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"A red line against fossil capitalism", reads a slogan written on a pylon of an infrastructure
of the coal terminal of the port of Amsterdam, immortalized in a work by the Austrian artist
Oliver Resssler. In his works, in particular those of the series  "Everybody's getting together
before  everything's  falling  apart"  Ressler  documents  various  mobilizations  for  climate
justice and against extractivism, from the Climate Camp in Venice, to the Code Rood in
Amsterdam, ZAD in France and Ende Gelaende in Germany. Or the permanent posts built
on the ancient trees of the Hambach forest in Germany with the purpose of blocking the
destruction  that  would  result  from  the  expansion  of  a  mega-coal  mine.  Or  the
mobilizations  of  climate
justice  and  indigenous
movements  at  the  UN
Conference  of  the
Parties  on  Climate
Change in Paris in 2015,
that  launched  a  global
campaign  to  block  the
extraction of fossil fuels,
keep them underground,
and  decolonize  the
approach to the climate
crisis.  Since  then  a  red
line crossed the planet  drawn by movements and communities in resistance. It has been
renamed "Blockadia", which is a myriad of blockades, initiatives, fields, direct actions that in
every  part  of  the  world  represent  the  frontline  in  defense  of  Mother  Earth.  From the
Ecuadorian  Amazon,  to  Standing  Rock,  from  Scandinavian  tundras  to  coal  mines  in
Australia or Germany, to African or Borneo forests, to the olive groves of Salento. Recently,
the authors of the Atlas of Environmental Conflicts have produced a study on "Blockadia",
which provides an overview of the initiatives that globally try to counter the expansion of
the  extraction  of  fossil  fuels  and  react  to  the  socio-environmental  consequences  of
renewable energy projects, which often, according to the data analyzed, present risks equal
to those of fossil fuel extraction with regard to the environment and human rights. Not to
mention  biofuels  such  as  palm  oil,  which  have  a  serious  impact  not  only  on  the
environment but on the human rights of local and indigenous communities and are among
the sectors most at "risk" for environmental defenders.

Figures that are a warning to those who are faithfully convinced in the saving virtues of a
possible  Green New Deal.  To date,  649  cases  of  resistance  and protest  movements  or
activities  have  been  recorded  which,  especially  in  cases  of  community  and  collective
resistance initiatives, have led to the cancellation of ¼ of the planned projects. In general,
the extent of environmental conflicts recorded must be read in parallel with the resistance
and reaction capacity of movements and communities. The total of environmental conflicts



as of September last year amounted to 901 if we include 272 cases related to oil extraction,
252 to gold extraction, 210 to coal, 155 to copper, 150 to natural gas, 119 to timber , 115
for silver, 93 for palm oil production, 45 for soya. The red line is red with the blood of
dozens of activists and leaders, men and women, indigenous and rural, killed for taking
sides in defense of their territories and Mother Earth. According to the British NGO Global
Witness, 212 cases of murders of environmental defenders were recorded in 2019 with an
average of 4 defenders killed every week since 2015. Over half of the murders occurred in
Colombia (64) and the Philippines, ( from 30 in 2018 to 43 in 2019) followed by Brazil,
Mexico,  Honduras  and  Guatemala.  50  activists  and  activists    lost  their  lives  in  2019
resisting to mining,  while 34 homicides have been registered in connetion to agribusiness,
with a 60% increase from 2018. And then the extraction of timber, infrastructure. 

The  most  recent  data  produced  by  FrontLine  Defenders  in  its  global  analysis  of  the
situation of human rights defenders in the world in 2020 confirm this trend, indeed record
an worsening of the situation: of the 331 defenders and defenders killed in the last year,
69% were active in the protection of environment, defense of the land and the rights of
indigenous peoples. Paradoxically, it is the indigenous peoples who, with their ancestral
knowledge  and  management  models  of  natural  resources  and  their  territories,  offer  a
fundamental  contribution  to  the  protection  of  ecosystems,  biodiversity  and  to  the
mitigation or adaptation to climate change. For example, it is estimated that indigenous
peoples ensure the protection of 80% of the planet's biodiversity. By protecting the forest
heritage  of  their  territories  by  resisting  their  destruction and applying their  traditional
models  of  holistic  resource  management,  indigenous  peoples  and  local  communities
contribute  to  the  mitigation  of  climate  change  considerably.  It  is  estimated  that  in
indigenous lands or lands inhabited by local communities in the Tropics, store a total of
about 300 billion tons of carbon equal to 33 times the carbon emissions in the energy
sector in 2017. However, it is indigenous peoples that mostly suffers from the combined
effects of  "  ecophagy” and “necrocapitalism”.   Other data self-produced by indigenous
organizations give an even more complete and alarming picture than the figures produced
by NGOs. According to the "Global Initiative to Address and Prevent the Criminalisation
and Impunity against indigenous peoples" in the period 2017-2019 472 indigenous leaders



