). These studies point to a need for
building more mechanisms for a re-politicization in law and
policymaking.

With a few exceptions (Chiaramonte, 2020; Conde et al., 2023;
Guzman Solano, 2016; Montoya et al., 2021), the above-mentioned
body of works does not frame the analysis specifically within critical
theoretical debates over extractivism or EJ. Most of these authors do
speak about ‘extractivism’ or ‘justice’, but while the former is often
referring to the practice of industrial extraction of raw materials from
the ground, the latter is commonly understood as the one achievable in
the institutional-judiciary realms.

2.3. The role of laws and policies in energy justice struggles in Mexico

Several scholars that work on matters of RE extractivism addressing
the question of how energy systems disproportionally affect most
vulnerable populations have based their research in Mexico (see e.g.
Avila et al., 2022; Baker, 2016; Boyer, 2019; Post, 2022, 2023; Silber
Coats, 2017; Tornel, 2023b). Among such a rich academic production,
the role of existing laws and policies in tackling environmental injustice
has also been studied. For instance, Dunlap (2018, 2020) elaborates a
critique of Free and Prior Informed Consent mechanisms and includes
them in a list of ‘soft mechanisms’ for a ‘social engineering of extraction’
in the context of wind energy development. Or again, the critical jurist
and activist-lawyer Espinoza Hernandez (2019) explains how recent
institutional and juridical reforms in the environmental realm in Mexico
have favored the commodification of its territories.

Among the authors focusing on Yucatan, both Escalante Kanttin
(2021) and Barragan-Contreras (2022, 2023) take large-scale RE de-
velopments in Yucatan as case studies to discuss EJ in the region. The
former frames EJ in procedural, distribution and recognition terms, the
latter employs a decolonial EJ framework. They both touch upon policy
and legislation regulating the construction of conflictive solar and wind
parks. Both propose a series of recommendations to policymakers and
park developers. Similarly, other authors who study legal and policy
instruments regulating Yucatan’s renewable energy developments
without framing their analysis on EJ or extractivism (see e.g. Encalada
Gomez, 2019; Kim, 2018; Rousseau, 2020; Zarate-Toledo et al., 2021;
Zarate-Toledo & Fraga, 2016) conclude that much work is needed to
improve such mechanisms, warranting the need to inquire further on the
limitations of legal and policy instruments in EJ terms.
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3. Context background
3.1. Yucatan’s renewable energy conflicts

The region of analysis is in Southeast Mexico, on the tip of the
Yucatan peninsula (Fig. 1).

The state of Yucatan is characterized by a predominantly karstic, flat
land of 39’524 square kilometers (INEGI, 2017), mostly under social
land-tenure (known as ejidos: see section 3.2), with a 73 % of forest
cover as of 2020 (Global Forest Watch, 2024), 245 km of coast facing the
Gulf of Mexico (Pech Pool et al., 2010), and a system of underground
caves filled with freshwater and beautiful exposed sinkholes known as
‘cenotes’ (Schmitter-Soto et al., 2002). Approximately 42 % of its 2,3
million people are concentrated in the municipal district of Mérida,
where the capital city is settled, while the rest of the settlements are
scattered across 105 other municipalities (INEGI, 2021). More than 65 %
of the total population self-identifies as indigenous and 23,7% speaks
the Maya language (INEGI, 2015, 2020).

This region of the Yucatan peninsula also has a high potential for RE
production (Sanchez et al., 2019). The Federal Government of Mexico
crystallized the plan to rapidly take advantage of such potential through
an energy reform which was decreed in 2013 and culminated with the
Energy Transition Law of 2015 along with a related series of laws,
policies and land use planning instruments (ibid.; Articulacion Yucatan,
n.d.1). While the reform was carried out without involving social actors
from the territory, the RE development model promoted in this context
is characterized by the concentration of the property and management
rights of large-scale wind and solar parks in the hands of private capitals
under a competitive regime, also through long-term auctions (CENACE,
2015). As a result, we have estimated that 29 large-scale RE de-
velopments of private (and mostly foreign) investors have been planned
in the State of Yucatan in less than a decade for a total installed capacity
of approximately 1'835 MW for wind projects and 671 MW for photo-
voltaic projects, although only five parks have begun operations (Zarate-
Toledo et al., 2021).

