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Abstract  
To support the transition towards a low-carbon economy, mining companies, international 

financial institutions and governments are preparing to drastically scale up mineral extraction of 

energy transition minerals such as cobalt and lithium. Mineral extraction, however, has far-

reaching impacts on the biophysical environment and mining-affected communities that may 

become more severe under a changing climate. In May 2019, the World Bank sought to respond 

to these challenges with the launch of its climate-smart mining Facility, evoking critique from non-

governmental organisations working in solidarity with frontline communities. Drawing on 

poststructural political ecology and discourse analysis, this study examines the conflicting 

narratives on mining for the energy transition and interrogates the political solutions made 

conceivable through these narratives. Utilizing documents by proponents and opponents of the 

climate-smart mining Facility, and semi-structured interviews, the analysis reveals two contrasting 

discourses on mining for the energy transition, problematising climate change as a problem of 

rising CO2 emissions, and as a social justice problem rooted in global inequality respectively. 

These distinct conceptualisations generate three key and overlapping tensions, relating to (i) global 

versus local priorities, (ii) mitigation and adaptation, and (iii) socio-technical versus socio-

political transformations. By highlighting these discursive processes, the results aid our 

understanding in how mining is made salient in the carbon constrained future, and which actors 

are likely to benefit and be harmed by the promotion of climate-smart mining.   
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1. Introduction 

To support the transition towards a low-carbon economy, the extraction of minerals for cleaner 

energy technologies is expected to grow significantly in the coming years (Hodgkinson & Smith 

2018, 2-3). For example, demand for energy transition minerals (ETMs) such as bauxite, graphite, 

and cobalt, is projected to grow up to 500% until 2050 (Hund et al. 2020, 12). At the same time, 

mining is associated with a wide range of sustainability challenges and has a legacy of accelerating 

environmental degradation, sparking sometimes violent conflicts with local communities on the 

extractive frontier (cf. Conde 2016). Adding to these pressures, vast deposits of minerals used in 

clean energy technologies are located in “high-risk-contexts”, indicated by for example water 

scarcity or weak regulatory institutions (Lèbre et al. 2020, 2). Furthermore, mining operations are 

extremely sensitive to climate related impacts, expected to become more severe under climate 

change (Odell et al. 2018, 201). Intersecting impacts from mining and climate change respectively 

may aggravate impacts on water availability and soil fertility, creating dual pressures on local 

communities (ibid, 203). These impacts may be further exacerbated as global climate action targets 

incite demand for more mining. Thus, while global mitigation efforts solidify mining as a solution 

to the climate crisis, increased mineral extraction is likely to have severe impacts in localities 

where minerals are extracted.  

 

Responding to these challenges, mining companies, industry organisations and international 

financial institutions are presenting themselves as protagonists in the battle against climate change. 

This is indicated by increasingly ambitious climate action targets and a plethora of initiatives and 

partnerships for sustainable and responsible mining. In May 2019, the World Bank added to these 

epithets by the launch of its climate-smart mining (CSM) Facility (Phadke 2019). Promoted by the 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change as a “leading industry initiative” 

(UNFCCC 2020, 109), “climate-smart” is quickly becoming the key tenet in the mineral value 

chain.   

 

CSM is made up of four building blocks: climate mitigation, climate adaptation, reducing material 

impacts, and creating market opportunities (Hund et al. 2020, 101). To support and scale up 

technical assistance for mitigation and adaptation in developing countries, the World Bank aims 
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to raise $50 million dollars from the private sector over a 5-year period leading up to 2024 (World 

Bank 2019). Reacting to this initiative, representatives from several non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) raised concerns in an open letter to the then World Bank CEO Kristalina 

Georgieva (Open Letter 2019). While agreeing with the need to rapidly phase out fossil fuels, the 

NGO representatives emphasise the need to boost recycling of ETMs, as well as promoting 

behavioural changes beyond “technological fixes”. Without proper safeguards to ensure the 

protection of the environment, workers and frontline communities, they argue, CSM risks 

exacerbating the “very issues it seeks to fix” (ibid, 2). These tensions are arising further as leading 

industry giants and even progressive governments are aligning themselves with the CSM-Facility 

and shaping policy to usher in the climate-smart mining agenda (Hitchcock-Auciello 2019, 23).     

 

Although CSM is still a new concept, the idea of sustainable mining is not. Since the mid 1990s, 

mining companies have been responding to increasing public pressure to address environmental 

degradation caused by mineral extraction, indicated by the surge in corporate social responsibility 

(CSR) activities within the sector (Dougherty & Olsen 2013; Kirsch 2010). Scholarly inquiries on 

sustainable mining, however, reveal that despite ambitious public commitments on behalf of 

companies, little has changed in terms of the improvement of social and environmental conditions 

in mining communities and localities (Gamu & Dauvergne 2018; Whitmore 2006). Unless coupled 

with stringent regulation on environmental protection, voluntary frameworks promoted by the 

private sector are likely to yield unsatisfactory results (Fitzpatrick, Fonesca & McAllister 2011). 

Similarly, scholars and other NGOs have raised concerns that the energy transition will institute 

unintended consequences, creating new problems rather than solving existing ones (e.g., van den 

Bergh 2016).  

 

The proclaimed importance of the mining industry in furthering the energy transition, its legacy of 

sustainability challenges and sensitivity of climate related impacts puts the mining industry front 

and centre of the climate debate. Yet, it still remains on the periphery in the academic debate on 

climate action. A recent literature review reveals that research on mining and climate change is 

still sparse (Odell et al. 2018) and studies on the climate-smart mining Facility is, to the best of 

my knowledge, non-existent. We still know very little of the global debate on the role of the mining 

industry in the energy transition, on the actors that are influential in shaping this discourse, how it 

influences climate policy, the work of mining companies and its impacts on local communities. 
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Arguably, dramatically increasing the production of minerals and metals will have uneven effects, 

and scholarly attention is needed to investigate what climate politics is made possible through the 

promotion of climate-smart mining.  

 

1.1 Aim and research questions  
 

The purpose of this study is to examine the conflicting narratives on mining for the energy 

transition, as expressed by proponents and opponents of the CSM-Facility, and to interrogate what 

political solutions are made conceivable through these narratives. Drawing on poststructuralist 

political ecology and discourse analysis, this study analyses the differing problem representations 

within and around the CSM framework. Specifically, this study departs from two critical research 

questions:  

 

i) What problem representations are articulated in the conflicting storylines on climate-smart 

mining?  

ii) What solutions are made conceivable through the different problematisations?  
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2.  State of  the art 

This study speaks to three strands in the literature, on: (1) the socio-environmental impacts of 

large-scale mining, (2) non-state actors in environmental governance, and (3) sustainability 

transitions. This section outlines their main contributions and identify the key research gaps this 

study aims to address.  

 

2.1 Socio-environmental impacts of large-scale mining   
Mining is a disruptive activity. As eloquently noted by Bebbington and Bebbington (2018) it 

literally moves earth. It “ruptures the boundary between the surface and the sub-surface, it upsets 

pre-existing modes of living on the surface, it changes biochemical, social and economic flows 

across surfaces, and it transforms imaginations of the future” (ibid, 441). Research on the effects 

of large-scale-mining (LSM) has highlighted different aspects of how mining alters the socio-

ecological fabric of mining regions. In brief, this literature can be summarised in three sections 

focusing on environmental impacts, social impacts, and corporate social responsibility within the 

mining sector.  

 

The environmental impacts of mining are well documented and have been known since at least the 

mid 16th century, with Agricola’s 1556 publication De Re Metallica noting extensive impacts on 

forests, waters, and biodiversity as a result of mining (In Jacka 2018; Werner, Bebbington & 

Gregory 2019). More contemporary studies have looked at the relationship between mining and 

greenhouse gas emissions (Azadi et al. 2020), mining and biodiversity (Sonter et al. 2020), and 

broader socio-ecological impacts of mining (Lèbre et al. 2020; Werner, Bebbington & Gregory 

2019). The environmental effects of mining can be summarised in one single word: detrimental. 

While these impacts are significant and important to understand, scholars have noted that less has 

been said about the intersecting impacts of mining and climate change (Odell et al. 2018). 

Additionally, recent studies note that deposits of energy transition minerals often coincide with 

environmental and social governance risks, (i.e., water scarcity and weak regulatory institutions) 

while illustrating the need to further investigate potential trade-offs with increased extraction at 

these sites (Lèbre et al. 2020).  
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In addition to extensive impacts on the biophysical environment, LSM has far reaching impacts 

on communities and livelihoods in mining dependent countries. On this topic, scholars drawing on 

research from Latin America have highlighted how extractivism has altered livelihoods in the 

Andes, specifically by effects on water, land tenure practices (and prices), and employment 

opportunities (Brain 2017; Bury 2005; Gustafsson 2018). These impacts are, furthermore, subject 

to gendered patterns of livelihood change, with women being disproportionally affected in a 

mining economy (Brain 2017). As noted by Sinclair (2021), mining-affected communities are not 

homogenous and multiple and occasionally intersecting factors such as gender, ethnicity, class and 

age influence both the impacts of mining and the ability to resist mining projects. In the context of 

the energy transition, recent literature has highlighted how vulnerabilities intersect with age and 

gender in the Congolese mining sector, which is expanding to meet demand for electric vehicle 

batteries (Sovacool 2021; Sovacool et al. 2021).  

 

Moreover, as mining operations expand into new territories, tensions often arise with local 

communities over access to and control over natural resources. A significant body of research has 

highlighted the complex and diverse ways these tensions arise (see Conde 2016 for an overview). 

As noted by this research, conflicts often arise as a result of socio-environmental impacts on land, 

water and livelihoods (Bebbington & Bury 2009; Jacka 2018), coupled by limited or poor 

participation of local communities in decision-making (Conde 2016). These tensions and rising 

public scrutiny of the socio-environmental impacts of mining has catalysed corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) activities within the mining industry (Dougherty & Olsen 2013; Kirsch 2010). 

Broadly defined, CSR is the collected term for responsible business behaviour that promotes 

(sustainable) economic development in a way that exceeds performative philanthropy and 

compliance with legal frameworks (Hamann 2004). These activities are typically pursued as a 

“win-win” strategy, meaning they promote social and environmental responsibility while 

simultaneously being good for business (Auld, Bernstein & Cashore 2018, 415). Scholars have 

also illustrated that mining companies lean on CSR frameworks as a way to mitigate social 

conflicts. Drawing on field work from the Peruvian mining sector, Gamu & Dauvergne (2018) 

note that the ability of CSR programmes to mitigate conflicts is limited to temporary and periphery 

grievances, which restricts the mining industry’s potential transformation towards socio-

environmental responsibility. By addressing peripheral, rather than core, issues of socio-
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environmental degradation, they argue, the CSR agenda serves to legitimise and reinforce power 

asymmetries between corporations and communities (ibid, 960-961; 970). In this perspective, CSR 

activities can be regarded as reputational maintenance while leaving many of the main degradation 

issues resulting from mineral extraction unchallenged.  

 

Previous literature has highlighted the diverse and complex ways in which mining institutes socio-

environmental change. Still, scholars are emphasising the need to further explore how these 

impacts may be articulated in the context of climate change, while remaining cognisant of existing 

and potentially emerging vulnerabilities within mining regions (Gustafsson, Rodrigues-Morales & 

Dellmuth 2021). The stated goals of the CSM-Facility to address these complex and compounding 

impacts warrant scrutiny of how these issues are conceptualised and addressed, and the potential 

new tensions that may emerge from this initiative. This study draws on and adds to the literature 

outlined in this section, by examining the problematisations conceptualised in relation to the CSM-

Facility and illustrates how different problem formulations are pitted against each other and the 

political effects conceived through these problematisations.  

 

2.2 Non-State actors in environmental governance  
Partially overlapping with the CSR literature is the research on the (growing) role of non-state 

actors in environmental governance. Scholars have noted that civil society actors, and business- 

and industry organisations become increasingly entrenched in governing processes, shifting their 

involvement from stakeholders to active participants (Hale 2020). This literature has marked a 

shift in the global environmental governance arena, where top-down centralised governance 

structures characterised through the Kyoto-protocol have come to be replaced by a bottom-up, 

fragmented climate policy landscape articulated through the 2009 UN Copenhagen climate change 

conference and beyond (Bäckstrand et al. 2017). This shift has been described under the label of 

“hybrid multilateralism”, capturing the interplay between state and non-state actors engaging in 

voluntary and self-organising climate initiatives (ibid). The post-Copenhagen era marks not only 

shifts in the governance structures but also the roles of non-state actors, from experts or watchdogs 

to a greater inclusion in agenda-setting and policy making (ibid; Tallberg et al. 2018). This is 

reflected among business actors, where private corporations are increasingly aligning their 

business strategies with global sustainability goals and partnering with NGOs in pursuit of 

branding their company name with “green” labels (Dauvergne & Lister 2011). However, while an 
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increasing number of private sector actors are engaging in partnerships to improve planetary 

health, scepticism remains as these goals are still tightly coupled with the pursuit of economic 

growth (Folke et al. 2019; Hestad 2021). As noted by Nasiritousi, Hjerpe and Linnér (2016), non-

state actors are perceived to play important, albeit different, roles in climate change governance. 

Where business and industry NGOs are perceived to be particularly active in mitigation activities, 

they are perceived to take less action on adaptation. Alongside observer organisations (i.e., the 

World Bank) they are, moreover, perceived to have a strong influence over decision making and 

agenda setting, but weaker in representing marginal voices (ibid; Nasiritousi 2017).  