(men and women) were killed, 423 subjected to arbitrary detention, 237 to illegal arrest,
and 1630 suffered threats and intimidation in 19 countries. These data confirm that the
interpretation of the environmental crisis in terms of “Anthropocene” does not stand up to
the evidence of  the facts.  It  is  not all  of  humanity  indiscriminately contributing to the
predatory  transformation  of  ecosystems;  indeed,  much  of  it  directly  suffers  its
consequences  and  those  that  try  to  resist  and  protect  them  are   killed,  persecuted,
criminalized.. Are we then in the Capitalocene era as described by Jason Moore? 

Much of the data on current
and  future  raw  material
extraction volumes seem to
confirm this: since 1970, the
rate of extraction of natural
resources  from  the  planet
has tripled. Today, 92 billion
tons  of  materials  are
extracted per  year,  with an
annual  growth  of  3.2%.
Since  1970,  the  extraction
of fossil fuels has increased
from 6 to 15 billion metric
tons, that of other minerals
from  9  to  44  billion,  the
removal of biomass from 9 to 24 billion tons. UN Environment estimates that by 2050 the
volume  of  resources  extracted  on  the  planet  could  double  by  2050.  It  is  clear  that
extractivism - or perhaps the current phase of extractive capitalism - is among the main
causes of the destruction of ecosystems, that is “ecophagy”, and also as a consequence of
the repression and violent attack on those who defend them, that is of “necrocapitalism”.
At the same time, however, the concept of Capitalocene, while identifying the central cause
of the environmental crisis, risks invisibilizing the victims of the development model and
those who resist it.  And the crimes of “peace” (to quote Italian anti-psychiatry pioneer
Franco Basaglia) or “system crimes” to which they are subjected. Because system crimes are
those that occur when  on the one hand  the system is such as to protect itself from any
assumption of responsibility, and on the other it implies the destruction of the living being,
whether  human  or  non-human,  as  a  necessary  and  essential  condition  for  its  own
reproducibility. System crimes are those that allow the indiscriminate use of criminal law to
suppress dissent and resistance, or that endorse the delegitimization of those who defend
human rights  and the land,  arbitrary  arrests,  threats,  murders  in  an often unstoppable
growth.  System  crimes  are  those  that  make  it  possible  to  redesign  geographies  of
exploitation  and  exclusion,  disposable  zones  and  lives,  transforming  territories  rich  in
scarce and strategic resources into new areas of sacrifice,  where the black holes of the
extraction of materials are accompanied by the red areas of suspension or violation of
rights against those who are no longer willing to sacrifice. To date, dozens and dozens of
official,  governmental,  private  sector  initiatives,  and  civil-society  organizations  and
movements acknowledge the role of defenders of human and land rights in protecting the
environment. Policy commitments range from positions papers, declarations, resolutions,



guidelines, to regional protocols such as the Escazù Protocol on access to information,
participation, access to environmental justice, and protection of environmental defenders
in Latin America. Or initiatives such as those launched by the UN Council on Human Rights
or the UN Agency for the Environment, The role of defenders of the environment and the
land is now formally recognized, but words are not followed by facts, and the data are
there to prove it. How will it be possible to trust in governments that are at the forefront of
repression? Or businesses that thrive on the cheap exploitation of raw materials? What is
the solution to this conundrum? Certainly, asking for justice and redress for the violence
suffered by activists, community leaders, movements and indigenous communities is an
essential  step,  as  is  the pressing demand for  verifiable  obligations for  the activities  of
companies and multinationals, such as the Binding Treaty on Business and Human Rights in
discussion  at  the  United  Nations.  The  claims  for  the  right  to  land  and  the  self-
determination  of  indigenous  peoples  should  definitely  be  supported,  and  their
internationally recognized right to free, prior and informed consent upheld. Governments
must definitely bind all business activities sectors with an impact on the environment and
human rights to stringent standards aimed at minimizing or preventing negative effects on
the environment, human rights and environmental defenders and the conflicts that may
arise from them. Root causes of attacks to defenders will have to be addressed, including
trade and investment relations based on the export of raw materials and the hoarding of
water and land, impunity,  inequalities in access to fundamental rights,  from political to
economic  and  social,  collusion  between  public  and  private  powers,  the  so-called
"corporate capture of the state". 