In such panorama, civil society organizations, local and Indigenous
community members, activists, and academics, among others, have
publicly contested the energy reform and single projects as problematic
both in terms of social and environmental implications or as undesired
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development models. The protests consider potential major environ-
mental impacts such as deforestation, damages to the karstic geology
and aquifers, or the disruption of birds’ migratory routes; but also how
the installation of windmills and solar panels negatively impact the
biocultural practices, social fabric, traditional ways of life and subsis-
tence economy of local Mayan communities (Sanchez et al., 2019). From
a broader perspective, critics argue that such social and environmental
burdens are born by local inhabitants which benefit the multinational
corporations and produce electricity that is largely used to source the big
cities and industries of the region (including Cancun) but not directly to
satisfy the needs of the local population (ibid.). In such an understand-
ing, RE parks relate to larger-scale profit-driven development plans for
the region, including the expansion of mass tourism and agro-industries,
as well as the Tren Maya developmental project (Espadas Manrique
et al., 2020; Flores and Deniau, 2019; Garcia de Fuentes, 2019; Green-
peace, 2020; Martinez Romero et al., 2023; Polanco Rodriguez and
Beilin, 2019).

3.2. Laws and policies for renewable energy development in Yucatan

The law requires RE projects to be approved by environmental au-
thority. Promoting companies need to produce paperwork and follow
specific procedures to obtain permits to construct on, or to use a specific
piece of land. Meanwhile, authorities must grant that a development
project is socio-environmentally viable and in agreement with actors
from civil society and impacted communities.

Fig. 2 provides a simplified overview of the relations between major
actors, laws and regulations, compulsory bureaucratic procedures and
territorial planning instruments at stake in Yucatan’s industrial scale RE
development.

The Mexican Constitution attributes authority at three governmental
levels: national (the federal government), regional (Yucatan State), and
local (municipality). Each level is attributed to certain powers over the
territory of Yucatan, which are unevenly allocated across levels.

The federal government maintains a privileged position, holding
legislative powers and, at the same time, preserving the right (and re-
sponsibility) to control key procedures that RE developers should follow
to build and operate a plant. First, developers attain a permission to
produce energy by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (CRE).

Fig. 1. Administrative map of the state of Yucatan and its 106 municipal districts. The RE projects either operating or planned are identified as colored areas. Among
these, those included in our analysis are identified in red color (own elaboration from GeoComunes’ (2023) and INEGI's (2016) data).
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Fig. 2. Mind map of the relations between laws (green), actors (blue), policies (yellow) and the bureaucratic procedures (red) that are governing industrial scale RE
development in Yucatan. Arrows indicate a certain degree of influence of one element over another.

Then, through its Environment and Natural Resource Ministry (SEM-
ARNAT: ‘Secretaria de Ambiente y Recursos Naturales’), the federal
government receives and evaluates paperwork that is part of the Envi-
ronmental Impact Assessment (EIA), regulated by the General Law of
Ecological Balance and Environmental Protection of 1988 (LGEEPA:
‘Ley General del Equilibrio Ecolégico y la Proteccion al Medio Ambi-
ente). Second, this latter law and related regulations also establish that
the SEMARNAT has jurisdiction over the land use change of forests and
coastal areas (up to 100 km inland). Third, as ruled by the Energy In-
dustry Law of 2014 (‘Ley de la Industria Eléctrica’), the Ministry of
Energy (SENER: ‘Secretaria de Energia’) should emit a revision over a
Social Impact Assessment (SIA), to be produced by the developer.
Through this revision, it is possible to identify if Indigenous commu-
nities are potentially affected, and SENER oversees conducting an
Indigenous consultation. The latter is a measure introduced to comply
with the International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention 169 of
1989 and, more broadly, to respond to international pressure over the
recognition of Indigenous rights (Rousseau, 2020). Fourth, Article 19-
VIll/a of the Energy Transition Law establishes that SEMARNAT
should perform a Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) for regions
with a large potential for RE developments. A SEA is defined as a
“regional-scale assessment to determine the relevant characteristics of
the ecosystems potentially affected by the projects, the related potential
environmental impacts, aimed at dictating the prevention and control
measures to which project developers must adhere” (Energy Transition
Law, 2015).

Other Federal environmental authorities that branch off SEMARNAT
are constituted and given a budget to address environmental issues. For
instance, the Federal Attorney General’s Office for Environmental Pro-
tection (PROFEPA) holds the role of surveilling the implementation of
and compliance with Federal environmental legislation, including a
mechanism to address public environmental denunciations. Also, some
national commissions are formed to promote good management of
specific environmental assets, such as: the ones for the Knowledge and
Use of Biodiversity (CONABIO), for Natural Protected Areas (CONANP),
for Forestry (CONAFOR) and for Water (CONAGUA).

On another environmental governance level, the Yucatan State does
not always have direct jurisdiction over the region’s land and its re-
sources, unless the federal government convenes to cede their faculties
for coordination purposes. Nevertheless, the government of Yucatan also
articulates into environmental authorities and regulations. Municipal-
ities have a certain power over their territory: Article 115 of the Mexican
Constitution confers to the municipalities the power to regulate land
planning and grant land use, as well as the construction permits within
their jurisdiction. During this process, RE developers must hire and pay
consultants to develop social and environmental assessments, as well as
for all licenses and permits, and ultimately for the land occupation of a
given project.