In parallel with this changing governance landscape, Bäckstrand and Lövbrand (2019) note a 

discursive shift in the post-Copenhagen era. Drawing on the Foucauldian analytical lens of 

governmentality, they note that after the “Copenhagen failure”, climate-change has become 

gradually problematised through the lens of ecological modernisation, emphasising the climate 

crisis as a series of interrelated problems requiring bottom-up, collaborative action (ibid, 525). 

Informed by win-win-logics, the ecological modernisation discourse offers a reconciliation 

between economic growth and environmental protection. Arguably, the “hybrid multilateralism” 

so prominent in the post-Copenhagen era is reflective of this discourse.  

The literature outlined in this section has highlighted both structural changes within the climate 

policy architecture and discursive shifts within-the global environmental governance arena. 

Increasing attention has been directed towards understanding the dynamics around these changes, 

and the role of non-state actors within environmental governance efforts. Yet, less scrutiny has 

been directed towards the discursive articulations within specific initiatives where climate goals 

span over multiple scales (local-global). Thus, we know less about how non-state actors make 

sense of these goals. As previous studies have highlighted conflicting problematisations between 

discourses and shifting perceptions of the roles and responsibilities of different non-state actors, 

there is reason to expect tensions between priorities and different non-state actors. By focusing on 

one such initiative, the CSM-Facility, this study adds to this literature by investigating how these 

expected tensions may influence the climate policy landscape, as articulated within the mineral 

value chain.    
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2.3 Sustainability Transitions 
In addition to the outlined bodies of literature, this study engages, at least peripherally, with the 

literature on sustainability transitions. Sustainability transitions research (STR) describes 

transitions as “changes from one sociotechnical regime to another” (Geels & Shot 2007, 399), in 

response to grand societal challenges such as climate change (Avelino et al. 2016). Regimes, in 

this context, represent the dominant technologies, practices, routines and cultures in a societal 

system (Loorbach, Frantzeskaki & Avelino 2017). A main point of inquiry for STR scholars, 

therefore, is to understand the dynamics around persistent incumbent regimes in order to foster 

strategies to escape locked-in unsustainable institutions and technologies (Köhler et al. 2019). A 

majority of STR research thus departs from a socio-technical perspective, understanding socio-

technical systems as the combination of multiple elements, such as technology, infrastructure, 

markets, user practices, and policies (ibid).  

 

This perspective has, however, received critique for not compellingly engaging with an analysis 

of power and politics, and for treating the context in which transitions occur as politically inert 

(Kenis, Bono & Mathis 2016; Kern 2011). Although, as Avelino and others (2016) note, there has 

been a surge in research engaging with the topic of power in STR, scholars have criticised the 

limited engagement with multiple theoretical frameworks and conceptualisations of power (e.g., 

Hopkins et al. 2020). Extending this critique, Kenis, Bono and Mathis (2016, 568) point to the 

treatment of regimes in market, rather than political terms, thus giving way for a “deliberative 

notion of democracy” which tones down the role of conflict in sustainability transitions, which, in 

turn, belittle the role of power asymmetries (ibid, 570). The exogenous socio-technical landscape, 

from this perspective, must thus be understood as a socio-economic and political context. 

Similarly, Feola (2020) argues that STR research has failed to critically engage with the role of 

capitalism in sustainability transitions, and in extension failing to analyse the sustainability of 

sustainability transitions. Capitalism, he argues, “is more than an additional ‘landscape factor’ but 

rather “defining elements of capitalist socio-technical systems” (ibid, 242, emphasis in original). 

Extending the analysis of sustainability transitions beyond the shift between socio-technical 

systems would allow further scrutiny of potential unintended consequences of introducing 

assumingly more sustainable systems, or van den Bergh and colleagues (2016) call “environmental 

problem shifting”. In the context of a just transition, Newell and Mulvaney (2013) have highlighted 

how sustainability transitions may trigger a host of new challenges, for example how the 
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electrification of automobiles may accelerate land and water grabbing in countries with vast 

lithium deposits. Thus, while STR has furthered insights into the persistence of unsustainable 

socio-technical regimes, less attention has been paid to the ethical and judicial implications of 

sustainability transitions. Additionally, less has been said about how narratives on sustainability 

transitions (i.e., the energy transition) link to the current global disparities embedded within the 

global political economy. By studying conflicting narratives on mining for the energy transition, 

this study adds to the burgeoning literature on the sustainability of sustainability transitions. 

Specifically, by drawing on poststructural frameworks, this study answers the calls for a plurality 

of perspectives (Hopkins et al. 2020), and the assertion of emphasising the politics of sustainability 

transitions (Avelino et al. 2016).  

 

Taken together, this study extends the analysis beyond the roles and responsibilities of the private 

and public sector respectively and directs attention to the construction of authority and 

responsibility through ongoing discursive practices and struggles within the climate change 

governance arena. As emphasised by Lindsay (2011), discourse analytic perspectives offer insights 

such as what actors have the power to shape problem formulations and set agendas. Drawing on 

such frameworks, this study enables an understanding of the social, cultural and/or political 

dynamics that affect how the solutions promoted by the different actors are constructed as 

necessary and made desirable, and how they interact with local interests.  
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3. Theoretical framework 

This study draws upon poststructuralist political ecology and discourse analysis to identify and 

analyse the discourses of CSM. Specifically, it utilises Bacchi’s What’s-the-problem-represented 

to-be (WPR) approach, complemented by the analytical concepts of storylines and discourse 

coalitions introduced by Hajer (1993; 1995). This section introduces these frameworks and 

concepts, before elaborating on the benefits and potential drawbacks of combining these 

approaches.  

 

3.1 Poststructural political ecology 
Political ecology “combines the concerns of ecology and a broadly defined political economy” 

(Blaikie & Brookfield 1987, 17, in Robbins 2020, 12). Of critical importance for a political ecology 

perspective is a broader analysis of how flows of power, capital and influence are connected with 

ecological processes, while emphasising the entanglement of local interests with global market 

forces. Within this perspective processes of socio-ecological change are regarded as the product 

of political processes which transcend spatial and temporal boundaries (ibid, 16). Additionally, 

political ecology allows scrutiny of dominant narratives of environmental change, such as neo-

Malthusian explanatory models which link demographic factors to ecological degradation (ibid, 

14). Such perspectives (e.g., Tragedy of the Commons) typically ignore the political economy 

involved in socio-environmental processes, and, importantly, how power relations shape and 

condition how these processes are made conceivable.  

 

While the aforementioned traits broadly characterise political ecology, this study leans on a 

poststructural political ecology, which relies upon certain epistemological and ontological 

assumptions. A poststructural political ecology, predominantly advanced by Arturo Escobar, holds 

that a political ecology analysis of socio-nature relationships must simultaneously be a discursive 

analysis (Escobar 1996; Neumann 2005, 94). Poststructuralism focuses on the role of language in 

the construction of the social world. By taking an anti-essentialist stance it treats language as ever-

changing and unstable (Neumann 2005). According to this view, discourses are regarded as 

actively producing and re-producing the social world, and our understanding of it, and not as 

reflective of any objectively “true” meaning (Hajer 1993). 
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One key task from a poststructural perspective is thus to seek understanding in how certain 

assumptions, categories, and practices are formed through discourse and made desirable or 

formulated as true through certain practices (Robbins 2020, 71). This allows taken for granted 

truths to be challenged, by analysing how they come to be accepted as true in a given discourse 

(ibid; Neumann 2005, 49). Furthermore, it allows illustration of the way in which concepts, 

practices and claims are made to be accepted as appropriate, or necessary, while others appear 

problematic.  

 

3.2 Discourse and discursive practices 
Following Escobar (1996), this study embraces the notion that a political ecology analysis must 

simultaneously be a discursive analysis. Drawing on Bacchi’s WPR-approach, this study 

understands discourse as “socially produced forms of knowledge that sets limits upon what is 

possible to think, write or speak about a given social object or practice” (Bacchi & Goodwin 2016, 

35). Highlighted in this definition is discourse as both social, relating to the discursive practices in 

which knowledge is (re-) produced, and cognitive, forming specific ways of seeing and 

understanding the world (Scoville-Simonds 2009). In line with Foucault, knowledge is understood 

as “what is accepted as true”, which is historically and culturally situated (Bacchi & Goodwin 

2016, 31). The theoretical reasonings underpinning this is that knowledge, and taken-for granted 

truths, are formed in discourse and made “true” through social and political practices (Robbins 

2020, 71). Different discursive formulations thus regulate what is possible to do, what is accepted 

as true and what is deemed unacceptable or inappropriate (Hajer 1995, 54). In line with the study 

of how things come into being is thus the task of studying how they are made powerful. This 

requires exploring the historicised ideas and dissecting the seemingly objective truths about 

efficient techniques, sustainable practices or, specifically for this study, smart frameworks.  

 

3.3 Problematisations     
The WPR-approach specifically turns to policies as the main source of data. Policy ought to be 

understood in a broad sense here, as a type of “prescriptive texts” associated with a course of 

action, an approach to handle a certain type of issue, or “problem” (Bacchi & Goodwin 2016, 34). 

Problem statements are often implied in policies as the issues a policy assumes to change, or fix. 

As such, policies do not address problems, they constitute them (ibid, 9). To illustrate this, the 

WPR approach utilises the concept of problematisations. This draws on the work of Foucault, who 
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describes problematisations as “how and why certain things (behaviour, phenomena, processes) 

become a problem” (Foucault 2001, 171, emphasis in original). Building on this, the process of 

framing certain issues as problems means offering a simplified version of an otherwise complex 

reality. The analytical interest, therefore, is not to study the “problems” per se, but how the 

problems come into being (Bacchi & Goodwin 2016, 14). This concerns both the problem 

representations as they appear, or are implied, through a proposed solution in a particular policy 

(or discursive practice), as well as the underlying assumptions that underpin a certain 

problematisation. By examining the underlying assumptions, one draws attention to the embedded 

knowledges that underpin certain practices (ibid, 46). Another equally important part of studying 

how problems come to be is to trace the processes and power relations that allow some problem 

formations to gain traction over others (ibid, 45-47; Bacchi 2009, 43). In this vein, the analysis 

seeks to trace the discursive battles which have allowed some understandings of a certain issue to 

prevail, appear natural or true. This challenges the assumption that social realities are fixed, to 

instead acknowledge how they are constructed.  

 

3.4 Storylines and discourse coalitions    
In contrast to discourse theoretical frameworks rooted in the linguistic tradition (e.g., critical 

discourse analysis) the WPR approach distances itself from a specific focus of patterns of speech 

or communication (Bacchi & Goodwin 2016, 35). Rather, the WPR approach departs from texts 

as a “lever” to ask questions on how problematisations constitute certain modes of governing (ibid, 

18). The concern is thus not merely peoples’ utterances, but the discursive expressions that shape 

what is possible to utter. Accordingly, Foucauldian inspired poststructuralism is concerned with 

how discursive practices position or constitute subjects, rather than how subjects shape or 

constitute discursive practices (ibid, 32). In light of this, Hajer (1995, 51) notes that in Foucault’s 

theory of discourse “the role of the discursive subject remains ambivalent”, meaning it offers little 

insight into how actors actively (albeit not consciously) shape discourses through argumentative 

interaction (ibid, 54). From an argumentative, rather than linguistic, perspective “environmental 

politics becomes an argumentative struggle in which actors not only try to make others see the 

problems according to their views but also seek to position other actors in a specific way” (ibid, 

53). To capture these argumentative struggles, Hajer offers the concepts of storylines and discourse 

coalitions.  
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Hajer describes storylines as “narratives on social reality through which elements from different 

domains are combined and that provides actors with a set of references that suggest a common 

understanding” (Hajer 1995, 62). In other words, they are recurring phrases or statements that 

allow actors to convey a complex reality into a more comprehensible narrative (Hajer & Versteeg 

2006, 177). The use of storylines thus offers a way to overcome discursive fragmentation and 

create a common understanding around how a certain issue ought to be understood and 

approached. Through storylines, actors from different fields and backgrounds are able to 

communicate on issues beyond their expertise, yet still contribute to the advancement of the 

discourse. Thus, in the form of storylines, these condensed statements play a key part in the 

“clustering of knowledge, the positioning of actors and, ultimately, the creation of coalitions 

amongst the actors of a given domain” (Hajer 1995, 63). It is through storylines some ideas are 

made urgent or problematic, some solutions appear progressive or responsible, and some actors to 

be positioned as innovators, or victims (ibid, 64-65). Identifying storylines thus enables one to 

illustrate the problematisations in discursive struggles, how some recurring statements gain 

traction and how actors, despite an assumed common understanding are able to produce political 

interventions (Hajer 2006, 69).     

 

Discourse coalitions are “a group of actors that, in the context of an identifiable set of practices, 

shares the usage of a particular set of storylines over a particular period of time” (Hajer 2006, 70, 

emphasis in original). Storylines are central to the formation of a discourse coalition, as it is 

through them previously independent actors and practices are able to form a comprehensive 

discourse, working towards a common political project. This allows some issues to be assigned as 

problems and certain techniques or practices addressed as solutions. Building on this, a discourse 

coalition is centred on the practices and contexts in which actors share certain storylines in service 

of particular discourses. Practices and storylines are thus in focus, rather than the actors per se.  