However,  it  will  be
essential  to
strengthen  alliances
and  pacts  between
communities  and
movements  in
resistance,  the
capacity for collective
protection  and
prevention  of  attacks
and  violations,  active
monitoring  of  the
territories,  the  ability

to report (so strongly affected by the the COVID emergency). And alongside resistance,
practice and support radically alternative ways of self-government and management of
resources  and  territories  by  those  who live  and  inhabit  them.  In  short,  by  expanding
“Blockadia” and networks of areas to defend (the ZAD - Zones à Defendre) where defense
is accompanied by radical practices of democracy and resource management. It will then
be central to recognize the intersectional character of the challenge. As it is often women
who are at the forefront to protect the living and suffer most from the consequences of the
extractivist model, already having to deal with the damaging effects of patriarchy. New
forms of “colonial power” that from time immemorial have considered indigenous peoples
and their lands as disposable lives and territories will have to be identified and opposed. If



in the past these used slave labor to extract resources, for decades they have used and
exploited not only "human fuel", that is, racialized subjects as cheap labor, but also "fossil
fuel" to ensure the survival of the dominant capitalist model. 

It is no coincidence that, as Martinican philosopher Malcom Ferdinand reminds us in his
splendid essay “Pour une ecologie decoloniale”, slaveholders often associated the color of
the skin of slaves with coal. However, decriminalizing and making ensuring the defense of
Mother Earth and the production of alternatives, even if determining elements, cannot be
decisive. The real elephant in the room concerns the urgency to overcome of the model,
the “civilizational crisis” in which the attack on the defenders and defenders of the earth
occurs. A crisis that is evident all in the projections relating to the increase in the extraction
of raw materials, the worsening of the planet's health indicators, the widening inequality
gap, and the progressive shrinking of spaces for civic and democratic initiative  at a global
level. We are faced with an
unprecedented  challenge
that  demands  a  radical
paradigm  shift   and
recognizes  the  rights  of
nature alongside the rights
of  communities  and
defenders of the land. 

A  challenge  that  nurtures
the “pluriverse” of Zapatista
memory,  the  myriad  of
possible  alternatives,  and
that  alongside  human
rights violations would also
pursue the “co-violations” of the rights of Nature. Because ultimately the first defender of
the Earth is the earth itself, with its natural cycles of generation and regeneration. It will be
necessary, in the words with which Cameroonian philosopher Achille Mbembe closes his
recent  “Brutalisme”:…  “to  negotiate  and resolve  the  conflicts  that  arouse  different  and
antagonistic  ways  of  living  in  the  world,  towards  a  broad  restructuring  of  relations.
Reparation requires renouncing forms of exclusive appropriation, recognizing the existence
of  the  incalculable  and  the  inappropriate,  and  that  consequently  there  must  be  no
exclusive possession or occupation of the Earth. As a sovereign instance she belongs only
to herself, and her reserve of germinal matter cannot be appropriated either now or for
eternity”(unofficial  translation).  Therefore, recognizing and applying the rights of Nature
today not only represents a cultural and political challenge, but also a strategy to counter
the advance of the extractivist model, which especially in Latin America is beginning to
yield important results. It is from a new pact with the living and between forms of the
living,  ("making  kin"  as  Donna  Haraway  describes  it)  innervated  in  local  and  global
resistance initiatives, and in radical practices of care and repair of the damage caused to
Mother Earth, and to the peoples that are  victims of the extractive model, that it may be
possible to protect it and protect us by creating the conditions for the end of the dirty war
against its defenders. 