Likewise, a series of other land use and planning policies based on
environmental laws are in place to provide guidance and directives
about the development of the territory. Particularly, the so-called
Ecological Land Use Plans (‘Ordenamientos Ecoldgicos del Territorio’;
Gobierno de México, 2021), Protected Areas and Urban Land Use Plans
are notorious in these terms. The former are introduced in LGEEPA as an
“instrument whose purpose is to regulate or induce land use and pro-
ductive activities, to achieve environmental protection and the preser-
vation and sustainable use of natural resources [...]” (art. 30-XXIV,
1988). They are conceived to be either national, marine, regional, or
local. National and marine plans are designed by SEMARNAT. The
others are at state and municipal levels, respectively. In Yucatan, there
are two regional ordenamientos: one concerning the entirety of the state,
the POETY (‘Programa de Ordenamiento Ecoldgico Territorial del
Estado de Yucatan’); plus, another targeting the coast only, the POETCY
(‘Programa de Ordenamiento Ecoldgico del Territorio Costero del Estado
de Yucatan’). Concerning the protected areas, in Yucatan, there are
some managed by the federal government and others by the Yucatan
state; municipalities are also legally able to designate their own. Finally,
Urban Land Use Plans establish zoning and land use planning for the
territory of a given municipality.

While administrations create laws and policies with which RE de-
velopers are expected to comply, citizens and Indigenous communities
in Yucatan have only two avenues to influence the decision-making
process outside of electing political representatives. The first is
through public consultations, which may occur as part of the EIA: the
local population can request SEMARNAT to hold public information or
consultation meetings before a project is authorized. The second avenue,
as previously mentioned, involves Indigenous consultations mandated
by SENER to “to take into account the interests and rights of commu-
nities” (Art. 119 of Energy Industry Law). Additionally, authorities are
expected to engage interested non-governmental actors (from the pri-
vate sector, civil society, and local communities) during the design of
Ecological Land Use Plans. In theory, also the SEA should consider
public participation during its process.

Other instruments are provided to non-governmental actors to liti-
gate authorities’ rulings, including public denunciations, complaints,
and civil and collective actions. Among legal mechanisms, the Protec-
tion Law of 2013 (‘Ley de Amparo’) has gained relevance. As a regula-
tion of Articles 103 and 107 of the Mexican Constitution, this law
guarantees the right to pursue a lawsuit against any authority or indi-
vidual when their acts or omissions violate the human rights recognized
as the protections granted by the Mexican Constitution, as well as by the
international treaties to which the Mexican State is a party (Article 1).

Finally, another influential entity in determining territorial use in
Mexico are the so-called ejidos. Established as a result of the Mexican
Revolution, the Agrarian Law of 1915, recognizes and regulates ejidos as
a form of social land tenure. This framework also outlines the authority
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of landholders and establishes Agrarian Tribunals to resolve legal dis-
putes concerning ejidal territories (Ortiz Yam, 2014; Torres-Mazuera
and Appendini, 2020; Tribunales Agrarios, 2021). Unlike private prop-
erty regimes, decisions regarding ejido land are, at least theoretically,
made collectively by a community of landholders through assemblies.
When RE developers seek to build on ejido land, a land use change must
first be approved by the ejido assembly, after which the decision is
reviewed and finalized by the federal government.

4. Methods

We base our discussion on the analysis of environmental conflicts
related to the nine industrial-scale solar and wind parks detailed in
Table 1, selected among the complete list of 29 large-scale RE de-
velopments that the federal government of Mexico planned since 2014
within the State of Yucatan (Zarate-Toledo et al., 2021). The selection
was based on two main criteria: (i) the project led to a certain degree of
conflict (i.e. when explicit claims were made against a development by
specific actors because of social or environmental concerns); (ii) suffi-
cient information was available for the case.

The foundation of this study stems from the experiences gained by
some of the authors in the addressing of RE conflicts in Yucatan. These
authors are part of Articulacion Yucatan (https://articulacionyucatan.
wordpress.com/), a collective of local activist scholars formed in 2016
as a critical think tank in response to the rapidly evolving large-scale RE
development plans in the region. Since its inception, the group has
collaborated with local environmental defenders, Indigenous commu-
nities, academies, non-scholar experts, and civil society organizations to
gather and analyze public information regarding various kinds of
infrastructural projects. Their objectives include understanding the so-
cial and environmental implications of these projects, disseminating the
findings to local populations, and promote collective analyses with
pertinent regional and local actors including government authorities
and actors from the private sector.