 

3.5 Combining WPR and ADA 
While Hajer, like Bacchi, departs from a Foucauldian tradition, there are differences between 

Argumentative Discourse Analysis (ADA), promoted by Hajer, and the WPR approach. ADA 

stands in the interpretative tradition, which WPR explicitly distances itself from (Bacchi & 

Goodwin 2014, 35). The implications for policy analysis are that ADA would focus on how 

policymakers co-construct their understanding of a socially constructed issue (e.g., how they make 
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sense of environmental problems), whereas the WPR approach would focus on how issues are 

constructed as problems within policies (ibid, 39). The role of actors in discursive struggles are 

thus treated differently within the two frameworks. ADA focuses on argumentative interaction as 

a key object of study, and how actors position themselves and others, and how they justify this 

positioning, is of key importance in the struggle for the advancement of a discourse. These aspects 

are toned down in WPR in favour of the study of problematisations in policies. As this study 

analyses conflicting narratives on mining for the energy transition, the argumentative struggle is 

of particular interest, and therefore Hajer’s analytical concepts have been included. While I 

acknowledge the differences between ADA and WPR, I argue that they have more important 

similarities, providing benefits of combining the two frameworks. For example, although WPR 

and ADA rarely seem to be used together, they do share ontological and epistemological positions. 

As such, they both emphasise the role of discourse(s) as constitutive of social realities and both 

focus on the role of problematisations and their political effects. Where they most apparently 

diverge, in my reading, is in their applications. Whereas Hajer has been especially influential 

within the study of environmental discourse, Bacchi’s influence appears to be more prominent 

outside of the environmental social sciences. By bringing Bacchi’s approach closer to a more social 

science-oriented framework, through incorporating the concepts of storylines and discourse 

coalitions, I hope to illuminate the conflicting discourses from different perspectives, as advocated 

by Jørgensen & Philips (2002, 153-154). In this sense, I find that the two frameworks can 

complement each-other. Where WPR is especially useful to illustrate how certain issues are made 

into problems, Hajer’s specific focus on argumentative struggles enables insight into how some 

problems are able to prevail over others. This, in turn, allows for discussion of some wider 

implications of the discursive struggles, i.e., by illustrating how some actors are able to advance a 

discourse into policy, practice and agenda-setting.   
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4. Methods and material 

With this study’s interest for how and why a phenomenon has come into being, it deems a 

qualitative approach most suitable (Vromen 2018). The specific focus on how meaning is created 

within policies, why some understandings gain influence over others and about the political effects 

this produces draws me towards discourse analysis. While discourse analysis, coupled with 

poststructural political ecology, is the chosen theoretical framework for this study, it also 

constitutes the method. This is a deliberate choice, as the boundaries around theory and method 

within both frameworks tend to be quite elusive. Discourse analysis has been called “a complete 

package”, constituting a theoretical and methodological whole (Jørgensen & Philips 2002, 4) 

whilst political ecology has been referred to as “neither a theory nor a method” (Robbins 2020, 

84). Building on this, both are perhaps best thought of in line with how Robbins describes the field 

political ecology, as a certain way of approaching socio-nature relationships (ibid, 85). Similarly, 

Howarth utilizes poststructuralism to “denote a particular way of approaching questions pertaining 

to the relationship between social structure, human subjectivity, and power” (Howarth 2013, 6-7). 

The commonalities of the chosen theoretical traditions, and the methods they inform, is that they 

adopt an anti-essentialist ontology and anti-foundationalist (and anti-positivist) epistemology 

(Hajer & Versteeg 2005, 176; Wenman 2018, 126). Accordingly, they hold that there is no 

objective social reality which is independent from our interpretation of it, and, in light of this, it is 

impossible to obtain any objective truth about the world. Accordingly, research rooted in these 

theoretical traditions tends to steer away from questions into how things “are”, and rather seeks 

insight into how they are made meaningful and important.  

4.1 Discourse analysis  
This study turns to discourse analysis as its main method of analysis, drawing on Bacchi’s What’s-

the-problem-represented-to-be (WPR) approach. The WPR-approach is built on six questions 

asked to the source material (ibid; Bacchi 2009, 19). These questions ought to be considered in a 

guiding, rather than prescriptive, way as not all questions will be relevant for all types of research 

(Bergström & Ekström 2019, 273). For the purpose of this study, I utilise four questions, outlined 

in section 4.4. For the guiding questions, I also incorporate the analytical concepts of storylines 

and discourse coalitions.  
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4.2 Research scope and delimitations 
This study focuses on conflicting narratives on mining for the low-carbon transition. The starting 

point for this argumentative struggle, as understood in this study, is the launch of the CSM-Facility 

and subsequent reactions by a number of NGOs, expressed through the open letter published 

adjacent to the launch of the CSM-Facility (Open Letter 2019). In order to analyse the discursive 

articulations of this conflict, I have chosen to focus on the most vocal proponents and opponents 

of the CSM-Facility, indicated by their voiced support or concern for the initiative. Proponents are 

delimited to founders or financial backers of the CSM-Facility: The World Bank Group and 

member organisation International Financial Corporation (IFC), collaborating partners ICMM and 

the German government, and financial backers Anglo-American and Rio-Tinto. Out of these six, 

the German government appears the least vocal, having only addressed the initiative on a few posts 

on the of the website of the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development. 

Therefore, the German government has been omitted from the analysis. The two financially 

supporting mining companies, Anglo-American and Rio-Tinto, although not excessively 

addressing the CSM-Facility on their websites or company reports, are consistently addressing the 

role of mining in the low-carbon transition. They actively take a stance in favour of increased 

mining to support the transition, one of the issues contested by NGOs. For this reason, they have 

been included in the analysis. Similarly, the ICMM is a key actor and catalyst of change within 

the mining industry, gathering some of the largest global mining companies and continuously 

publishing guiding principles on sustainable mining for member companies (e.g., ICMM 2019a; 

2019b). Accordingly, ICMM speaks directly to the issues the CSM-Facility seeks to address and 

have therefore been included in the analysis.   

Opponents are delimited to those who have openly advised caution against the CSM-Facility. In 

total, 60 NGO representatives signed the open letter in 2019. Out of these, four non-profit NGOs 

have addressed the initiative in more detail; Earthworks, the London Mining Network and member 

organisation War on Want, and MiningWatch Canada. All but one NGOs describe themselves as 

organisations working in solidarity with mining-affected communities, with War on Want 

describing their work in more general terms as working for global justice (War on Want, n.d.). 

Their engagement in the debate on CSM is expressed through published reports on mining for the 

energy transition (where the CSM-Facility is addressed), discussions of the issue on their websites, 
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and/or having active working groups on the energy transition. For this reason, these four were 

chosen as the most vocal opponents and included in the analysis.  

4.2.1 Delimitation of the discourse 

The different actors presented in section 4.2 outline two contrasting positions on CSM and are 

chosen as units of analysis as they are deemed appropriate to illustrate different discourses on 

mining for the low-carbon transition. For this study, the CSM-Facility outlines the boundaries of 

the discourse analysis, for this is the practice in which the discourses are articulated. Following 

Jørgensen & Philips (2002, 142), the analysis departs from a single “order of discourse”, focusing 

on “different, competing discourses within the same domain”. While this makes the analysis 

feasible within the given time frame, it does not exclude the possibility of other orders of discourse, 

and other discourses articulated in relation to this practice. In other words, the discourses outlined 

in this study reflect my own delimitations of the order of discourse, rather than “objects that exist 

in a delimited form in reality” (ibid, 144).  

4.4 Material 
Departing from the research questions, this study mainly draws upon two sources of data: reports 

published by the aforementioned actors, and semi-structured interviews. The data collection was 

preceded by a thorough reading of the first official report published under the CSM-Facility. 

Drawing on this report, a list of key words was constructed to guide the data collection, which was 

focused on, but not limited to, reports, working papers, conference presentations, and blogposts by 

the WBG. To narrow the results to topics regarding mineral extraction, different iterations of 

mining, (e.g., mineral extraction, extractive industries) was combined with search words relating 

to the energy transition (e.g., low-carbon transition, clean energy) and climate change (e.g., climate 

change, mitigation, adaptation). Given the recent launch of the Facility, there was a limited number 

of documents directly addressing CSM. The search was therefore complemented by combining 

smart with the different iterations of mining, and therefore came to include documents relating to 

forest-smart mining (FSM) practices. The initial reading of the Minerals for Climate Action report 

also promoted FSM for adaptation practices within the CSM framework, which is why the 

inclusion of these was deemed important. In total, 10 documents published by the WB and WBG 

was included in the analysis, in addition to the webpage of the CSM-Facility.   
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In addition to documents relating to the CSM-Facility, this study also analyses the position of the 

financial backers of the CSM initiative, and the industry organisation ICMM. Annual reports, 

sustainability reports, position statements and policies on climate change and sustainability for the 

years 2018-2020 was included. These documents were chosen to gain information about the 

respective companies’ position on climate adaptation, mitigation and their role in the energy 

transition. The selection of documents implicate focus is on self-reported governance activities, 

and thus how the actors themselves describe their position on and engagement in climate change 

governance (Nasiritousi 2017, 627). Following this, this information is to be considered a strategic 

type of communication and there may be a discrepancy between what the actors claim to do, and 

what they actually do (Fonseca 2010). Notwithstanding the information may be biased, they are 

still a rich source of information for studying the discourses on mining for the energy transition.      

A three-year timespan was chosen to provide enough data to locate potential swift changes in 

problematisations or promoted practices, while still remaining feasible given the timeframe. In 

addition to the websites of all three actors, 10 documents published by the ICMM, 13 documents 

published by Anglo-American, and 12 documents published by Rio-Tinto were included in the 

analysis. The four included NGOs have between them published six reports on mining in the 

context of the energy transition, of which all have been included in their entirety. The websites of 

the respective NGOs have also been included in the analysis.     

4.4.1 Interviews  

In addition to the selected documents, the analysis also draws on six semi-structured interviews 

(Appendix 1). Two interviews with NGO representatives were carried out for the purpose of this 

thesis specifically, and four interviews (two company representatives, one representative from the 

WB and one from the ICMM) were carried out within the framework of another research project. 

I actively participated in these interviews as I was working within said research project and was 

able to formulate and ask 1-2 research questions specifically pertaining to the interests of this study 

(i.e., mining for the energy transition, and tensions between global mitigation goals and local 

impacts). For ethical considerations, the two NGO representatives will not be referred to by the 

organisation they represent. Whereas the WB and the studied mining companies are immense 

organisations with tens of thousands of employees, the NGOs are considerably smaller, why the 
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information would be much more sensitising than for the other actors. Therefore, they are referred 

to as “NGO representative”. 

The interviewees were selected using a non-probability sample, meaning the sample is not 

representative of a given population, but rather seeks to identify those actors with the “most 

involvement with the process of interest” (Tansey 2007, 765). Accordingly, respondents were 

selected based on their engagement in mitigation and adaptation within their organisation, their 

involvement in the CSM-Facility directly (either working within it or advising caution against it). 

Thus, the goal was not to gain insights from the most important people but rather the most relevant 

people for the purpose of this study (Thomas 1995, 8).  

All interviews were conducted over a virtual platform, the audio of which was recorded and 

subsequently transcribed. I transcribed all interviews in verbatim, two manually and four using 

voice to text automatic transcription software and controlled manually for accuracy. The length of 

the interviews varied between 30-45 minutes. The interviews with NGO-representatives were 

semi-structured, drawing on pre-formulated themes on mining for the energy transition (Appendix 

2). The main objective of the interviews was to triangulate the data from the documents, but also 

to gain additional information on challenges and opportunities with CSM. Thus, I was seeking to 

interview the position, rather than the individual. One of the challenges with interviewing elites, 

however, is that they may speak on behalf of their company or organisation, rather than their 

experience within their position, and thus speak from a repertoire of answers rather than addressing 

the nuances of interest for the study (Thomas 1995; Kvale & Brinkmann 2014, 187). This was 

counteracted using follow-up questions for clarification where answers were very broad, thus 

allowing to go more in-depth into challenges, opportunities, or even internal conflicts or struggles, 

on mining for the energy transition, and climate-smart mining specifically.  

4.5 Operationalisation  
The analytical interest in this study is the problematisations expressed in relation to the CSM-

Facility, and the solutions made conceivable through these narratives. This was operationalised 

using Bacchi’s guiding questions as outlined in Bacchi (2009) and Bacchi and Goodwin (2016). 

Drawing on the WPR-framework, a coding scheme was developed, designed to capture different 

problematisations, the storylines they are advanced by, underlying assumptions, silences and 

proposed course of actions (Appendix 3). The different problematisations were subsequently 



 

 

20 

 

coded according to frequency and level of urgency, and the different storylines on the basis of 

frequency. The frequency and urgency tables (Appendix 4) were utilised to get a sense of how 

different problematisations relate to each-other, which issues were given priority over others and 

how they are made into problems within a given discourse. Given that the analysis draws upon 

multiple documents, the frequency and urgency tables also aided insights into how 

problematisations persisted throughout documents. Thus, while the documents varied in length, 

the problematisations and storylines were coded in the aggregate, rather than solely within 

individual documents. Finally, differing problematisations were compared across the units of 

analysis, to illustrate the storylines and conceptualisations that consisted within the discourse 

coalitions, as well as highlight the tensions between them. The operationalisation is illustrated in 

figure 1.  

 

Figure 1. Operationalisation  
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4.5.1 Guiding Questions  

Drawing on the analytical questions Bacchi introduces in her WPR approach, the analysis seeks to 

illustrate problematisations on mining for the energy transition, as conceptualised in relation to the 

CSM-Framework. As the approach recommends, the process entails “working backwards” from 

concrete proposals to illustrate the articulated problematisations, before tracing the underlying 

assumptions they rest on (Bacchi 2009, 3). As this study departs from the CSM-Framework as its 

main object of analysis, however, it is not limited to concrete proposals. Rather, it locates the 

proposed courses of action, and by that tracing the implied or explicitly stated problem which this 

course of action seeks to address. Specifically, the following questions guide the analysis:  

1. What “problem” is represented in the document (what issue does it seek to fix)?  

2. What assumptions underlie this representation of this “problem”? What storylines does this 

“problem” and its proposed solution(s) rely upon?   

3. What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? What alternative solutions are made 

invisible?  

4. What paths forward are made possible in light of these problem representations? What effects are 

produced?    

As indicated by the first guiding question, the analysis takes its starting point in how a certain 

problem is represented within a given policy, either through its explicit problem formulation or 

proposed solutions. Question 2 draws attention to the assumptions that must be in place for a 

problem to make sense, and therefore seeks to analyse and uncover the conceptual logic that 

substantiates a problem formulation (Bacchi 2009, 6). This stage in analysis also outlines the key 

storylines and narratives used in different texts, by proponents and opponents respectively. 

Interlaced with the first question this stage in analysis thus seeks to outline different discursive 

articulations on mining for the energy transition, what appears problematic within each discourse 

coalition and how these problematisations are upheld by different storylines. Question 3 scrutinizes 

the problem representations outlined from the previous questions by asking what is represented as 

unproblematic, or in no need of changing. Shedding light on the silences in the dominant discourse 

enables imagining “worlds in which specific confluence of circumstances is either not 

problematized or problematized differently” (Bacchi & Goodwin 2016, 22). This question also 

links to the positioning of actors within discourses. Question 4 considers the outcomes of a 

particular problem representation. The preceding questions lay the foundation for the fourth, as 
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they outline what problematisations are made, the assumptions they build on, the narratives that 

advance their formation and thus what paths forward are constructed as necessary, or desirable, 

while others appear problematic. Taken together, these questions highlight the discourses on CSM, 

by illustrating the connections between discursive ideas and problematisations, to subsequently 

highlight their political and social material effects.  

These questions, together with sub-questions, constitute the coding scheme. The documents and 

interview transcripts were read in their entirety, and colour-coded on the basis of the four guiding 

questions and recorded in the coding scheme. The material was then sorted on the basis of 

reoccurring problematisations and the narratives that support them. This sorting process thus 

highlighted what is being said and how the statement becomes “sayable” (Foucault 1991, 

referenced in Bacchi & Goodwin 2014, 36).  

4.6 Validity  
A key tenet for all research is to ensure that the insights and conclusions offered are trustworthy, 

that they “ring true to readers, practitioners and other researchers” (Merriam & Tidsell 2015, 238). 

Although, in poststructuralist studies, claims of validity have a peculiar position, as the object of 

study is considered a social construct, there is no quest for universal truths, or claims of validity 

(Howarth 2013, 66). Notwithstanding the hermeneutic challenges this evokes, this study still seeks 

to provide trustworthy insights, by ensuring rigorous methodological frameworks, offer thorough 

interpretations of the data, informed by the theoretical frameworks. Consequently, the analysis 

provides excerpts from the data and seeks to offer transparent and credible conclusions on the basis 

of it. Moreover, the study has been triangulated using multiple sources of data, to further strengthen 

the internal validity (i.e., to ensure that the insights are not solely a product of my own construction 

of reality) (Merriam & Tidsell 2015, 244). All documents and interview transcripts have been read 

in their entirety, multiple times, to ensure that the coding is robust and reflective of the source 

material.   

4.6.1 Reflexivity  

Given the epistemological assumptions made in this study, it would follow that I as a researcher 

am part of the discourse I have set out to study, and that the knowledge I attain of it will be 

mediated through my own preconceived notions of the social reality. Objectivity, in the traditional 

realist sense of the word, is thus impossible to attain (Gustafsson & Johannesson 2016, 19). I 
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acknowledge that I do have knowledge on the mining industry attained outside of the scope of this 

study, which has been digested and shaped by other values, opinions and views I hold and am 

inseparable from. This, in turn, may affect the puzzle I seek to research, the conceptual, and 

methodological frameworks I apply to investigate it, the data I deem relevant to collect, and the 

explanation I formulate to answer it. It is important, therefore, to be aware of how my own position 

(and the preconceived notions and values I carry) affect the research project in all its stages, and 

how this, in turn, may impact the results (ibid). The goal is not to “wash clean” of my own 

positionings, but to offer a discourse analysis that is critical, comprehensive and reflexive 

(Bucholtz 2001).  

4.7 Critical responses 
Although poststructuralism and poststructural political ecology are critical perspectives, they are 

not without their own critics. For example, Vayda and Walters (1999, 168-169) have accused 

poststructural political ecology for its lack of ecology, arguing that this “politics without ecology”, 

assumes the importance of political events and thereby omitting “actual environmental effects” 

(ibid, 172). Moreover, Anthony Bebbington argues that a poststructural perspective fails to 

consider the task of challenging apolitical narratives of socio-ecological change, and that rather 

than fostering empowering counter-narratives it condemns all development practices as a form of 

“cultural destruction” (Bebbington 2000, 495). Building on his own research in the Andes, 

Bebbington offers an alternative view to “development as domination”, where peasant 

communities have mobilised to gain influence in development practices, rather than oppose them. 

Should poststructural research in a similar way venture into the field it may come to similar 

conclusions.  

Both critiques point to a seeming lack of empirical support in poststructural research, which this 

study may stand vulnerable to. This study is organised as a desk study, meaning it cannot gain 

insight into the processes at the local scale. It does not account for primary data on how 

communities living adjacent to mining operations are impacted or how CSM works on the ground. 

In no instance does it directly engage with the nonhuman biophysical environment. Still, this study 

is empirically founded, albeit departing from data that for the purpose of this study is deemed 

suitable. As Karlsson (2015, 353), points out, with the “politics without ecology” critique, Vayda 

and Walters evoke an understanding of “nature” leaning on a realist ontology holding that reality 
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exists independent of our knowledge of it. At the same time, Karlsson notes, many political 

ecologists also adopt the interpretivist epistemological position denying an unmediated access to 

this “objective” reality (ibid). Seen from this perspective, the critique may be seen as more severe 

than one of a lack of empirical data. It seems to require a reconciliation between two contradicting 

positions, which scholars have attempted through offering various middle grounds (Neumann 

2005, 44). For example, Escobar (1999) notes that an anti-essentialist political ecology must 

simultaneously accept an understanding of nature as both biophysical, and socially, historically, 

and culturally constructed (ibid, 3). From this perspective, we can accept the existence of a de 

facto biophysical environment as we would understand it in the realist sense, but analyse the 

historical, social and cultural productions of our understanding of said nature. It is this latter 

understanding I lean on in this study.  
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5. Background  

The mining industry has been pushing for sustainable development within the sector for more than 

two decades (Adams 2020). A recognised first step in the literature is the formation of the Global 

Mining Initiative (GMI) in 1998. To support sustainability within the sector, and to increase public 

support for mining, the GMI commissioned a two-year consultation process known as the Mining, 

Minerals and Sustainable Development Initiative, which later gave rise to the formation of the 

ICMM in 2001 (Adams 2020, 153; ICMM n.d.). This chapter outlines the background the climate-

smart mining Facility, which is arguably the latest initiative sprung out of the need to foster 

sustainability within the sector.  

 

5.1 From sustainable to climate-smart mining 

In June of 2017, the World Bank Group published a report titled The Growing Role of Minerals 

and Metals for a Low Carbon Future. The purpose of the report was to “spark a more coherent 

dialogue around the opportunities and challenges for the mining and metals industry in a carbon-

constrained future” (World Bank Group 2017, Foreword). With support from among others the 

ICMM, the report develops a set of commodity demand projections based on the projected level 

of uptake for three low-carbon technologies – wind, solar and energy storage batteries – required 

to meet global warming scenarios of 2°C, 4°C, and 6°C. These projections find that demand for 

ETMs, such as aluminium, copper, cobalt, lithium and platinum group metals, are projected to 

grow significantly in the three different global warming scenarios, with the most drastic increase 

(in particular for minerals needed for energy storage batteries) between the 4°C and the 2°C 

scenario (ibid, 17). The report also finds that ETMs needed for the energy transition are much 

more resource intensive than their fossil fuel based counter parts – implying the need to 

immeasurably scale up the extraction of these materials. Challenges constituted by such an 

expansion are recognised, yet the key role for mining in a carbon-constrained future is clear already 

in the preamble: “mineral resource development as a complement, not a competitor, to a greener, 

more sustainable future” (ibid, Foreword).   

 

Aiming to address the challenges concluded in this report, the German government, through the 

Sector Programme Extractives for Development, joined forces with the World Bank Group to 

promote “climate-friendly mining practices, taking into account environmental and social issues” 
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(GÍZ, 2018). This partnership initiated a series of round table discussions on the scope and content 

of a “climate-smart approach” to mining, starting with an expert consultation in Toronto in 2018 

(ibid).  

 

In May the following year, the World Bank officially launched the CSM-Facility at a conference 

in Washington, D.C. (Phadke 2019). Subsequently, the WBG published its first report under the 

CSM-label, titled Minerals for climate action: The Mineral Intensity of the Clean Energy 

Transition (Hund et al. 2020). As put in this report, the stated goal of the CSM-Facility is to “ensure 

that mineral-rich developing countries are well prepared to meet this growing demand with the 

smallest possible carbon footprint, while safeguarding the environment and people” (Hund et al. 

2020, foreword). Although this report acknowledges the need to ramp up recycling and reuse of 

minerals and metals (in contrast to the 2017 publication), continued and expanded mineral 

extraction is still presented as crucial for the energy transition, albeit while managing the sector’s 

environmental footprint. “Without climate-smart mining practices” the report states, “negative 

impacts from mining activities will increase, affecting already vulnerable communities in 

developing countries, as well as the environment in which they operate” (ibid, 101).  

 

CSM is made up of four building blocks: climate mitigation; climate adaptation, reducing material 

impacts; and creating market opportunities. These building blocks depart from “strong governance 

and adequate regulatory framework” and incorporates gender and multi-stakeholder engagement 

(ibid). Climate-smart practices are continuously referenced in the 2020 report, however, beyond 

these building blocks no detailed description is provided as to what such practices entail or 

potential trade-offs with their advancement. In reference to climate mitigation, three key activities 

are mentioned but not described; integration of renewable energy in the mining sector; innovation 

in extractive practices; and energy efficiency in the mineral value chain (ibid). Similarly, 

adaptation is exemplified with pursuing water efficiency (ibid, 13), forest-smart mining and 

landscape management, resource efficiency and innovative waste solutions (ibid, 101). Despite 

sparse descriptions on climate-smart mining practices, they are presented as crucial for a 

sustainable energy transition: “Without putting into place measures that address these 

[environmental footprint, my remark] challenges, such as adopting climate-smart mining 

practices, it will be difficult for the mining industry to position itself as a champion and enabler of 

the clean energy transition” (ibid, 17, emphasis in original). Through climate-smart mining 
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practices the mining sector is said to secure supply for clean energy technologies while managing 

its environmental and climate footprint (ibid, 98). This, in turn, would bring “a key win-win for 

climate” (ibid), by supporting the low-carbon transition while minimizing the sector’s own 

environmental and social impact.  

 

5.1.1 Reception of the CSM-Facility  

Adjacent to the launch of the CSM-Facility in May of 2019, mining conglomerates Anglo-

American and Rio-Tinto voiced their support in a press release on their respective websites. The 

then Rio-Tinto chief executive J-S Jacques stated that their collaboration with the World Bank “is 

aimed at making a real difference by promoting sustainable practices across our industry”, 

describing their support of the Facility as “not just funding but also expertise as a leader in 

sustainable mining practices” (Rio-Tinto 2019a). Similarly, Anglo-American supported the 

initiative by becoming a “funding donor”, contributing $1 million to the CSM-Facility over a five-

year period (Anglo-American 2019a). In his endorsement of the initiative, Chief Executive Mark 

Cutifani stated that “We need to do things in dramatically different ways if we are to transform 

our footprint and be valued by all our stakeholders” (Anglo-American 2019a).  

While the CSM-Facility received overwhelming support from leading industry giants, the initiative 

has not passed without critique. The day before the launch in May 2019, civil society actors, 

represented by 60 NGO signatories from around the world, published an open letter raising 

concerns about the “impacts of extracting minerals like copper, nickel, lithium and cobalt on 

communities, workers and ecosystems” (Open letter 2019). Further reservations were raised 

against company involvement in the Facility, indicating that corporate interests were being put 

ahead of the needs of local communities, workers and the environment (ibid). Several NGOs later 

published reports on the topic of mining for the energy transition, elaborating and extending the 

concerns raised in the open letter (Earthworks 2021; London Mining Network 2019; War on Want 

2021; MiningWatch Canada 2020).   
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6. Analysis and findings  

This chapter outlines the analysis and findings of the two research questions: (i) what problem 

representations are articulated in the conflicting storylines on climate-smart mining, and (ii) what 

solutions are made conceivable through the different problematisations?  

 

Drawing on Hajer’s definition of discourse coalition, two (perhaps unsurprising) contrasting 

discourse coalitions were identified, henceforth referred to as the CSM-coalition and the NGO-

coalition (Table 3). Initially, the countering coalitions both identify the problem of climate-change 

and recognise the need for rapidly phasing out fossil fuels. The conceptualisation of climate 

change, and its proposed solutions, however, differ between the coalitions, leading to different 

problem representations. As such, different paths forward are made conceivable, creating tensions 

between the countering positions. This section outlines these conflicting narratives, their different 

conceptualisations and storylines, and elaborates on the generated tensions. First, the analysis 

outlines the problematisations and storylines advanced by the CSM-coalition, before outlining and 

comparing those advanced by the NGO-coalition.  