Our research questions guided a more targeted collection of data on
the panorama of Yucatan’s environmental legislative and policy
frameworks and instruments, and related implications for environ-
mental justice struggles. Between September 2022 and March 2024, in
collaboration with the corresponding author, we conducted both field-
work in Yucatan, visiting specific sites and communities affected by
conflicting RE projects. Additionally, we carried out 29 semi-structured
interviews with a diverse range of social actors involved in environ-
mental governance and conflicts within the Yucatan State. Interviewees
were selected based on the authors’ expertise and network, ensuring
representation of diverse sociopolitical perspectives. To shed light on
the complexities of the issues, we interviewed representatives of federal,
state, and municipal governments, affected communities, grassroots
organizations, and international intergovernmental organizations.
Given the sensitive social context of environmental conflicts that often
lead to additional vulnerability to local defenders, we have decided to
anonymize the various testimonies. Finally, where applicable, second-
ary data review (relevant grey and peer-reviewed literature, and official

Table 1
List of cases of environmental conflicts included in the analysis.
Conflict Case MW Ha Municipalities
1 Cansahcab wind parks 250 7'541 Cansahcab
2 Chicxulub wind park 71 1157 Motul, Ixil
3 Dzilam Bravo wind park 70 1300 Dzilam de Bravo
4  Kimbila wind park 159 4940 Hocttin
5 Oxcum-Uman solar park 155 300 Umén
6 Sinanché I & II wind parks 151 3222 Sinanché, Telchac Pueblo
7 Ticul A/B solar parks 310 738 Muna
8  Tizimin wind parks 162*  4075*  Tizimin
9 Yucatan Solar park 70 255 Valladolid
* Of which 76 MW, 2247 Ha for the ampliation of the park in a second stage.
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paperwork) complements fieldwork and the dedicated interviews.

The diversity in terms of nature of data was then treated through
triangulation of both sources and authors’ perspectives, as explained in
Carter et al. (2014). Through discussions we systematically organized
the interpreted information into the matrix included here as an
Appendix.

Concerning our positionality: we stand with those communities and
activists who are on the frontline contesting the construction of top-
down planned RE parks, and who too often see their livelihoods, tradi-
tional ways of life and social fabric disrupted because of foreign private
interests. We are aware that our privileged position being scholars who
get merit for knowledge from frontline communities is at risk of
epistemic extractivism (Grosfoguel, 2016). To address concerns of
epistemological injustice in academia, during the review processes,
drafts of this article have been shared with those environmental de-
fenders whose knowledge was of key importance in building our un-
derstanding, to keep their concerns at the front and gather their
feedback. In this sense, our research aim and process refer to the theory
and strives to respond to the principles of scholar-activism in co-
producing knowledge for environmental justice in alliance with activ-
ists and impacted communities (Conde and Walter, 2022; Weber et al.,
2024).

5. Findings

5.1. Bound environmental authorities, flawed bureaucratic procedures
and barriers to participation

“Look”, says a responsible from SEMARNAT in Merida while indi-
cating a shelf full of ring binders stuffed with papers. “These are all EIAs
to evaluate. Just mine. This is what is killing me these days”. They were
lamenting the lack of human resources to handle a growing flow of
paperwork. However, these EIAs were related to other development
projects rather than the solar and wind parks considered in our analysis.
“Most of those, with the exception of the wind park in Dzilam, were
evaluated in Mexico City’s offices”. When speaking about large scale
renewables, this fact is corroborated in another interview with a
responsible from PROFEPA: “they [the central offices in Mexico City]
won’t even let you look at the file”.

The fact that the Merida-based offices of Federal environmental au-
thorities cannot have a say to large-scale projects in Yucatan is signifi-
cant, as this implies that those governmental actors who hold better
knowledge of the problems of the territory and are in closer contact with
its actors are excluded from decision-making. But this is not the only
concern that raises questions about the impact assessment procedures.
On the top of this, permits for the construction and operation of
controversial wind and solar parks are issued despite serious legal
shortcomings. Flaws in the issued paperwork and due procedures sug-
gest that authorities do not necessarily comply with their own rules.
Fig. 3 reports a selection of recurrent major problems that relate to the
approved impact assessments and the consultation processes, where
applicable.

First, no SEA was performed by SEMARNAT for the Yucatan region,
despite the obligation set by Article 19-VIII/a of the Energy Transition
Law (Articulacion Yucatan, n.d.2).