 

 

   Table 1: Problem representations   
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6.1 The problem of climate change and the need for decarbonisation  
Within the CSM-coalition, climate change is conceptualised primarily as a problem of rising 

carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions, as indicated by the storylines of decarbonisation and the low-

carbon transition. Transitioning from a fossil-fuel economy thereby offers a solution to climate 

change. This is expressed by emphasising global mitigation targets, the minerals and metals 

expected to support them, and by highlighting corporate-led mitigation efforts. The actors within 

the CSM-coalition stress that this transition will be incredibly material intensive, and that its 

success is contingent on increased mining, in particular metals and minerals that are used in 

renewable energy technologies, energy storage, and supporting infrastructure (Hund et al. 2020, 

11-13). Mining is thus given a key role in the energy transition, by providing supply for an ever-

increasing demand. This “smart” phase of mining sets out to solve the global problems of climate 

change, while managing local impacts. As illustrated by the first report under the label of CSM:  

Ambitious climate action will bring significant demand for minerals. Limiting 

global warming to at or below 1.5°C–2°C ... requires a large-scale transition to 

clean energy. Manufacturing solar panels, wind turbines, and batteries will shape 

the supply and demand for critical minerals for the foreseeable future ... [Mineral 

rich developing] countries stand to benefit from the rise in demand for minerals 

but also need to manage the material and climate footprints associated with 

increased mining activities (Hund et al. 2020, Foreword) 

 

Ambitious climate action, within this coalition, is attributed to the transition to renewable, clean 

energy. Embedded in this narrative is a problematisation of climate change as a series of 

biophysical changes, causing disruptions in an otherwise stable socio-nature balance. As such, 

climate is made manageable by technological fixes seeking to bring climate back on course 

(Swyngedouw & Kaika 2010). Suggested in this conceptualisation is that biophysical and socio-

political drivers of climate change can be distinguished from each-other, allowing to stake out 

technological solutions that obscure the socio-political drivers of climate change (Nightingale et 

al. 2019).  

 

Climate change is, furthermore, described as “the critical global challenge of our time” (ICMM, 

2019a, 1), and “the key challenge of our generation” (Rio-Tinto 2020, 14). Referencing us in this 

context evokes the notion of climate change as a global problem, requiring immediate attention 

from multiple stakeholders. As noted by Escobar (1996, 329-330), the image of global survival at 
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stake, rather than local ecosystems and livelihoods, is a consistent problematisation within the 

sustainable development framework. Evoking global problems also assumes a global 

responsibility for action, where everyone has a part to play. As will be shown by the following 

quotes, for the CSM-coalition this part is fulfilled by supporting the production of ETMs.  

We provide many of the essential metals and minerals that are fundamental to 

the transition to a low carbon economy and enabling a cleaner, greener, more 

sustainable world ... (Anglo American 2020a, 2) 

We see climate change as a strategic-imperative, and believe that Rio Tinto can 

and should be part of the solution. We produce a lot of the materials essential to 

building a low-carbon economy – aluminium, copper and, potentially, lithium 

... (Rio Tinto 2018, 50).  

 

By resting on demand projections, the mining companies stress the urgency of providing these 

minerals, whereby they are positioning themselves as part of the solution to climate-change and 

solidify continued extraction as critical for global mitigation efforts. This positioning also 

establishes mining companies as producers of goods, ushering in a more sustainable future, rather 

than consumers of resources that have brought about the need for change. Conceptualising climate 

change as a global problem thus allows to direct attention to the global goods of decarbonisation, 

rather than the local “bads” exacerbated through mineral extraction. As such, the storyline of a 

low-carbon transition serves to legitimise the need for increased mineral extraction. Because these 

materials are used in clean energy technologies and supporting infrastructure, it is argued, 

continued (and increased) mineral extraction is critical to combat climate change. This is 

particularly apparent in relation to metals that are used in a wide range of clean energy 

technologies, such as copper and aluminium. The same conceptualisations are, however, used in 

relation to all mined commodities, even those that stand in conflict with the decarbonisation 

agenda, such as metallurgical coal:  

We work closely with our customers to provide the niche steelmaking products 

they require to achieve their environmental goals ... high quality hard coking 

coal from our metallurgical coal mines in Australia ...our premium quality iron 

ore and metallurgical coal resources are well placed to support demand for 

cleaner steelmaking (Anglo American 2020b, 16) 

 

The future, as proposed by the CSM-coalition, is cleaner, greener and, first and foremost, carbon 

constrained. Even if it is explicitly using coal. As argued within this coalition, this future is also 
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by necessity material intensive and mining dependent. Accordingly, the low-carbon transition 

presents the CSM-coalition with a number of opportunities.      

 

6.1.1 The opportunities of climate change  

Although the CSM-coalition admits that a successful energy transition will require involvement 

from multiple stakeholders, it is in relation to mining companies and governments that the 

opportunities of a low-carbon transition are articulated. For mining companies, the energy 

transition offers a business opportunity, where portfolios aligned with expected rise in demand are 

well positioned to bring “superior” and “sustainable” returns for shareholders (Rio-Tinto 2019b, 

18; Anglo-American 2020a, 9). For resource rich (developing) countries, an expanding mining 

industry is expected to bring economic growth, employment, and the opportunity to become 

“contributors” in the low-carbon transition. As expressed by the WBG:   

... it is evident that Latin America is in a relatively strong position to become a 

“supplier” for the global climate- friendly energy transition, with Brazil, Chile, 

Argentina, and Peru being the best positioned countries ... (World Bank Group 

2017, 26) 

... new demand for these “strategic” minerals could also provide new 

opportunities for resource-rich developing countries and enable them to 

meaningfully contribute to the clean energy transition (Hund et al. 2020, 31) 

Some of the interventions to scale up renewable energy may offer double wins, 

helping both to boost economic growth in resource-rich developing countries 

and to reduce climate and environmental risks (Hund et al. 2020, 96) 

 

Suggested in these quotes is an unrealised potential within mineral-rich developing countries, a 

dormant resource, yet to be optimised. Within this problematisation mineral-rich developing 

countries are positioned as potential “suppliers” to the low-carbon economy. Guided by underlying 

assumptions that mining contributes to (economic) development, this is expected to bring mutual 

co-benefits to “supplying” countries and global mitigation efforts alike. The object of change 

within this problematisation are resource-rich developing countries, and the path to “contribution” 

is through an expanded mining sector. What this problematisation fails to consider are the colonial 

histories and their present-day articulations that have rendered developing countries unable to 

contribute in a way deemed meaningful.  
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The assumptions of what is meaningful, in turn, is also an expression of the discursive formulations 

that have consolidated the low-carbon transition as the only reasonable path forward. Thus, this is 

an example of discourse in action, how historicised and socially constructed knowledge mediates 

what is possible to think about a given practice (Bacchi & Goodwin 2016, 35), or who is considered 

a contributor in a given context (Hajer 1995, 64-65). The claim that mining generates economic 

growth in host countries is also an articulation of performative knowledge, expressions of accepted 

truths about mining and development that cultivated in the mining boom of the 1990s (Jacka 2018). 

Narratives on “opportunities for resource-rich developing countries” have been consistent in the 

mining strategies of the World Bank for the past 30 years (cf. Strongman 1992; The World Bank 

1996). This has paved the way for the neoliberal reforms that transformed the sector to favour 

capital-intensive, export oriented large-scale mining (Bury 2005; Jacka 2018). A proliferation of 

research on the resource curse debate has contextualised and criticised these claims (cf. Ross 

2015), yet the narrative remains strong within the CSM-coalition, as evident by the recent World 

Bank publications. Mining for the low-carbon transition is thus reproduced under a triple win 

storyline, directing attention to how these minerals can be supplied responsibly, bringing optimal 

benefits to host countries, companies and climate alike.  

 

6.1.2. The problem of impacts and the need for responsible mining    

The CSM-coalition does problematise impacts from mining and recognise that “increasing 

extractive and processing activities could have serious environmental and social implications if 

these activities are not managed responsibly” (Hund et al. 2020, 31, emphasis in original). As 

illustrated by the main objective of the CSM-Facility, however, these issues are perceived as 

manageable, primarily by seeking to make mining smarter and more responsible. The narrative 

within the CSM-coalition thus has two dimensions. The first represents the notion that global 

mitigation efforts rests on the extraction of ETMs. The second, relating to mining itself, seeks to 

make mining climate-smart, primarily by levying private investments to increase efficiency within 

water use, waste management streams and, notably, CO2 emissions. In contrast to the mining 

“dumb” practices of the 1980s and 1990s, mining is to be made “smart” so to reconcile increased 

mineral extraction with sustainable development. This narrative is exemplified by the very purpose 

of the CSM-Facility, as explained by the WBG:  
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[The] Climate-Smart Mining Initiative supports the sustainable extraction and 

processing of minerals and metals to secure supply for clean energy technologies 

while minimizing the climate and material footprints throughout the value chain 

of those materials by scaling up technical assistance and investments in mineral-

rich developing countries. Achieving these objectives would represent a key 

win-win for climate: It would allow the wide rollout of renewable and storage 

technologies, required under ambitious climate scenarios, while minimizing the 

emissions and material footprints associated with those technologies (Hund et 

al. 2020, p. 98) 

 

The double-win for climate, as represented here, is to scale up clean energy technologies globally, 

while managing impacts from mining locally. The local impacts are problematised as an issue of 

inefficient mining practices, inferior technology and, to some extent, lack of knowledge. Anglo-

American writes that mining has “a smarter future”, which uses “more precise technologies, less 

energy and less water” to reduce the environmental footprint of mining (Anglo-American 2020a, 

11; 2020b, 7). Consistent with conceptualising climate-change as an issue of CO2
 emissions, the 

CSM-coalition stresses the importance of reducing emissions attributed to mining. Both mining 

companies within the coalition have set ambitious targets on achieving net zero carbon emissions 

by 2040 (Anglo-American 2020b, 16) and 2050 respectively (Rio-Tinto 2020c, 2). The path to 

achieving this goal is through renewable energy, carbon offsetting, carbon capture and carbon 

neutral manufacturing (Rio-Tinto 2020c, 10, 13, 30; Anglo-American 2020a, 40; Hund et al. 2020, 

31). Exemplary of the ecological modernisation discourse, these activities appear as welcome edits 

to a recognised disruptive activity, while offering promising business opportunities (Hajer 1995). 

The solutions to climate change are thus found within the global capitalist economy, under the 

label of the “green economy” (Adams 2020, 115) or “green growth” (Sekar et al. 2019). As put by 

Hajer (1995, 32): “what first appeared a threat to the system now becomes a vehicle for its very 

innovation”. The storylines of climate-smart, responsible, mining and the promises of green 

growth, thus offers the discourse to overcome an inherent contradiction: that environmental 

destruction is both a prerequisite for and result of the “green” economy. This presents a way of 

offering discursive closure by promoting “double wins”, without suggesting any drastic, structural 

changes (Hajer 1995, 62).  
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6.1.3 The problem of material impacts and the need for a circular economy 

A less frequent, yet distinct storyline is that of a circular economy. This is envisioned under the 

CSM-framework’s third building block, “reducing material impacts” (Hund et al. 2020, 101), and 

articulated in relation to reuse and recycling of ETMs. As elaborated by Anglo-American, a 

circular economy is about “making the most of what we have ... consuming fewer resources in the 

first place and using them for longer” (Anglo-American 2020a, 58). A recent report published by 

the CSM initiative and the Energy Storage Partnership is entirely dedicated to the topic of reuse 

and recycling of Lithium-ion (Li-ion) batteries (Energy Sector Management Assistance Program, 

2020). As stated in this report, mining and a circular economy is not to be considered a “zero-sum” 

relationship, rather, it states that “on the contrary, both are needed” (ibid, 12). A circular economy 

thus offers a complement to primary sourcing in the issue of meeting demand for ETMs. While 

reducing material impacts constitutes the why of a circular economy, the how is mainly discussed 

in terms of barriers. As expressed by the CSM-Facility:  

The recycling of Li-ion batteries is characterized by a number of challenges: 

economic, technical, logistical, and regulatory ... The economic challenge is that, 

with the exception of cobalt and nickel, most of the other constituent materials 

are more costly to salvage than simply to mine directly (Energy Sector 

Management Assistance Program 2019, 16) 

 

While technical, logistical and regulatory challenges are articulated, the main objective appears as 

one of making reuse/recycling attractive, feasible and cost-efficient. Indeed, costs are consistently 

problematised as a deciding factor behind recycling rates. As emphasised by the World Bank, 

should primary material remain cheaper than recycled material “then very little recycling will 

occur” (World Bank Group 2020, 80). To mitigate this, the coalition pushes for technological 

improvements in recycling regimes and regulatory frameworks to alleviate costs. The purpose is 

thus to make recycling cheaper, not to incentivise recycling by making primary sourcing more 

expensive. Thus, while reducing material impacts are stressed by the CSM-coalition, this 

importance is only articulated under a triple-win storyline.   