Second, EIAs are approved despite several shortcomings. Zarate-
Toledo et al. (2021) previously studied the deficiencies of approved EIAs
related to four wind projects on our list: Tizimin, Dzilam de Bravo,
Chicxulub, and Sinanché. Similar shortcomings are denounced in the
EIAs connected with other three solar parks: Ticul A/B (EJAtlas, 2022a;
interview with activist-lawyer), Yucatan Solar (EJAtlas, 2022a; inter-
view with local activists) and Oxcum-Uman (Oliver Quintal, 2020;
interview with responsible of Uman’s municipal administration).
Particularly, major deficiencies relate to the fragmented definition of the
area of influence of the projects; the absence of an evaluation of cu-
mulative, residual, or synergistic impacts; poor impact evaluation
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Dimension

Reduction of complexity Cansahcab

Poor methods or

subestimation of impacts Chicxulub

Environmental
impact
assessments

Neglects environmehtal
policies restrictions
Dzilam de Bravo

Inconsistencies with

actual project features Kimbila

N/A
Oxcum-Uman

Shortcomings in the
identification of areas
9f influence and A Sinanché 1y Il
impacted communties
Social
impact
assessments

I Neglects social property

| Neglects sacred site
Ticul A/B

N/A

Il No consultation
Tizimin
Exclusion of interested people

Indigenous

consultations I Uncompliance with ILO69

Yucatan Solar

N/A

Fig. 3. Recurrent shortcomings of impact assessments and consultation pro-
cesses for the analyzed RE parks (see Appendix for more detailed information
and sources).

methodologies; problems with long-term monitoring of impacts; and
conflicts with existing environmental regulations and policies. For
instance, policy restrictions that are not accounted for in the EIAs often
include the ones imposed by ecological land use plans of the Yucatan
State (the POETY and the POETCY) and by the presence of protected
areas, as in the cases of the wind parks near the coast where conservation
activities are mainly indicated (Dzilam Bravo, Tizimin, Chicxulub and
Sinanché I/II). Generally, evaluations are characterized by simplifica-
tion of the complexity and lack of critical considerations. In this regard,
the case of Ticul A/B solar and Tizimin wind parks are each indicative of
fragmentation of one single project into two projects that are intended to
be analyzed individually, to avoid cumulative and synergistic impacts. It
is most common for environmental defenders, activist scholars or
grassroots organizations to formally submit critical observations to
SEMARNAT denouncing social and environmental risks (Articulacion
Yucatan, 2019, 2020). However, in no case were these claims taken into
consideration.

SIAs are not exempt from problems, either. For six conflict cases for
which SIAs could be retrieved, severe shortcomings emerge. A common
major problem is that SENER uses arbitrary criteria for the identification
of areas of influence and related impacted communities (Barragan-
Contreras, 2022; EJAtlas, 2021, 2022a, 2022b; interview with activist-
lawyer). As a result, significant portions of the local population are
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excluded from both the impact evaluation and subsequent consultation
processes. Another problem identified in the cases of Ticul A/B and
Sinanché I/11 is the poor design of preventive and compensatory mea-
sures, which contrast serious socio-ecological impacts with inadequate
monetary compensations or minor interventions in the impacted set-
tlements (Barragan-Contreras, 2023; Fuentes Lopez, 2020; Muuch’
Xiinbal, n.d.; interview with activist-lawyer).

Nevertheless, in three cases within our sample, the impact assess-
ments were withheld or not produced. We find that this may also be a
result of strong opposition to the project. In the case of Oxcum-Uman,
SEMARNAT also withheld permission for the solar park after press
conferences and a denouncing letter was signed by indigenous, citizen,
academic and social organizations (De los Rios Ibarra, 2020; La Jornada
Maya, 2019). In the cases of Kimbild and Cansahcab, the impact as-
sessments are not available also because the developers did not find
consensus within local communities from the beginning (interviews
with local activists; Yucatan Ahora, 2020). However, the exclusion of
major parts of impacted communities from Indigenous consultation
processes is reported in the four projects where the process was imple-
mented by SENER: Chicxulub (interview with local community leader),
Tizimin (EJAtlas, 2021a), Ticul A/B (EJAtlas, 2022c, interview with
activist-lawyer) and Yucatan Solar (EJAtlas, 2022b; interview with local
activists). Generally, when Indigenous and public consultations are
organized, they are found to violate ILO 169 Convention standards, are
hastily handled, or roughly managed (EJAtlas, 2022a, 2022b, 2021a;
interviews with activist-lawyers). Extended bribery for gaining consent
within local communities in the consultation is reported in the case of
Ticul A/B project (interview with an activist-lawyer).

Land use plans are not exempt from controversies either. The case of
the reform to the POETCY is infamously emblematic. The instrument
had originally been designed through participatory processes, including
eleven on-site public workshops amongst local academics, authorities,
and citizens that led to its enactment in 2007. The enforcement of spe-
cific restrictions on environmental and land use conflicted with the in-
terests of developers of large-scale projects, including RE, who started to
put pressure on the State government to reform the zoning instruments.
As a result, the interests of the private sector are largely reflected in a
first reform of the instrument (EJAtlas, 2021a; Encalada Gomez, 2019;
Lopez Fernandez et al., 2016; Zarate-Toledo & Fraga, 2016; interview
with a representative of Valladolid’s municipal administration). More
recently, a group of academics from a well-known national university
was appointed as coordinator of a second reform process, despite being
new to the region. The so-called periods of public consultation excluded
many interested parties and local actors, including scholars who had
helped design the original land plan, a good part of the rural population,
and grassroots movements (interview with an activist scholar who
participated in the process).

Several problems are also recurrent in the management of RE parks
from the Municipal administrations. First, bureaucratic transparency is
lacking, as land use and construction permits are not published any-
where once issued, nor are there institutional mechanisms in place for
anyone to retrieve such important documents a posteriori. Second, a
multifaceted lack of capacity of the Municipality to face administrative,
technical, and juridical challenges is recurrent in our interviews with
different kinds of actors, including local activists, representatives from
Municipal governments, from the Yucatan State and Federal environ-
mental authorities. An inadequately allocated budget, the administra-
tive personnel’s lack of expertise in environmental and jurisprudence
domains, and the administrative discontinuity caused by short 3-year
political mandates are identified as major shortcomings that disem-
power the capacity of municipal governments. Disheartened, an inter-
viewee from Valladolid’s municipal government shares:

“[An ordenamiento] costs us a million pesos, or more. For the work it
requires: documentation, research, surveys, socialization, dissemi-
nation, public consultations [...] And then, well, there is a lack of a
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water pump there, for a community that does not have the human
right to sanitation and water. But it also has the right to a healthy
environment. Which one do I prioritize? There may be a will, but
there are also priorities...”

Third, corruption and bribery are recognized by most of our in-
terviewees as a major issue at the municipal level. For instance, a former
representative from the Dzilam de Bravo’s municipal administration
reports the falsification of the balance sheets to the benefit of the Mayor
at the time of the approval of the homonymous wind park:

“As they were 15 private plots of land... It was about 40’000 pesos, as
they pay for land use. The Mayor kept it all [...] that was not reported
in accounting”

5.2. Litigation: reacting on legal grounds comes with high costs

If impacted communities have no or limited space in the design of
policy and legislation or the decision-making process, they have a
chance to resist undesired RE projects by reactively appealing to the
judicial power. The cases we highlight indicate that litigation can, in
certain instances, work in their favor; however, these outcomes often
come with relatively high costs.

In some of the analyzed cases, impacted communities followed legal
procedures to contest the RE parks and reclaim their rights. Ixil’s com-
munity members appealed to the Agrarian Tribunal to invalidate forged
assembly minutes that were recorded in the National Agrarian Register
by an individual in the attempt to falsely certify that there was consensus
to sell communal land to Chicxulub wind park developers (EJAtlas,
2022a). Meanwhile, the Yucatan’s Chartered Tribunal recently sus-
pended the permits for the Ticul A/B project, ruling in favor of members
of the Mayan communities of San José Tipceh and Plan Chac, who
appealed to the Protection Law against the potentially irreparable
environmental, cultural and health impacts coming from the removal of
more than 600 ha of forest to make space for the solar park (CEMDA,
2022; interview with activist-lawyer). Also, in the case of the Yucatan
Solar park, a lawsuit appealing to the Protection Law led to the sus-
pension of the project permits and works (EJAtlas, 2022b). In Kimbila,
ejido members filed a complaint with the Agrarian Attorney’s Office and
the State Delegation of the institution cancelled a call for public
consultation wanted by the construction company, which would have
invalidated a unanimous vote against the park in a previous assembly
(EJAtlas, 2022d; interview with an environmental defender). Similarly,
local Mayan communities successfully appealed to the Mexican Supreme
Court of Justice to block Sinanché Wind Park (Fierro, 2020). Finally, the
same Supreme Court cancelled the permit to develop the Cansahcab
project after the litigation by Sinanché’s ejido members (Yucatan Ahora,
2020). As evidenced here, the rate of success of litigation in our sample
is relatively considerable.

However, while entering litigation may end up benefiting commu-
nities’ struggles in opposing controversial RE projects that would spec-
ulate on their territories, these processes are expensive: litigation entails
high costs in three aspects. First, litigation consumes significant time. In
the above-mentioned cases, the time between the initial awareness of
plans to construct a RE park and a court ruling spans several years —
ranging from a minimum of three years, as observed in the cases of
Yucatan Solar and Sinanché, to more than six years in the case of Ticul
A/B projects. These estimates are conservative, given the challenges in
defining the exact start or the end of a litigation process. Nevertheless,
they provide a sense of how prolonged the journey to bring RE parks to
justice can be, as well as the sustained tension this imposes on those
involved. Meanwhile, as formal claims proceed in the courts, developers
may avail themselves of the permits they possess to advance with the
works.