 

What the coalition does not consider, moreover, is reducing material impacts by reducing overall 

demand. In this regard, there is a silenced double standard within the coalition, with investor-

owned mining companies seeking to stimulate demand for some products, while claiming 
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responsibility in the recycling of others. As illustrated by these two conflicting quotes by Anglo-

American:  

In our operations – by optimising the use of resources, eliminating physical 

waste and maximising process efficiency, we aim to achieve a neutral or even 

net positive impact on the environment ... (Anglo American 2020a, 58) 

We are well positioned to proactively stimulate demand for [Platinum Group 

Metals], including through targeted campaigns in emerging jewellery markets; 

through direct investment in a number of companies developing new 

technologies that are expected to drive industrial demand for PGMs; and 

creating new investment demand for these precious metals as a store of value 

(Anglo American 2019b, 23; 2020b, 25) 

 

Thus, while a circular economy is articulated in relation to ETMs, other drivers of mining, such as 

mining for speculative markets or luxury goods, remain silent. Emphasising the role of mining for 

the energy transition therefore obscures mineral extraction’s place in facilitating a consumption-

based economy in the Global North. Total production may therefore very well increase under a 

circular economy storyline, only coupled with higher recycling rates. How this relates to total 

material consumption and waste generation, however, is unproblematised within the coalition. As 

such, the circular economy narrative remains limited to efficiency measures within production and 

value chains, rather than catalysing a debate about the sustainability of the global political 

economy. 

 

6.1.4. The problem of climate change and the need for operational resilience  

While, overwhelmingly, climate change is conceptualised in terms of mitigation, (by reducing CO2
 

emissions), physical impacts from climate change are problematised primarily in relation to 

operational resilience. This is the key theme in the 2019 ICMM publication Adapting to a changing 

climate: building resilience in the mining and metals industry, and both mining companies report 

on the ways in which climate change impacts operations. As expressed in the following excerpts:   

We have already seen the impact of extreme weather events at many of our sites 

and we are using scenarios to assess the probability and potential impact of these 

risks in the future (Rio Tinto 2019c, 29) 

Our water policy fundamentally focuses on reducing our water risks to ensure 

resilient operations, while reducing our water footprint ... Such measures will 

significantly enhance our resilience to the changing external conditions, such as 



 

 

36 

 

drought, flood, water scarcity and competing demands from different 

stakeholders (Anglo American 2020a, 54) 

 

Representatives from both mining companies within the coalition highlight the physical impacts 

of climate change on operations as a key issue for investors and shareholders and refer to it as one 

of the main reasons for engaging in adaptation-activities (Interview 1; Interview 2). Climate 

change is consistently conceptualised in terms of biophysical changes, here expressed as extreme 

weather events, such as droughts and floods. In company reports, these stressors are perceived as 

a threat to continued extraction (and capital accumulation), rather than surrounding communities, 

ecosystems and livelihoods. What is problematised is thus how companies are made vulnerable by 

climate-change, not how they, themselves, perpetuate vulnerability on to others. The role of 

climate-adaptation within mining, therefore, appears as one of maintaining current modes of 

production, rather than protecting present or future livelihoods. As expressed by Escobar (1996, 

330) in relation to the sustainable development strategy, the focus is “not so much on the negative 

consequences of economic growth on the environment, as on the effects of environmental 

degradation on growth and potential for growth”.  

 

This is demonstrated not only by how adaptation is approached, through techno-manegerial 

responses, but also where this attention is directed from. One WB representative, working with the 

CSM-Facility, expressed that climate-change appears to be addressed by an engineering, rather 

than community relations team within mining companies (Interview 3). This is also supported by 

a corporate representative from Anglo-American (Interview 1). Impacts (from both mining and 

climate change) on mining-affected communities are recognised, in particular in relation to water, 

yet how these impacts independently or collectively may exacerbate vulnerability of adjacent 

communities are largely not problematised. However, this does appear as an emerging issue, and 

the IFC, under the CSM-Facility, is developing guidance for mining companies to undertake 

climate and vulnerability risk assessments for communities in mining regions (IFC, n.d.). The 

ICMM has recently updated their commitments for mining companies in their position on climate 

change, requiring companies to consider community vulnerability in their adaptation plans (ICMM 

2019). They have, furthermore, a climate assessment tool (MiCA) available for member companies 

to evaluate climate risks based on the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC) 

climate projections data (ICMM 2019b). As noted by political ecology scholars, however, 
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conceptualisations of climate risks such as the IPCC assessments remain focused on physical 

stressors of climate change, rather than the socio-political drivers of vulnerability (Nightingale et 

al. 2019). Indeed, the conceptual separation of mitigation (reducing emissions) from adaptation 

(responding to impacts) reproduces the notion of climatic impacts as separate from social and 

political systems (ibid). Political ecology scholars (notably Michael Watts) have long pointed out 

the perils of this separation as it obscures how social and cultural systems relate to the broader 

political economy in which vulnerability, or adaptiveness, is constructed (Neumann 2005, 24-45; 

Robbins 2020, 32). In other words, what vulnerability assessment frameworks appear to 

problematise is how climate change makes operations, and to a lesser extent, communities, 

vulnerable. A more pertinent question, as noted by Taylor (2014, 191), is “how do we make climate 

so powerful?”. Whereas the first conceptualisation focuses on climatic drivers of vulnerability, the 

latter “puts production back at the heart of the discussion” (ibid). In the context of CSM this means 

to focus not only on the role of mining in the global political economy, but also on how mining 

alters social and biophysical environments at the extraction sites, and how this, in addition to and 

separate from climatic drivers, perpetuates vulnerability.  

 

6.2. The problem of climate change and the concern for inequality  
The contrasting discourse coalition, consisting of NGOs working in solidarity with mining-

affected communities, have openly advised caution against the CSM-Facility (NGO letter 2019). 

Climate change is problematised in this coalition but conceptualised as the result of inequality, 

rather than rising CO2 emissions. Thus, while this coalition wholeheartedly agrees with the 

imperative of rapidly phasing out fossil fuels, they argue for a structural change which challenges 

global power asymmetries. As shown by the following quotes, problematising climate change as 

the result of inequality directs attention to material consumption, rather than the systems of 

production.  

... we argue that any transition that focuses only on switching fossil fuels with 

renewable energies, without addressing the undemocratic and unequal ways 

energy is produced and accessed, will do little to address the structural issues at 

the heart of the climate crisis (War on Want 2021, 8) 

Inequity and injustice are at the heart of the climate crisis, its causes and impacts. 

The transition to an energy system no longer dependent on fossil fuels presents 

an opportunity to transform these power relations and reduce this vast global 

inequity. However, the dominant vision put forth by industry, international 
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financial institutions, Northern states and many Northern NGOs threatens to 

simply displace emissions from the North while generating greater impacts in 

the South through offsetting and market mechanisms, as well as increased metal 

mining and extractive projects ... (War on Want & London Mining Network 

2019, 5) 

 

Climate-change is conceptualised as a series of interconnected crises, whose causes can be traced 

back to colonial histories and global relations of dispossession. This problematisation is focused 

on structures of injustice and inequality, rather than climate change (and its effects) per se. The 

objects of change are the systems of inequality that underpin the extractivist model, not the 

techniques or technology used for extraction. This is expressed most clearly in the storyline of a 

just transition, or justice transition, highlighting that the transition from fossil fuels cannot be paid 

by workers and their families, mining-affected communities, and indigenous peoples at the 

frontlines of extraction (War on Want & London Mining Network 2019, 8). This storyline 

problematises the global disparities in resource consumption and socio-environmental harm 

reproduced through current extraction. Simply replacing fossil fuels for renewables, it is argued, 

“isn’t actually a shift in the structure, it is just a shift in the technology” (Interview 6). Climate 

change, in this storyline, is conceptualised as socially and politically produced. Drawing on 

Nightingale and others (2019), these different framings suggest two disparate analysis, where the 

former is concerned with “putting carbon back in the ground” and the other “puts the capitalist 

political economy as the central object of analysis” (ibid, 346). In the NGO-coalition, this analysis 

concludes that any solution that does not address the global inequalities is, at best, inadequate. As 

shown in the following excerpts, the promotion of increased mining through the storyline of a low-

carbon transition is criticised as a form of “greenwashing”, as it fails to address the social and 

political drivers of climate change, and the social and political impacts of mining.  

 

… the mining industry is driving a new greenwashing narrative by claiming that 

vast quantities of metals will be needed to meet the material demands of 

renewable energy technologies. This greenwashing narrative serves to obscure 

and justify the inherently harmful nature of extractivist mining. International 

financial institutions and sectors of civil society that have embraced these 

assumptions are complicit in the mining industry’s greenwashing efforts (War 

on Want & London Mining Network 2019, 3) 
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The justification of new mining projects in service of a low-carbon transition is described as 

“deceitful” (Interview 5), or “self-serving” (Interview 6). Two related arguments make up this 

claim. The first argument addresses the claim global mitigation efforts is contingent on CSM, a 

claim which is reinforced by legitimising new mining projects by referring to projected growth in 

demand. As argued by the NGO-coalition, clean energy technologies represent but one of many 

end-uses for these minerals and represent a minor part of total production. Furthermore, due to 

opaque supply chains it is difficult, if not impossible, to determine the origin of the minerals and 

metals used for clean energy technologies (Dominish, Florin & Teske 2019). Promoting mining 

through a low-carbon transition storyline, therefore, obscures profit as the main objective of 

mining. As put by one NGO representative:   

 

The demand for low carbon technologies will be significant, but it won’t be the 

primary driver of demand, for these [aluminium and copper] metals. So, this idea 

that a copper mine or bauxite mine is necessary for the transition is deceptive 

because it is necessary for everything that’s part of the modern capitalist world 

(Interview 5).  

 

As highlighted by this quote, the NGO-coalition does not contest that the energy transition will 

have a significant impact for mineral and metals demand. What is contested is how the storyline 

of a low-carbon transition narrows the debate to this fact alone, rather than scrutinising how 

demand is consolidated from all corners of the global political economy. This tension is exemplary 

of different discursive articulations between the two coalitions. Where the CSM-coalition proposes 

the question how can we meet projected demand, the contrasting NGOs propose to ask how did 

projected demand get so high? This discrepancy is significant because it proposes two distinct 

levels of analysis, what Robbins (2020, 10) refers to as a political and an apolitical ecology. The 

political analysis, here articulated by the NGO-coalition, fixates the debate on material 

consumption. Specifically, it argues that a transformative change will only be achieved through “a 

radical reduction of unsustainable consumption” in the Global North (War on Want 2021, 7). For 

example, the WBG estimates that the demand for lithium and cobalt will require production to be 

ramped up by more than 450 percent under a 2-degree scenario, compared to a 2018-baseline 

(Hund et al. 2020, 73). Li-ion- batteries for electric vehicles represent the primary source of this 

demand (Dominish, Florin & Teske 2019). While this may be significantly impacted by a greater 
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uptake of recycling and re-use of Li-ion batteries, it cannot foster a complete electrification of the 

global transportation system. Indeed, the 2020 publication by the WBG estimates this number after 

an uptake in reuse/recycling, whereas the 2017 publication, where this was not factored in, 

projected demand to increase over 1000% under the same scenario (World Bank Group 2017, 17). 

Reuse and recycling of low-carbon minerals is encouraged in the third pillar of the CSM-Facility, 

yet, NGOs have raised caution that this is not given proper attention within the “climate-smart” 

framework. As expressed in the open letter: 

 

We are also concerned that the [CSM-Facility] is seeking to promote new mining 

before promoting these other important solutions that must precede it. We urge 

the World Bank Group to prioritize recycling, efficiency, circular economy, 

public transit, and other non-mining solutions as the primary components of its 

“Climate-Smart” agenda (Open letter 2019, 2).  

 

The drastic demand projections, by the CSM-coalition conceptualised as opportunities, are in the 

NGO-coalition problematised by asking “for whom, and what will this demand serve?” (War on 

Want & London Mining Network 2019, 20). In other words, what can be considered a just demand, 

and can the socio-environmental costs of supplying this demand be considered fair? As 

consistently argued within the NGO-coalition, these questions must be placed front and centre in 

a debate of the energy transition (e.g., MiningWatch Canada 2020, 6). Such problematisations 

represent the second argument against the justification of increased mining in purpose of the low-

carbon transition, primarily advanced through the storyline of sacrifice zones. 

 

6.2.1. The problem of extractivism and the creation of sacrifice zones  

The storyline of sacrifice zones represents as much a cautionary tale of potential impacts of an 

unjust transition, as a depiction of the ongoing costs of the global political economy. As expressed 

by one NGO: 

 

As the industry expands and moves into more remote regions of the world, 

affected communities and Indigenous peoples are increasingly declaring that 

they are unwilling to have their territories turned into sacrifice zones 

(MiningWatch Canada 2020, 16) 
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This quote is illustrative of a key tension between the two coalitions, that of global and local 

priorities. The NGO-coalition argues that if global disparities reproduced through the current 

extractivist model are left unscrutinised, then the energy transition will be built upon the sacrifice 

of communities, territories and ecosystems in the places where ETMs are mined. Where the CSM-

coalition emphasises global mitigation efforts as a “global good”, the metaphor of sacrifice directs 

attention to the costs of providing this “good”, and the people, places and ecosystems expected to 

pay this cost. Accordingly, the problematisation is focused on the unequal benefits and costs of an 

unjust transition. As elaborated, the CSM-Facility acknowledges and seeks to address local 

impacts by making mining smarter and more responsible. Through these storylines, the CSM-

coalition advances a technocratic framing of localised impacts by seeking to decarbonise supply 

chains, increase energy and water efficiency and offset carbon and biodiversity impacts. As noted 

by one NGO-representative, however, these activities are considered inadequate responses to the 

struggles that are playing out at the extractive frontier:      

 

Greenhouse gas emissions from mining, of course, is a huge issue, and it’s 

something that we should talk about more. But it’s also not what local 

communities are experiencing, it’s not what local ecosystems are experiencing. 

What they are experiencing are the direct impacts of the mining itself, and that 

isn’t mitigated by lower carbon technologies. So, [climate-smart mining] doesn’t 

actually address some of the fundamental problems of mining itself (Interview 

5).  