Second, litigation requires alliances. Impacted communities face
several challenges: (i) building a critical understanding of the
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cumulative social and ecological implications of an industrial-scale
development project; (ii) navigating the technical complexities of law
and policy frameworks and instruments; and (iii) overcoming the lan-
guage barriers of the Mayan population, which can restrict access to the
judiciary ground to those who hold the required knowledge. Conse-
quently, it is common praxis that impacted individuals and communities
establish alliances with environmentalists, activist scholars and lawyers
who are equipped with the required expertise to support the struggle.
However, this dynamic may be problematic, due to the significant power
that ‘expert’ knowledge often holds. As an activist-lawyer informant
explains:

“We must change the concept of litigation. Because [...] for a long
time [...] the lawyer arrived, and they said what had to be done [...]
This continues to be a certain type of colonialism [...] The lawyer
cannot be the only one who knows, who says what has to be done
[...]1 A lot of work has been done by anthropologists, who often help
to translate the language, interpreters, scholars of multiculturalism,
interdisciplinary teams, as well as people from the community who
have gone abroad and studied in the city”

Trustworthy alliances are crucial not only with external actors but
also from within the community. Testimonies of conflicts between
project opposers and promoters within the same community often
emerge from our interviews, often driven by the significant pressure to
sell land. As a result, in the above-mentioned litigation cases, lawsuits
are tendentially initiated by a small group of community members.
These lawsuits are often led by local environmental defenders, grass-
roots organizations, or individuals who possess the capacity to critically
understand the implications of the RE development at stake.

Third, the highest price for formalizing a complaint in the form of a
lawsuit is paid by its signatories. We collected testimonies of personal
threats, harassment, and intimidation against those who publicly
critique RE parks. For instance, a local activist from Valladolid explains:

“After I signed the amparo lawsuit, I started to receive acts of digital
violence, and also pressures to leave my job.”

Public denunciation in Yucatan can be not only challenging, but also
rather dangerous.

6. Discussion

As we outlined in the theoretical section, literature at the nexus be-
tween legal and environmental conflict study points to describe envi-
ronmental legislation and policy as ‘double-edged swords’ for
environmental defenders and EJ movements. We question what side of
the sword weighs more in Yucatan.

If we think in terms of distribution of environmental goods and bads,
we see how controversial and conflictive projects are legitimized also
through environmental authorities, legislation, land-use policies, and
bureaucratic paperwork, at the expense of those who inhabit the terri-
tory in which solar and wind parks are developed. We have reported that
participation mechanisms are limited, with few institutional spaces for
impacted communities or environmental defenders to mobilize in
decision-making processes. As a result, their involvement tends to be
reactive, often focusing on litigation. In turn, litigation encompasses
high costs, in terms of time, technical knowledge outsourcing, and
exposure to individual threats. With regards to recognitional injustices,
both the laws and the paperwork surrounding the projects are complex,
specialized, written solely in Spanish, failing to acknowledge the exis-
tence of different epistemologies. Additionally, the very existence of
Indigenous communities is often disregarded in official documents, such
as certain Social Impact Assessments.

We consider that the situation outlined above may be a symptom of
another level of injustice: an uneven distribution of institutional power.
On one side, the law grants institutional authority to a handful of federal
public administrators and judges, whose offices and homes are far from
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where the projects are to be built. These individuals hold the power to
write laws, design policies, enforce them, monitor their implementation,
decide who to include in decision making and determine what is ‘just’.
On the other side, those most affected by decisions regarding the con-
struction of controversial RE parks have limited power to make their
voices heard within the institutional realm. As a result, much of the
development reflects the interests of the economic agenda of the federal
government in Mexico City, who confers legal legitimacy to the RE parks
at the expense of local peoples and Indigenous communities, and instead
benefitting private developers. In line with the thinking of critical and
decolonial EJ scholars (Alvarez and Coolsaet, 2020; Barragan-Contreras,
2023, 2022; Temper, 2019) and with those authors advocating for a re-
politicization in law and policy making (Hirschl, 2009; Kramarz et al.,
2017; Vallinder, 1994), we support the idea that a fairer distribution of
decision making power is key in achieving EJ. Shifting powers over law
and policy making, and its application to the community level could lead
to more equitable EJ outcomes. However, the dilemma of whether and
how such a redistribution of institutional power could be achieved re-
mains unresolved.

Rodriguez & Inturias (2018) maintain that there are two major
dialectical ways to impact institutions: outright confrontation (e.g. po-
litical mobilization) and ensuring greater representation in public policy
making. This could involve using existing institutional spaces, or “by
creating new institutional arrangements where none exist, such as
decision-making councils, co-management committees, roundtables or
processes of consultation” (ibid.:99). Related to this latter idea, we
consider relevant the valorization of Indigenous institutional systems
such as the Mayan Law (Hessbruegge, 2014; Schwank Duran, 2005) or
initiatives like The Rights of Nature Tribunal (https://www.rightso
fnaturetribunal.org), which was recently organized to sentence about
the pass of a new infrastructure project in Yucatan: the Mayan Train
(Miuch’ Xiinbal, 2023).

In terms of influencing existing institutional spaces, we see a window
of opportunity for Yucatan’s environmental justice struggles in those
institutions that are closer to the ‘epicenter’ of the conflict, i.e. munic-
ipalities. From one side, we recognize the importance of political control
over the municipality (e.g. through elections of the mayor). As we have
seen, the Mexican Constitution grants municipalities the authority to
issue land use and construction permits, essential documents for
advancing industrial-scale development. A municipal administration
committed to pursuing progressive social and ecological agendas could
help institutionalize mechanisms for tackling major shortcomings, such
as the lack of municipal land use plans or corruption. However, this is
contingent on (i) the willingness of federal and state governments to
empower the municipalities and provide them with the financial, tech-
nical, and juridical resources needed; and (ii) a municipal administra-
tion equipped with a certain degree of ‘ethical morality’ that would
confer power to local communities.

Agrarian institutions could also serve as a space for democratically
building Yucatan’s legal struggles from the ground up. However,
currently, related challenges are many. The aging of landholders, and
lack of access to social land holding for young generations and women
often contribute to ignite conflicts within the communities (Torres-
Mazuera et al., 2021). Furthermore, the Agrarian Law has undergone
significant reforms in the last three decades — including the one in 1992
that opened the possibility of its privatization — which has accelerated
land grabbing to the benefit of development industries (GeoComunes
et al., 2020). Thus, ejidos are becoming the place where agreements for
the development of RE parks are forged, often a decision-making process
made by only part of the population. Nonetheless, in several of the
analyzed conflict cases, lawsuits to oppose RE parks were issued by ejido
members and members of local communities. We consider these alli-
ances as an indicator of a potential counterbalance to the power of
governmental authorities.

However, it is crucial to recognize that the effectiveness of the
struggle at the institutional level for EJ movements is highly context
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dependent. It is not something that can be generalized; rather, one must
consider the ethics and motives of the actors involved, the capacity of
the movements, as well as power unbalances at play in each situation.
The words of a Mayan community leader and environmental defender
help us to express this idea:

“The legal [ground] is a very relative thing. Whether it works or not
depends very much on the political line of whoever is in power at
that time. [...] The struggle for the defense of the territory cannot be
carried out from a single strategy. It must be integral. We cannot only
bet on the legal — nor can we only bet on the organizational or media
struggle. I believe that they all have a strength, and our ability to
read the situation is important to know when it can generate good
results, and when it cannot.”

We conclude by acknowledging that the nature and quality of the
collected information relies on our lack of expertise in jurisprudence and
a limited networking capacity, which may lead to gaps in understanding.
Furthermore, the attempt to render a holistic picture of a complex reality
inevitably leads to a loss in detail. Future analyses could focus more
closely on specific levels of environmental authority, legal instruments,
lawsuit filings or court decisions. For example, what role do the rights to
people’s self-determination play in the context of extractivism? To what
extent related legal frameworks empower local and Indigenous com-
munities to establish their own development models?

7. Conclusions

The case of RE conflicts in the state of Yucatan helps us to advance
the understanding of the extent to which environmental conflicts over
extractivism are also played on the grounds of jurisprudence and poli-
cymaking. These factors play a significant role in advancing or blocking
controversial development projects.

Environmental laws, policies and paperwork are part of a wide
spectrum of instruments that are mobilized in territorial development
disputes to pursue certain interests within the boundaries of the rule of
law. Governments legislate over ‘the rules of the game’, RE parks de-
velopers produce documentation, authorities issue permits, and
impacted citizens and communities may file lawsuits to contest unde-
sired projects. However, the power to leverage environmental policy
instruments is unevenly distributed across the spectrum of actors.
Particularly, critics of the RE parks are given limited opportunities to
make their voices heard through the legal sphere. While litigation has
the potential to formalize struggles for environmental justice through
existing institutions to suspend projects over the long term, it remains a
reactive strategy requiring time, technical expertise, and lobbying ca-
pacity to be outsourced outside impacted communities. Meanwhile,
development projects continue to move forward, often with flawed
paperwork and hasty consultations.

Our analysis aims to contribute to ongoing discussions in literature at
the nexus between (green) extractivism, environmental justice and law
and policy studies. We corroborate the idea that existing legislative and
policy frameworks and instruments can be conceived as a crucial ground
on which to understand the drivers of extractivism, and ‘double-edged
swords’ for environmental justice struggles. However, we advance such
a hypothesis by recognizing how a side of the sword weighs unevenly
more against impacted communities and environmental defenders, who
are given limited spaces to oppose undesired projects within the
boundaries of the rule of law.
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