 

Again, the content of the climate-smart framework is not contested, rather, it is the notion that 

“climate-smart” efforts alone are sufficient to deal with the impacts of mining on frontline 

communities. The coalition argues, furthermore that climate-smart efforts largely serve corporate 

interests, as they are driven by reputational concerns and seek to reduce costs, rather than harm 

(War on Want 2021, 12). Where the CSM-coalition conceptualises expected demand for ETMs as 

opportunities for mineral-rich countries, the NGO-coalition emphasises the threats mineral 

extraction pose to frontline communities. These threats are articulated both in relation to the 

environmental impacts caused by LSM, for example contamination and depletion of water bodies, 

deforestation and biodiversity loss, and the intersecting impacts of mining and climate change. As 

expressed by one NGO:  
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These [environmental] impacts also undermine the social and ecological fabric 

which enables communities and ecosystems to be resilient to the impacts of 

climate change. By destroying habitats and biodiversity, by contaminating and 

depleting freshwater bodies, and by eroding land-based livelihoods, mining 

projects increase the threat that an unstable climate already poses (War on Want 

& London Mining Network 2019, 10) 

 

What is problematised here are not only the socio-ecological impacts of mining, but how these 

impacts, in turn, intersect with and exacerbate the impacts of climate change. In relation to this, 

one NGO-representative problematises the cumulative impacts from mining and climate change 

respectively, which in absence of stringent regulations are likely to accelerate water stress in 

mining regions (Interview 5). On this topic, the US-based NGO Earthworks (2021) has published 

a report on the environmental and social footprint of the so-called battery minerals cobalt, lithium, 

and nickel. The report highlights how mining for these minerals has entrenched on indigenous 

lands in Argentina, Chile, Papua New Guinea and the US, with resulting pollution, threats to 

biodiversity and ongoing ways of life for indigenous peoples in their ancestral homes. The push 

for a low-carbon transition has raised apprehension that mining companies will be able to 

circumvent time demanding stakeholder consultations and environmental- and social impact 

assessments in favour of fast-tracking new mining projects. Consequently, all actors within the 

NGO-coalition stress the importance of protecting mining-affected indigenous and non-indigenous 

communities’ right to free prior and informed consent before any extraction can take place (e.g., 

War on Want & London Mining Network 2019, 27; War on Want 2021, 43). Moreover, they push 

for international and legally binding legislative frameworks to limit corporate power and to 

“prevent harm, establish real accountability – including through supply chains – and respect 

Indigenous territories and governance” (MiningWatch Canada 2020, 14).  

 

  



 

 

43 

 

7. Discussion  

This study examines conflicting narratives on mining for the energy transition, as expressed in the 

context of the CSM-Facility, to interrogate what political solutions are made conceivable through 

these narratives. This chapter wraps up the key findings and relates them to the three bodies of 

literature outlined in chapter 2.   

 

7.1 Tension between global and local priorities 
The stated goal of the CSM-Facility is fairly concise, and seemingly simple - support the energy 

transition by providing materials used in low-carbon technologies, while managing material 

impacts of mineral extraction. A first step in managing material impacts, however, is making them 

manageable. As outlined in the analysis of problematisations within the contrasting discourse 

coalitions, this is first done at a conceptional level. For the CSM-coalition, the threat of climate 

change is tightly coupled with the global goal of decarbonisation. Through the low-carbon 

transition storyline, climate change is conceptualised as a series of biophysical changes made 

manageable through technological innovations and increased efficiency within the mineral value 

chain (e.g., in water and energy use). Through this lens, there appears to be no conflict within the 

CSM-coalition, as decarbonisation is constructed as a global priority while managing local impacts 

is presented as a significant, but manageable, challenge. Managing local impacts therefore 

becomes the pathway to win-win opportunities in which mining aids global mitigation efforts, 

while creating local market opportunities. 

 

While mining may bring benefits to mineral rich countries (e.g., through tax revenue), these 

benefits are unevenly distributed, where local communities bear a disproportionate burden (e.g., 

Bury 2005). Moreover, mining-affected communities are not a homogenous group, meaning 

impacts of mining are conditioned by factors such as gender, age, and ethnicity (Brain 2017; 

Gustafsson 2018; Sinclair 2021). Additionally, scholars have emphasised that increased extraction 

of ETMs may exacerbate vulnerabilities in countries such as Ghana, Chile and the Democratic 

Republic of the Congo (Lèbre et al. 2020; Sovacool 2021). Others have eluded that climate change 

may add to existing pressures on water resources and livelihoods in countries already vulnerable 

to climate change (Odell et al. 2018). How the impacts of mining and climate change, 

independently or collectively, may impact frontline communities, or intersect with conditioned 
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vulnerabilities, however, is largely not problematised within the CSM-coalition. Rather, it focuses 

on the burdens mining “dumb” practices place on local ecosystems and communities, not the socio-

ecological impacts of climate-smart mining itself (i.e., how will access to affordable energy be 

impacted by introducing renewable energy within mining operations? How do recycling plants 

impact local ecosystems, livelihoods, cultural landscapes?).  

 

Additionally, and perhaps more strikingly, nowhere in the analysed material is climate-smart 

mining defined. Despite articulated goals of CSM, there are no measurements as to what 

distinguishes climate “smart” practices from climate “dumb” ones, and as such, there are no criteria 

of what constitutes a successful, or failed, climate-smart mining initiative. Global climate targets, 

in contrast, are continuously pronounced within the CSM-coalition: limit global warming 

temperatures by reducing anthropogenic emissions, specifically CO2. In light of this, “smartness” 

is attributed to practices that contribute towards global carbon emission targets, while managing 

impacts from technologies that facilitate those goals. This is pronounced without consideration as 

to what total impact mining will have on socio-environmental landscapes in mining regions, during 

what time scales (or indeed how) those impacts are to be measured. Whereas water, energy or land 

use per tonne of processed ore may appear as an informative measurement for a mine manager, a 

smallholder farmer may be more concerned with the impact on water availability or inflation 

resulting from an expanding mining economy (cf. Bury 2005, 233; Gustafsson 2018, 180). Thus, 

it is relevant to ask not only “smart” in what way, but also “smart” for whom? In what context? 

And, more importantly, what actors are given authority in defining “smartness”, and who is 

benefitted from this definition? Given that decarbonisation is discussed within a technological (as 

opposed to socio-political) framing within the CSM-coalition, climate-smart appears as an issue 

of being more or less technologically advanced. As such, this may inform climate politics that 

favours transnational mining actors with greater access to capital and technological advancements, 

at the expense of medium-sized enterprises and artisanal and small-scale miners, whose access to 

such resources is limited. This, in turn, may influence community-corporate relationships that are 

contingent on existing power relations (cf. Gustafsson 2018). As such, the climate policy landscape 

at the wake of CSM may alter power relations between and within nations, where already powerful 

actors are those best positioned to align their practices with the constructed climate-smart ones.      
 



 

 

45 

 

In sum, while previous studies have highlighted the diverse impacts of LSM, this study illustrates 

how these impacts are problematised and what solutions are made conceivable by actors who 

explicitly seek to spark change within the industry. As illustrated, when climatic change is 

considered within the CSM-coalition, this is primarily in relation to physical impacts on mining 

operations, rather than cumulative impacts of mining and climate change on communities and 

environments affected by mining. If we embrace the advice to further examine how impacts of 

mining may be altered under climate change (e.g., Gustafsson, Rodrigues-Morales and Dellmuth 

2021; Odell et al. 2018), then there is reason to explore how climate risks can be integrated in key 

governance instruments of the mining sector, such as environmental and social impact 

assessments, closure plans, and water use licenses. While this study does not investigate a specific 

project deemed climate-smart, it does point to potential limitations within the CSM-Framework 

resulting from narrow conceptualisations of impacts and ambiguous framings of “smartness”. 

Conceptualising impacts beyond the operating perimeter of the mine and beyond impacts on the 

biophysical environment, would draw attention to the potential trade-offs with mining for ETMs, 

and as such encourage a more nuanced debate on “smartness” in the mineral value chain. Such a 

conversation would engage in questions of access (to renewable and affordable energy, electric 

transportation) of socio-environmental burdens (i.e., of waste generated in the traces of 

decarbonisation) and distribution of goods (i.e., how mining revenue is allocated within mining 

countries). This discussion is much more complex than one of transforming climate “dumb” 

practices to climate “smart” ones, and interrogates to the place of mining, not only in the energy 

transition, but in the global political economy as a whole.  

 

7.2 Tension between mitigation and adaptation  
Partially overlapping with the tension between global and local priorities is the tension between 

mitigation and adaptation. Although climate adaptation is articulated in relation to operational 

resilience, climate change is primarily addressed in relation to mitigation. As emphasised by 

political ecology scholars, the discord between mitigation and adaptation is conceptualised not 

only as separate actions (reducing emissions vis á vis responding to impacts), but also as separate 

responsibilities (Nightingale et al. 2019, 347). Whereas mitigation evokes connotations to global 

goals of reducing emissions, where everyone has a part to play, adaptation directs responsibility 

to local people to build capacity and become more resilient (ibid). Within the CSM-coalition, 
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mitigation and adaptation is not only conceptually and practically separated, but also hierarchically 

arranged.  

 

How can we understand this tension? It may be reflective of the ecological modernisation 

discourse which characterises the “hybrid multilateralism” of global environmental governance in 

the post-Copenhagen era. As identified by Bäckstrand and Lövbrand (2019, 525), the ecological 

modernisation discourse enables climate change to be redefined as business opportunities. This, in 

turn draws on the win-win logic entrenched in the hybrid policy-landscape, where non-state actors 

are given multiple roles to play in climate change action (Bäckstrand et al. 2017). Accordingly, 

business actors prioritise areas where they have credibility, which, as scholars have pointed out, 

are more pronounced in relation to mitigation than adaptation (Nasiritousi 2015, 347; Nasiritousi 

et al. 2016, 119). This enables priority to be given to mitigation, steering attention away from how 

business activities (i.e., mineral extraction) may create or exacerbate vulnerability. As such, 

businesses are able to align themselves with global sustainability goals (Hestad 2021) and engage 

in partnerships with other non-state actors (e.g., NGOs), possibly to compensate for their perceived 

weaknesses (Nasiritousi 2015, 41). The fragmented climate response of “hybrid multilateralism” 

is thus echoed within the CSM-coalition, with displaced and delegated responsibilities that steers 

away from the socio-political drivers of vulnerability perpetuated through the global political 

economy. However, delegated responsibilities in this context does not mean equal authority.  

 

What does this mean for the climate policy landscape? If, as Nasiritousi and others (2016) suggest, 

we assume that the agency of non-state actors is contingent on their different sources of power 

(i.e., material, social) and their perceived role in environmental governance, then we can assume 

that the analysed actors have an unequal access to different strands of the climate political 

landscape. Business actors, with access to capital and leverage power are likely to have greater 

influence over the agenda and policy-making processes, whereas the analysed NGOs, with greater 

symbolic power, may have authority over questions of moral nature, but less influence in decision-

making (ibid). Thus, the discrepancy between mitigation and adaptation may be reproduced in the 

climate policy architecture, as the CSM-coalition can stay fixated on matters of global urgency, 

while the NGO-coalition are pointing to the local priorities excluded from this narrative (as 

illustrated in the storyline of sacrifice zones). In sum, while the literature on non-state actors in 

environmental governance has highlighted shifting roles and responsibilities in an increasingly 



 

 

47 

 

fragmented policy landscape, this study focuses on how these dynamics play out within a specific 

initiative that articulates climate action targets transcending multiple scales. As illustrated, there is 

a tension generated between climate mitigation and adaptation, allowing them to be treated as 

separate and unevenly important issues, leading to potentially unequal representation within the 

climate policy landscape.  

 

7.3 Tension between different types of transitions  
Although the analysis has focused on conflicting narratives, it is important to note that there are 

points of agreement between the contrasting coalitions articulated through the storyline of a 

circular economy. Both coalitions stress the urgency of complementing primary sourcing with 

reuse/recycling within the mineral value chain, and both stress the potential gravity following the 

material intensity of ETMs. The underlying assumptions that guide the articulation of a circular 

economy, however, differ between the two coalitions, indicating that deadlock may be more likely 

than reconciliation. I argue that this conflict can be understood as a tension between a socio-

technical transition and a socio-political transformation, and that there are at least three ways in 

which this tension is expressed.   

 

The first stems from distinct conceptualisations of climate change as a biophysical problem of 

rising CO2 emissions, and as a social justice problem rooted in an unequal global political economy 

respectively. As argued, the emphasis of biophysical drivers of climate change within the CSM-

coalition renders the socio-political drivers of vulnerability invisible. Consequently, the solutions 

proposed within the CSM-framework are focused on managing and mitigating material impacts, 

rather than transforming the political economy that gives rise to these impacts. This, in turn, fails 

to recognise the multiple expressions of vulnerability across the mineral value chain and therefore 

risks introducing new vulnerabilities in addition to exacerbating existing ones. Accordingly, the 

activities promoted under a climate-smart label appear to be directed at the visible and known 

sustainability challenges of the sector, rather than the structures in which these challenges are 

situated. Thus, while some initiatives promoted under climate-smart labels are welcomed by the 

NGO-coalition (e.g., reducing water use), the main objective, as put by the NGO-coalition, is to 

enable a just energy transition, whereby reducing overall demand precedes reuse and recycling. In 

this regard, costs are but one factor in shaping supply and demand, alongside values and 
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perceptions of consumers, practices and priorities of producers as well as regulatory and legislative 

frameworks surrounding planned obsolescence and overconsumption.  

 

Second, as argued by Kenis, Bono and Mathis (2016, 570), the majority of transitions management 

research and practice can be understood in light of the ongoing trend towards voluntary, bottom-

up, fragmented climate governance (or “hybrid multilateralism”) where unequal distributions of 

power are at best toned down. This, they argue, serves to depoliticise the debate on climate action 

and leaves global power asymmetries unchallenged. Similarly, it could be argued that the discourse 

on CSM, as expressed within the CSM-coalition, serves a depoliticised narrative on climate action, 

where the energy transition may be reduced to an issue of changing technology, rather than 

restructuring an unjust system to a more equitable one. The ethical and judicial implications of the 

energy transition, therefore, risk taking the backseat to matters of technology, cost-savings and 

reductions of CO2 emissions.  

 

Finally, drawing on Feola (2020), it could be argued that the CSM-Facility fails to recognise the 

specific logics that define the systems subject to change (i.e., capitalist logics), and thus ignores 

the potential unintended consequences of climate-smart practices. Empirical research from the 

extractive sites of ETMs has emphasised the need to pay more careful attention to the contexts in 

which transitions occur (e.g., Sovacool 2021). This would entail considering the diverse ways in 

which the effects of mining (and the cumulative impacts of mining and climate change) intersect 

with existing vulnerabilities, and how these dynamics may be impacted by increased mineral 

extraction. Importantly, such an analysis will need to engage with the specific governmental 

rationalities that inform climate politics. As illustrated in this study, the underlying rationalities of 

climate justice vis á vis green growth inform distinct and adversarial climate politics, where the 

latter appears to be more aligned with the dominant discourse of ecological modernisation. Thus, 

while both coalitions support the energy transition, the conflicting narratives illustrated in this 

study appear to have a deeper political meaning, where the demands of the NGO-coalition, reduced 

consumption, redistribution and a post-extractivist economy, cannot be met by the promises of 

CSM. For in a context where economic growth is so intimately connected with sustainability, 

reducing consumption becomes unspeakable. Where win-win rationales guide the policy 

landscape, redistribution becomes unthinkable. And in a discourse where mineral extraction is the 

solution to climate change, a post-extractive global economy is unimaginable.  
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8. Conclusions  

The purpose of this study is to examine the conflicting narratives on mining for the energy 

transition, as expressed by proponents and opponents of the CSM-Facility, and to interrogate what 

political solutions are made conceivable through these narratives. Specifically, this study departs 

from two critical research questions: (i) what problem representations are articulated in the 

conflicting discourses on climate-smart mining? And (ii) what solutions are made conceivable 

through the different problematisations?  

 

The analysis illustrates that proponents and opponents of the CSM-Facility articulate distinct 

problematisations on mining for the energy transition, revealing conflicting rationalities of 

ecological modernisation and climate justice respectively. This generates key tensions that go 

beyond proposing distinct paths forward and represent an inherently political struggle of what kind 

of society we ought to strive for. This suggests that the proposals for considering diverging 

interests as they are currently represented within the CSM-Framework may be inadequate for 

offering a reconciliation between these conflicting narratives. Rather, the climate-smart pathways 

of decarbonisation, circular economy and managing material impacts, may obscure the structural 

injustices embedded within the current extractivist model. As such, the framework serves 

peripheral, rather than core issues of injustice, inequality and socio-ecological transformation 

under capitalism. In this framework, mining companies and mining-affected communities alike 

have a role to play, yet how these roles are conditioned and altered by unequal power relations is 

unproblematised. Accordingly, the mining companies are largely positioned as part of the solution 

to climate change, rather than drivers of inequality and vulnerability.  

 

As a first inquiry of the discourses on climate-smart mining, this study illustrates some key 

tensions within the debate on mining for the energy transition, and the need to pay careful attention 

to these tensions within the climate policy architecture. For this, the chosen poststructuralist 

frameworks have aided the analysis to illustrate the ongoing construction of authority and 

“smartness”, and the conceptual logic that guides the climate-smart narrative. Highlighting these 

discursive processes is key to understanding how mining is made salient in the carbon constrained 

future, and who benefits from it. While this represents a strength of the chosen theoretical 

frameworks, the analysis has drawn on their perceived similarities rather than utilising their stated 
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differences, resulting in the first limitation of this study. As I have sought to present perspicuous 

rather than exhaustive arguments, the width of the analysis may at times come at the expense of 

its depth.  

 

Building on this, a second limitation stems from the delimitation of the order of discourse. As 

outlined in chapter 4.2, the analysis focuses on the most vocal actors in relation to the CSM-

Facility. This draws on the finding that discussions on the CSM-Facility specifically are rather 

subdued, taking place in an industry-context rather than the public sphere. This debate is, however, 

situated within a larger discussion on the energy (and low carbon) transition, which has, arguably, 

gained much traction and attention from multiple actors within global environmental governance. 

Building on this, it is more likely than not that there are additional actors within each coalition, 

and that there are additional coalitions not included in this study. Naming one of the two coalitions 

the “NGO-coalition”, therefore, may be misleading, as the four studied NGOs cannot possibly 

represent such a heterogenous group. The outlined coalitions are thus not reflective of all 

discourses on mining for the energy transition, as this would be too vast for the scope of this study. 

Thus, the delimitations made in this study have been both advantageous, as they have made the 

project feasible within the given timeframe, they have also constituted limitations in the study’s 

ability to illustrate the full reach of each discourse, and the full variation of discourses.  

 

Given the novelty of the CSM-Framework and the perceived importance of mining for the energy 

transition, future research is needed to investigate the specific articulations of conflicting 

discourses at the sites of extraction, and the uneven consequences of decarbonisation as expressed 

in relation to mining. As illustrated in this study, however, sustainability transitions are power-

laden, and conflict ridden already at the conceptualisations of the need and place for mining. This 

highlights the importance of engaging more thoroughly with the policy landscape that governs the 

extractive industries, in particular to enhance our understanding of the socio-political dynamics 

that surround sustainability transitions and condition their outcomes. Future studies stand to benefit 

from engaging with multiple perspectives of power in this inquiry, to illustrate not only how certain 

ideas gain traction over others, but also how the advancement of certain problematisations may 

generate uneven benefits and burdens. In this regard, this study has offered a first step in illustrating 

two conflicting discourses on mining for the energy transition, and the adversarial climate politics 

they promote.  
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APPENDIX 1. Interviewees  

 
 

 

 

  

Interview 1 Representative, Anglo 

American. 

Conducted over virtual 

platform 

Interview 2  Representative, Rio Tinto. Conducted over virtual 

platform 

Interview 3 Representative, Then the 

World-Bank Group 

Conducted over virtual 

platform 

Interview 4 Representative, ICMM. Conducted over virtual 

platform 

Interview 5 Representative, NGO. Conducted over virtual 

platform 

Interview 6 Representative, NGO. Conducted over virtual 

platform 
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APPENDIX 2. Interview Guide: NGO representative   
 

Thank you for giving me an opportunity to talk to you on the topic of mining for the energy 

transition. As I wrote in my first e-mail, my thesis focuses the climate-smart mining Facility, 

launched by the World Bank in 2019. The purpose of my thesis is to explore conflicting narratives 

on mining for the energy transition, as expressed by actors who have openly backed or expressed 

concern against the CSM-Facility. To explore this topic, I draw on documents by the World Bank 

and the backers of the climate-smart mining Facility, as well as reports by NGOs who have advised 

caution against this initiative. I am also carrying out interviews with company representatives, and 

representatives from NGOs, such as [organisation].   

 

All interviews are conducted on the basis of strict confidentiality. Before I continue, I would like 

to ask for your permission to record the interview, the recording will only be used for my own 

purpose and will not be shared with anyone outside of the scope of this study. 

 

QUESTIONS:  

• Can you tell me a little bit about yourself and your work at [organisation], and what has 

led you here?  

 

• The report [Name of report], addresses how mining companies levy the projected increase 

in mineral demand for low carbon technologies to justify new operations, and how they are 

introducing carbon capture storage, offsetting and climate-smart mining as a form of 

greenwash. Can you elaborate a bit on your view of this narrative, and is effects?  

 

• The report also highlights the importance of pursuing an energy transition rooted in justice, 

and how this requires questioning and challenging the extractivist model as a whole and 

the systemic injustice and inequality that underpins it. In your view, what are the biggest 

barriers for transforming these power relations, and how can they be overcome?  

 

• Recent years has seen a surge in industry-led voluntary initiatives and guidelines, such as 

the ICMMs mining principles and performance expectations, the Fair Cobalt Alliance and 

Mining Association Canadas’ Towards Sustainable Mining. From your experience, what 
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would you say are the most critical limitations of such initiatives, and how can we 

bridge those gaps?  

 

• From your experience of working with mining affected communities in [country], could 

you give some examples of the intersecting risks of mining and climate change on local 

communities where energy transition minerals are sourced? 

 

• In your view, what are the most important measures that need to be put in place in 

order to promote a circular society, and how do you envision the role of the mining to 

further a circular economy? 

 

• That’s all of my questions. Is there anything you would like to add, or are there any other 

insights you would like to share with me? 
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APPENDIX 3. Coding Scheme  
 

Unit of analysis:  

Comments:  

 

Checked documents:  

Background info:   

How they conceptualise climate change:  

How they conceptualise the energy transition:   

A. Problem Representation 

A1: What ‘problem’ is represented? 

A2: Is the ‘problem’ linked to adaptation or mitigation?  

A3: Is the ‘problem’ addressed as a global or local concern?  

A3: How urgent does the problem appear to be? (Critical, severe, distant, potential or 

trade-off) 

A4: What is the frequency of the described problem? (High, medium, low) 

B. Presuppositions  

B1: What metaphor, narrative or condensed story is used to describe the 'problem' or its 

proposed solution? 

B2: What is the frequency of the storyline? (High, medium, low) 

B3: How, if at all, is the metaphor, narrative or condensed story described? 

B4: What binaries or categories are used to represent the ‘problem’? 

B5: What rationality is giving the problem / proposed solution importance? (i.e., 

democracy, justice, economic growth) 

C. Silences 

C1: How is the role of the company/organisation in relation to the problem described? 

(i.e., as part of creating the problem or as part of the solution) 

C2: What is left unproblematised in relation to the proposed solution? 

C3. Has the ‘problem’ been described in a different way, not represented within this 

text? 

C4: How is the role of the organisation/company described vis á vis host governments?   

C5: How is the role of the organisation/company described vis á vis local communities?   

D. Proposed Course of Action  

D1. What solutions are proposed to address the problem? Are they considered as 

sufficient or in need of alternative solutions? 

D2. Are potential trade-offs considered in relation to this problem?   

D3: Do they describe the low-carbon transition as an opportunity or a risk? 
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APPENDIX 4. Frequency and urgency table 
 

Frequency  

The problem/storyline is described is 

described in multiple documents, with 

multiple expressions  

High 

The problem/storyline is described several 

times within the same document, but 

expressed the same way  

Medium 

The problem/storyline is described within 

the same document with multiple 

expressions 

Medium 

The problem/storyline is described few 

times, within a limited number of 

documents, with few expressions  

Low 

 
Level of Urgency 

The ‘problem’ is described as in need of 

immediate action and attention from 

multiple stakeholders   

Critical 

The ‘problem’ is described as in need of 

immediate attention from a single 

stakeholder, or in need of future attention 

from multiple stakeholders.  

Severe 

The ‘problem’ is described as a definite 

concern, not in need of immediate attention 

(action can wait), or as a past concern, no 

longer need of attention (action not 

necessary).  

Distant  

The ‘problem’ is described as a potential 

concern, potentially requiring attention 

Potential 

The problem is described as a potential 

concern, but with more benefits than 

drawbacks  

Trade-off  

 

 

 

 



  

 

 

 

Stockholms universitet/Stockholm University 

SE-106 91 Stockholm 

Telefon/Phone: 08 – 16 20 00 

www.su.se 


	List of Acronyms
	1. Introduction
	1.1 Aim and research questions

	2.   State of the art
	2.1 Socio-environmental impacts of large-scale mining
	2.2 Non-State actors in environmental governance
	2.3 Sustainability Transitions

	3. Theoretical framework
	3.1 Poststructural political ecology
	3.2 Discourse and discursive practices
	3.3 Problematisations
	3.4 Storylines and discourse coalitions
	3.5 Combining WPR and ADA

	4.  Methods and material
	4.1 Discourse analysis
	4.2 Research scope and delimitations
	4.2.1 Delimitation of the discourse

	4.4 Material
	4.4.1 Interviews

	4.5 Operationalisation
	4.5.1 Guiding Questions

	4.6 Validity
	4.6.1 Reflexivity

	4.7 Critical responses

	5. Background
	5.1 From sustainable to climate-smart mining
	5.1.1 Reception of the CSM-Facility


	6. Analysis and findings
	6.1 The problem of climate change and the need for decarbonisation
	6.1.1 The opportunities of climate change
	6.1.2. The problem of impacts and the need for responsible mining
	6.1.3 The problem of material impacts and the need for a circular economy
	6.1.4. The problem of climate change and the need for operational resilience

	6.2. The problem of climate change and the concern for inequality
	6.2.1. The problem of extractivism and the creation of sacrifice zones


	7. Discussion
	7.1 Tension between global and local priorities
	7.2 Tension between mitigation and adaptation
	7.3 Tension between different types of transitions

	8. Conclusions
	9. References
	APPENDIX 1. Interviewees
	APPENDIX 2. Interview Guide: NGO representative
	APPENDIX 3. Coding Scheme
	APPENDIX 4. Frequency and urgency table


